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ABSTRACT
Given the negative consequences that excessive confrontation with 
uncertainty can have, its positive dimension is often forgotten. The aim 
of this article is to show that the uncertainty associated with work, working 
conditions and the context in which working relationships are formed 
can be considered as a positive value. This will be shown through four 
themes. The first theme concerns the economic system. It is important 
to show that a certain degree of insecurity is necessary not only for 
individual freedom in society, but also for society as a whole, as there 
is a relationship between economic and political freedom. The second 
theme concerns entrepreneurship. In this respect, the article reminds 
us that uncertainty is a prerequisite for entrepreneurial activity. The 
third area deals with employment. Uncertainty and the life experience 
associated with it is an opportunity for personal development and the 
search for innovative ways of coping and solving problems, moreover, 
it is related to a sense of freedom. The fourth theme deals with the 
positive role of uncertainty in the context of the current crisis caused by 
the COVID-19 pandemic. However, this positive value will only emerge 
if human health is protected.
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Introduction

This article deals with the two important sociological concepts, which are also 
discussed in philosophy: uncertainty and work. Work is a significant sociological 
phenomenon that has had a large impact on the formation of social reality throughout 
history. The concept of uncertainty is not yet properly analysed, because much more 
attention is given to risk, which is usually connected to quantifiable indicators (Knight, 
1921). Risk and uncertainty are always situated in a social context, and sociology 
shows how the definition of these phenomena “shape social relations and distribution 
powers to groups, at the same time as other groups are excluded from decision 
making” (Lidskog & Sundqvist, 2012, p. 1019). 

This article focuses on how attitudes to uncertainty transform working 
relationships, especially in the context of freedom. It turns out that society is 
transitioning from excessive adherence to certainty, caused by negative experience 
during the early form of capitalism, to finding ways to live in uncertainty. Work 
uncertainty and other work-related uncertainties have a positive dimension and thus 
represent significant value. This article aims to show three levels where uncertainty 
can be considered a value in relation to work: the level of the economic system, which 
affects freedom to choose an occupation; entrepreneurship, where uncertainty is a 
prerequisite for business and economy in general; and finally, employment, where 
uncertainty is necessary for a sense of freedom and for the possibility of development.

The first part of the article will connect uncertainty with a related phenomenon—
risk. The following sections will discuss the positive role of uncertainty at the level 
of the state, entrepreneurship and employment. Then, it will be shown how these 
themes are now gaining more urgency in the context of the current COVID-19 
pandemic, which offers a space for reflection on uncertainty and its consequences, 
whether negative or positive.

Risk and Uncertainty in our Society

The real world around us is a place where we can seldom meet with certainty. 
Uncertainty is a much more complicated phenomenon; it is sometimes understood 
as a general term that includes several phenomena related to the uncertain nature 
of the world. In the scientific disciplines that deal with decision-making, the term “risk” 
is used to described those forms of uncertainty which are amenable to quantification 
of the probability that certain events will occur in the future. This basic distinction 
between risk and uncertainty is found in economic disciplines (Knight, 1921). 

Risk, sometimes referred to as expected uncertainty, is examined in different 
disciplines and is viewed through various epistemological approaches. As Rolf 
Lidskog and Göran Sundqvist (2012, pp. 1020–1021) argue, the question arises as 
to whether risk has physical characteristics that exist independently of the social 
and cultural context, or whether risk is shaped and constructed by that context. 
Experts in their risk analysis aim at assessing actual threats by evidence-based 
scientific investigation. As a result, their risk analysis can be described from the 
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realist perspective. On the other hand, the general public in their risk assessment 
are often influenced by the social context and communication processes that can 
amplify risk perceptions or reduce them. Therefore, the latter can be understood 
from the social constructivist perspective.

As Jens O. Zinn (2008, p. 173) shows, risk is also understood in theories 
as a way of dealing with uncertainty. In this context, it is a question of how these 
uncertainties are rationally managed, and individual theories differ not only in their 
approach to this rationality, but also in the way risk is measured.

In some social sciences, the division between risk and uncertainty is not strictly 
conceptualized. At the level of ordinary language, the terms “risk” and “uncertainty” 
may be used in similar or identical contexts. We often find that we talk about risk 
in terms of a potential threat without determining any degree of probability. Similarly, 
some concepts of risk perception, such as a culturally oriented approach, have little 
to do with probability calculation (Lupton, 2013, pp. 9, 10).

Sjöberg et al. (2004, p. 7) distinguish risk per se and the engineered 
risk. The latter can be measured but cannot be overused in risk management. 
Paul D. Windschitl and Gary L. Wells (1996, p. 343) emphasize the fact that 
uncertainty is a psychological construct and exists only in the human mind, 
because if human knowledge were complete, nothing like uncertainty would exist. 
According to Sjöberg et al. (2004, p. 7), risk is closely linked to uncertainty, and 
it is psychological uncertainty that is important for understanding human responses 
to situations whose consequences are unknown.

In addition, it should be borne in mind that epistemic uncertainty also comes 
into play when making decisions, which means that the decision-maker does 
not have to be confident about the estimated probabilities (Müller, 2016). Sven 
Ove Hansson (1999, p. 539) realizes that while the distinction between risk and 
epistemic uncertainty is useful, it is not very clear how to distinguish the two 
categories. Hansson illustrates this situation with the example of a meteorological 
forecast. If there is 50% probability of rain tomorrow and we believe this prediction, 
it will be a matter of risk. On the contrary, if the probability quantified for us by 
meteorologists is not credible enough, it will be a question of uncertainty. People 
realize that experts who make predictions can very easily be wrong. We can very 
rarely approach the probability available to us with certainty. Hansson concludes 
that risk basically occurs only in textbook examples, such as a coin toss or dice 
(Hansson, 1999, p. 539).

Uncertainty related to work in this article applies to all the situations where it 
is not possible to estimate the future development of the labour market due to the 
complexity of the environment, as well as situations where labour market actors feel 
uncertain, despite the probability of remaining in the job position. Ulrich Beck also 
describes this world of uncertainty in his “risk society”. He points out that risk is 
a hybrid entity, as it is both a real danger and something completely hypothetical, 
based on a social construction related to an uncertain future (Beck, 1986/1992; 
Zinn, 2008, p. 179). Today’s world, shaped by modernization and technological 
development, there is increased uncertainty in the labour market. Jobs that are 
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widely spread today will not exist in the future, and on the contrary, completely new 
jobs will appear. It is natural for people to worry about the future, nevertheless, in the 
following sections I will argue that uncertainty is not entirely negative but also has 
a positive value. 

The Case of an Economic System

Various texts in the fields of political philosophy, sociology and economics use terms 
such as “freedom”, “economic certainty”, “uncertainty” and “risk”. These terms are 
used in different contexts and with different meanings. In this section, I will argue 
that uncertainty and risk, if we consider the possibility of some quantification, can 
to some extent be understood as a price to be paid for democracy, related to the 
uncertain nature of the capitalist society. In this light, the discussion between the 
advocates of a centrally planned economy and advocates of capitalism is worthy 
of interest. To show the difference between these terms, we can use the text by 
Friedrich Engels (1880/1908) Socialism, Utopian and Scientific and the text by 
Friedrich August von Hayek (1944/2001) The Road to Serfdom, where he criticizes 
socialist planning.

Engels’ argumentation in favour of a centrally planned economy includes 
an attack on capitalism, in particular the uncertainty associated with life in 
a capitalist society. The struggle between individual capitalists is, according to 
Engels (1880/1908, p. 110), “the Darwinian struggle of the individual for existence 
transferred from Nature to society with intensified violence,” and despite the long 
human history, “the conditions of existence natural to the animal appear as the 
final term of human development”. The society is torn by the constant repetition of 
business cycles. According to Engels, the anarchy of production is the cause of 
this “vicious circle”, or better, of the “spiral” that must come to an end. The business, 
credit, and speculation steeplechase lead to a collapse and, as a result, one must 
be liberated from the recurrent economic bankruptcies (Engels, 1880/1908, p. 110). 
Manufacturers merge, regulate production, determine the amount of production and 
the selling price. This, according to Engels, leads to the situation where the whole 
industry “is turned into one gigantic joint-stock company” and “internal competition 
gives place to the internal monopoly of this one company” (Engels, 1880/1908, 
p. 120). Within monopolies, exploitation is so obvious that it must result in their 
collapse. The state must therefore take over production control.

The industrial reserve army is a regulator that keeps wages as low as is suitable 
to capital needs. Only the revolution to which history inevitably tends can restore the 
proletariat to human dignity:

With the seizing of the means of production by society, production of commodities 
is done away with, and, simultaneously, the mastery of the product over the 
producer. Anarchy in social production is replaced by systematic, definite 
organization. That struggle for individual existence disappears. Then for the first 
time, man, in a certain sense, is finally marked off from the rest of the animal 
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kingdom, and emerges from mere animal conditions of existence into really 
human ones. (Engels, 1880/1908, pp. 133–134)

Engels is convinced that people will become masters of nature because and 
they are able to consciously manage the conditions surrounding them. In this 
socialist world there will be no place for uncertainty. According to Engels (1878/1987), 
freedom consists in the control over ourselves and over external nature, a control 
founded on knowledge of natural necessity. People will be masters of the forces that 
have so far dominated them, making a leap from the realm of necessity to the realm 
of freedom. The proletariat through the revolution will liberate the world (Engels, 
1880/1908, pp. 135–136). For Engels, the uncertainty associated with capitalism 
is thus an obstacle to freedom, which he sees as liberation from uncertainty. This 
planned organization also involves work. Karl Marx argues in following way:

We also saw that capital, in the social production process appropriate to it—
and the capitalist is simply personified capital, functioning in the production 
process simply as the bearer of capital—pumps out a certain specific quantum 
of surplus labour from the direct producers or workers, surplus labour that it 
receives without an equivalent and which by its very nature always remains 
forced labour, however much it might appear as the result of free contractual 
agreement. (Marx, 1894/1993, pp. 957–958)

Therefore, according to Marx, society needs to achieve freedom that “can 
consist only in this, that socialized man, the associated producers, govern the human 
metabolism with nature in a rational way, bringing it under their collective control 
instead of being dominated by it as a blind power” (Marx, 1894/1993, p. 959).

It is evident that this concept of freedom takes on a somewhat different 
character than that of freedom, as understood in a democratic society. Hayek 
(1944/2001, p. 46), as a supporter of liberalism, rejects central planning and draws 
attention to the danger of a socialist program that seeks to remove uncertainty 
from society. He points out that planning advocates regard planning as a necessity, 
as circumstances caused by free competition are beyond our control. However, 
their claims are not supported by enough arguments but only by reference 
to past authorities. The monopolies, which are often called a necessary product 
of the development of capitalism, were in fact the result of a government policy, 

“a conscious organization of industry” and “scientific planning”. According to Hayek 
(1944/2001, p. 48), this has been the case in Germany since 1878. Protectionist 
policies in the USA have had similar consequences.

According to Hayek, effective control or planning of a system might not be 
difficult if the conditions were so simple that a single person or a commission doing 
the planning could actually take into account all the relevant facts. However, the real 
situation is much more complicated—information is necessary for decision-making, 
and a pricing system based on well-functioning competition is a suitable mechanism, 
which provides information on all minor changes (Hayek, 1944/2001, p. 57).
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To direct all our activities according to a single plan presupposes that every 
one of our needs is given its rank in an order of values which must be complete 
enough to make it possible to decide between all the different courses between 
which the planner has to choose. It presupposes, in short, the existence 
of a complete ethical code in which all the different human values are allotted 
their due place. (Hayek, 1944/2001, p. 60)

However, the problem arises that we have no such universal value scale and 
that it is “impossible for any mind to comprehend the infinite variety of different needs 
of different people which compete for the available resources and to attach a definite 
weight to each” (Hayek, 1944/2001, p. 62). For Hayek, individualism is based on 
the fact that more than one section of the needs of society as a whole cannot be 
included under our value scale.

The goals of public well-being should not be achieved at the expense of freedom. 
Hayek (1944/2001, p. 69) points out that it is not necessary to completely abandon 
the idea of economic certainty, but it should be borne in mind that if the entitlement 
to social certainty is understood in an overly absolute sense, this becomes a great 
danger to freedom. Limited certainty for all, which does not jeopardize general 
freedom or prepares for accidental life risks, is acceptable. However, it must be 
ensured that these measures do not destroy competition. A state that provides more 
security does not, according to Hayek, suppress individual freedom. All economic 
activities are related to planning, but it is not possible to accept the situation where 
planning is used to replace the market.

Central planning takes a dramatic form in the context of work. Rewards 
commensurate with the objective outcomes of human endeavour are incompatible 
with freedom of choice: 

In any system which for the distribution of men between the different trades 
and occupations relies on their own choice it is necessary that the remuneration 
in these trades should correspond to their usefulness to the other members 
of society, even if this should stand in no relation to subjective merit. (Hayek, 
1944/2001, p. 126) 

If we want to guarantee an unchanging income to everyone, it is necessary 
to abolish the freedom to choose an occupation, which is inadmissible, since the 
reward would have nothing to do with the benefits. People must be motivated to 
work—they perform better if they are guided by their own interests. The planned 
economy is moving towards a situation where discipline will be ensured by corporal 
punishment—the highest threat is no longer the bailiff but the executioner (Hayek, 
1944/2001, p. 130). The failure of an individual becomes a crime against society, 
certainty is redeemed by freedom.

Every decision-making is associated with risk and if we want to get rid of risk, we 
must also take away the possibility of making a decision. Hayek (1944/2001, p. 137) 
admits, however, that a certain amount of certainty is necessary to preserve freedom, 
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since most people are only willing to bear to some extent the risks that freedom 
necessarily entails.

At first glance, it might seem that this comparison of dramatically different 
concepts is not up to date in the current debate, as we are now living in the world 
of mixed-type economies where the shortcomings of the market mechanism are 
corrected by the public sector. The relationship between freedom, uncertainty and risk 
is therefore not usually so dramatic. However, there are still views that words such as 

“communist” and “democratic” are not mutually exclusive and are compatible, although 
this has been debated in many studies (see: Friedman, 1962/2002). The discussion 
of the relationship between risk, uncertainty and the fundamental values of a free 
society is still significant. Given the current societal challenges, we must constantly 
seek acceptable levels of risk and uncertainty.

The Case of Entrepreneurship

In the capitalist society, uncertainty with its dynamic changes in the real world leads 
entrepreneurs to seek profit and try to avoid losses. Without this important role played 
by entrepreneurs it would not be possible to talk about a functioning market, and 
economy where economic calculation is possible. According to von Mises, a real 
economy without calculation is not possible. The world of certainty described in the 
previous section is deprived of any motive for doing business (see: Rothbard, 1991; 
von Mises, 1949/1998, pp. 694–705). Ludwig von Mises is even more radical in his 
arguments than Hayek and shows that a centrally planned economy is not only flawed 
but in principle impossible (von Mises, 1920/1990).

Murray N. Rothbard (1991) notes that the collapse of socialism and the centrally 
planned economy is currently perceived in the context of a catastrophic economic 
failure, but decades ago, in the midst of debates about the nature of a socialist economy, 
the prevailing view was that the major problems of socialism are not economic. 
A frequently discussed topic was, for example, socialist efforts to transform human 
nature (see: Camus, 1951/1956). But in 1920, economist and philosopher Ludwig 
von Mises came up with an original critique of a centrally planned economy based 
on economic calculations. In his article Die Wirtschaftsrechnung im sozialistischen 
Gemeinwesen [Economic Calculation in the Socialist Commonwealth] (von Mises, 
1920/1990) he demonstrates that freedom, property and sound money are the 
necessary and sufficient conditions for the existence and evolution of human society 
(see: Salerno, 1990). In his reasoning von Mises is so prescient that he responds to 
the objections raised later (see: Lange, 1938 p. 70).

As Joseph T. Salerno observes (2014; see also Salerno, 1990, p. 44), von Mises 
points out that even if planners are not burdened with the knowledge problems 
Hayek emphasizes, they will still not be able to determine how to allocate factors of 
production or calculate optima. Allocation decisions are overwhelmingly complex 
as planners will be confronted with changed conditions at all times. The quantity 
and quality of productive services is subject to constant change as these services 
originate in a stock of gradually transformed physical assets and work capabilities. 
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In the context of work, planners will never be able to plan working relationships and 
determine who, when, where and how to produce. And it is precisely the uncertainty 
that leads entrepreneurs to modify individual relationships and seek new, better 
solutions to current situations, and at the same time, they are motivated by profit.

The pricing system is not the most important thing, as Hayek points out, but 
the result of previously achieved prices that are based on valuations—mental 
operations. These prices are an instrument of economic analysis, which is not 
a means of acquiring knowledge, but a prerequisite for rational action. The existence 
of an economy, therefore, requires entrepreneurs who carry out the calculations, 
and these calculations cannot be replaced by any organized plan, or by the use 
of computation technologies. The real world is dynamic, filled with change and 
uncertainty. Uncertainty leads entrepreneurs to seek profit. The role of the 
entrepreneur who deals uncertainty is essential for capitalist economy.

Von Mises (1949/1998, p. 700) points out that the entrepreneur does not know 
whether his business will be successful, and thus finds himself uncertain. This 
method can be described as a trial-and-error method. Socialists believe that this 
method can be imitated, but in a socialist economy, profit and loss calculation is 
not possible. Von Mises (1949/1998, pp. 701–702) also points to the absurd efforts 
of neo-socialists (such as Lange, 1938), who first destroy all the characteristics 
of the market and then try to artificially organize society as if “the market”, competition 
and so on existed. These socialists want, says von Mises, people to play at the 
market without realizing how this game is different from the reality. Von Mises points 
out (1949/1998, p. 704) that the great error of socialists is that they view economic 
problems from the point of view of subordinate officials who cannot see beyond their 
specific entrusted tasks. Thus, in the eyes of the socialists, the allocation of capital 
and the structure of industrial production is something unchangeable and the need 
to change this structure is overlooked. According to the socialists, economic history 
is in its final stage. But managerial activities, as von Mises shows, are only a small 
part of the market processes. Von Mises argues that one cannot play speculation 
and investment: “The speculators and investors expose their own wealth, their own 
destiny. This fact makes them responsible to the consumers, the ultimate bosses 
of the capitalist economy” (von Mises, 1949/1998, p. 705).

Max Weber (1921/1978) develops Menger’s ideas in the field of economic 
sociology, and, like von Mises, points out the problem of calculation in non-monetary 
economies. As Stephen D. Parsons shows, “Weber argues that entrepreneurs 
make production decisions under conditions of uncertainty, where the goals of 
action are subject of choice and where the consumer wants to be formed through 
entrepreneurial action” (Parsons, 2020, p. 149). Moreover, according to Weber, 
entrepreneurial activity related to rational choice is associated not only with the 
sense of freedom, but also with the responsibility for individual choices (Parsons, 
2020, p. 160; Weber, 1919/2004, p. 92). Here we return to the ethical problems that 
were mentioned in the context of a centrally planned economy. Freedom is possible 
only in the context of uncertainty, which is a precondition for the freedom to choose 
an occupation, but also for one’s responsibility for their actions.
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The Case of Employment

Vicki Smith (2016) in her review of the findings related to sociology of employment risk 
and uncertainty deals with the question of what social structural conditions may lead 
someone to consider employment risk and uncertainty perceived as an opportunity. 
This question brings us again to the positive value of uncertainty, and to another 
level that we examine in this article—the level of employment. Smith mentions that 

“for sociologists of work, a core puzzle has been why some individuals and groups 
are positive about employment risk and turbulence, even seeming to favour it to 
the point of endorsing popular ‘free agent’ and ‘entrepreneurial’ ideologies” (Smith, 
2016, p. 70). According to Smith, it is fascinating that the research on employment 
uncertainty has led to the discovery that some groups of people prefer constant 
change and uncertainty about employment and are able to accept uncertainty about 
their future job opportunities. This raises the following questions: “Are they irrational, 
incapable of understanding how they are being used by employers? Do they fail to 
recognize that corporations will callously dump free agents at a moment’s notice?” 
(Smith, 2016, p. 370). Before turning to our own psychological analysis of the positive 
value of job-related uncertainty, we first summarize the studies where Smith (2016) 
finds the answer. 

Smith explains “that people’s willingness to embrace risk and unpredictability—to 
view uncertainty and constraint as opportunity—is conditioned by institutional 
context and material practices”. To illustrate this point, she uses as an example 
the observations of Wall Street Banking Firms by Ho (2009), media workers 
in Manhattan’s Silicon Alley by Neff (2012) and cases of project-based work. With 
time, employees get used to the corporate layoff strategy and employment culture 
that uses the rhetoric stating that layoffs and continual change are industry-specific 
and remain on the constant lookout for new job opportunities. In addition, short-term 
employment—and risk-taking—can be offset by financial remuneration (Ho, 2009, 
p. 224; Smith, 2016, p. 371). The analysis by Gina Neff (2012) is also worthy 
of interest in relation to work uncertainty. Research has shown that media workers 
regard their job decisions as a series of investments that will stimulate their firms’ 
success. These workers were willing to take risks and work for unknown and start-
up companies. Moreover, they were willing to accept poorly paid work or unpaid 
internships. As Smith writes:

Experiencing turbulence and unpredictability from such an advantaged location 
makes it possible to emphasize positive discourses about the advantages of risk 
and opportunity, praising and seemingly embracing it: to rationalize away fears 
and concerns about periods of unemployment; to view oneself as being in control 
of one’s destiny; and to maintain individualistic perspectives on personal 
successes. (Smith, 2016, p. 371)

Neff (2012, p. 37) points out that these workers were able to “convert uncertainty 
into opportunities for wealth and advancement”. A similar situation is also observed 
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for workers working on projects in the creative industry, where workers are exposed 
to fierce competition in uncertain conditions. Smith (2016) notes that:

These workers eschew attachment to one firm or one employer, undermining 
conventional sociological arguments that job stability and commitment alone can 
explain why workers work hard and put in quality effort. Their experiences also 
undermine conventional expectations that workers prefer long-term jobs and 
continuity. (Smith, 2016, p. 372) 

A guidance to understanding preferences can be found in the research by Debra 
Osnowitz (2010), who conducted interviews with contract professionals. These 
professionals experienced negative aspects of the work conditions as permanent 
workers such as management abuse, blocked mobility that led to feelings 
of uncertainty, while contracting gave them an illusion of certainty.

There is another explanation for why job uncertainty may be perceived as an 
opportunity that is related to Osnowitz’s observations. This explanation could be 
based on the ability of employees to perceive differences between social contexts 
and their consequences. However, in these considerations we move from the 
sociological to the psychological level of analysis, because in addition to social 
determinants, psychological determinants related to employees’ specific cognitive 
abilities and personality must also be taken into account. We need to talk not only 
about the social conditions that can transform uncertainty into an opportunity, but 
also about the personalities of people who tend to seek such conditions. One 
could say that certain professions are more acceptable to certain personality types 
of people, e.g., those who are better at working with risk and uncertainty. In the 
previous section we mentioned entrepreneurs and it was pointed out that in a socio-
economic perspective, uncertainty is considered as a prerequisite for a given type 
of activity. Some people may seek out uncertainty directly because the sense of 
certainty also has its negative side, such as routine and repetitive work leading 
to overall stagnation.

Managerial work is associated with all sorts of uncertainties and turbulent 
changes in a globalized society. All management textbooks begin with the 
characteristics of managers’ personalities. Being a manager means being confronted 
with uncertainty. One level of uncertainty relates to success in individual activities 
that fall under the managerial competence. The second level, which is closely 
related to the first, concerns the possibility of losing job in the event of misconduct, 
which implies the risk of unemployment. Research shows that successful managers 
confronted with uncertainty and with states when habitual ways of doing things cannot 
be taken for granted reconsider—deconstruct—uncertainty to see new opportunities 
(Müller & Jedličková, 2020; Rolfe et al., 2016; Rolfe et al., 2017).

Critical situations associated with the so-called existential disruptions—situations 
where habitual ways of doing things are threatened (Müller, 2019; Rolfe et al., 2016)—and 
the uncertainty associated with them provide an important context for the process 
of becoming a manager. Facing uncertainty and responsibility both for the future 

https://changing-sp.com/


382 Michal Müller

progress of the company, but also for one’s own uncertainty about the manager’s job 
leads to self-awareness of the manager’s own identity (Müller, 2020). Even managers 
who, in the context of a critical situation in a company, decide to change jobs and face 
uncertainty, describe this moment as liberating and reinterpret the crisis in positive 
terms (Müller, Jedličková, & Halová, in press). Existential approaches to management 
show that an important ability of a manager is to adapt to the constant alternation 
of success and failure, reminiscent of the Sisyphean struggle described by Camus 
(Müller, 2021).

Greater willingness to face work uncertainty can also be seen in the younger 
generations, as evidenced by the data from sociological and demographic research: 
generations Y and Z are more willing to change jobs and have different work 
preferences than older generations (see: McCrindle, 2014). This situation illustrates 
the interaction of social conditions and the psychological (or biological, if we go to 
a deeper level of analysis) development of individuals who choose a certain type of 
employment—especially in the creative industry, social media, technology start-ups, 
and so on. It is possible that going through the process of education under uncertain 
conditions associated with constant change develops one’s ability to reinterpret 
uncertainty as an opportunity. 

Understanding uncertainty and the ability to manage its manifestations is an 
important prerequisite for the self-development of managers and knowledge workers 
(Müller & Kubátová, 2021). Another level may be the perception of freedom, which in 
the deterministic world depends on uncertainty, because without uncertainty, there 
would be no hope, ethics or freedom of choice, because all this is possible only 
because we do not know what the future will bring us (Hastie & Dawes, 2010, p. 333). 

Work-Related Uncertainty in the Context of the COVID-19 Pandemic

The current period associated with the COVID-19 pandemic is the greatest reminder 
of uncertainty in modern history. It shows both the negative and positive dimensions 
of this phenomenon. The pandemic crisis highlights the relevance of the themes 
presented above regarding the value of uncertainty at all levels.

On the level of the state, the coronavirus pandemic required unprecedented 
state restrictions to protect public health. Anti-epidemic measures have had 
a significant impact on human freedoms and rights. Many countries could only 
handle the uncertainty of the pandemic through restrictions on freedom. In the 
context of the many victims and the uncertainty of further mutations of the virus, 
it is clear that these unprecedented measures were justified. However, governments 
of all countries faced difficult choices, as restrictions brought with them many 
other economic and social problems, as does any effort to eliminate uncertainty. 
The search for the optimal level of uncertainty is a task that humanity has faced 
since its inception, and the current era shows just how important this task is. 
As Joyce J. Fitzpatrick mentions pointing to the results of neurocognitive studies, we 
only learn from uncertainty: “if that is truly the case with humans then the learning 
occurring today with the uncertainty surrounding the COVID-19 pandemic positions 
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us for considerable intense and dramatic learning” (Fitzpatrick, 2020). It is precisely 
these difficult and uncertain pandemic conditions that can create the right backdrop 
for growth linked to learning and for realising our potential.

The uncertainty of the pandemic has dramatically affected entrepreneurs, 
especially those whose activities have been constrained by government measures. 
But even in this area, uncertainty opens space for learning and for harnessing 
creativity. Entrepreneurs confronted with uncertainty must look for new opportunities. 
Recent research on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on social enterprises, 
which represent a very vulnerable part of the market, particularly because they 
employ people disadvantaged in the labour market, shows that, despite numerous 
obstacles, many entrepreneurs have been able to seize the opportunities. 
In particular, these were the entrepreneurs operating in multiple business areas who 
were able to implement operational as well as strategic changes such as finding new 
customers, introducing new products or focusing on the production of respiratory 
masks (Kročil et al., 2021). However, it is clear that the level of uncertainty associated 
with the pandemic is too excessive and that the full impact of the current crisis will 
not be assessed until much later. 

The COVID-19 pandemic is undoubtedly having an impact on employment, 
and for many people the uncertainty may be very oppressive. However, even the 
current pandemic-related crisis can bring people the feeling of fulfilment from 
work and the discovery of meaningfulness (Müller, 2020). Even in the deepest 
crisis caused by the pandemic, managers can pause to reflect on the situation. 
The manager of a company that was deeply affected by the pandemic describes 
this situation in terms of her own interest in the phenomenological literature as an 
opportunity to discover self-awareness (Kročil et al., in press). It is the experience 
of existential uncertainty that often reminds us of the possibility of non-being that 
provides a means to achieve authentic experience (Müller & Vaseková, in press). 
Another significant change that the pandemic has brought about through the 
dynamic development of IT is the possibility to work from anywhere in the world. 
This is especially true for talent who can be hired to work on the other side of the 
world, increasing the mobility of talented workers who can take advantage of more 
opportunities (Haak-Saheem, 2020). Trends related to virtual work will continue, 
and the labour market will have to deal with this fact both in terms of supply and 
demand for labour (Halová & Müller, 2021).

Discussion and Conclusion 

The article pointed out that the uncertainty associated with work, whether at the 
level of social structure, individual entrepreneurial activities, or employment, is 
a significant value if it does not take extreme forms. It is necessary to protect a certain 
degree of uncertainty because it is a condition for our freedom in a deterministic 
world. Uncertainty is our greatest enemy, but also the greatest ally we need in our 
lives. It often becomes a neglected value. In addition to work-related uncertainty, 
we can talk about other uncertainties in this context, but what is most important is 
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work which we devote most of our time to and in which many of us find opportunities 
for self-actualisation and meaning-making. In other words, we need to fill our lives 
with something. Even if life was not associated with freedom, there is still a sense 
of freedom, as Albert Camus (1942/1979) observes, and we can add that this feeling 
is associated with uncertainty without which the economic system and business 
cannot function (von Mises, 1920/1990). Perhaps uncertainty is a solution to the 
problem of the globalized middle class that has nowhere to go, as noted by social 
anthropologist Thomas Hylland Eriksen (2008). Uncertainty makes it possible to 
create and build something again and again. And the understanding of uncertainty 
and the changes of approaches to uncertainty dramatically transform society and 
individual relationships within society. Thus, all history seems to be teaching us how 
to live with uncertainty, how to conceptualize it appropriately, and how to optimize 
its impact. A world with extreme uncertainty and a world without uncertainty are 
not good places to live.

Both the analysis of socio-economic relations and historical experience 
show that if uncertainty is removed from society and a centrally planned economy 
is established, the freedom to choose an occupation and the incentive to work 
are thereby abolished. Uncertainty is also important for business as it forces 
entrepreneurs to create new opportunities and seek profit. Without uncertainty, 
in a centrally planned economy, there is no market or economy, there is no even 
business activity. Entrepreneurs must be confronted with uncertainty about their 
existence (related to the threat to their being) and manage activities in order to 
achieve the optimum level of uncertainty and risk. In the context of employment, 
uncertainty is also important, and as sociological research shows, some people 
prefer the uncertainty of employment over certainty. These preferences are 
shaped by both social and psychological determinants. It is important to stress that 
uncertainty is important for personal development and for the sense of freedom.

The present affected by the COVID-19 pandemic brings considerable 
uncertainty that will transform various social processes. Moreover, because of 
the hard-to-predict mutations and the uncertainty about the success of full-scale 
vaccination programmes, we cannot be certain about when the struggle against 
the pandemic will be over. This context shapes one of the greatest lessons in our 
lives, which directly affects our ability to cope with uncertainty. In this shattering of 
the preconceived meanings we have attached to our former places in the hierarchy 
of the world, we have an opportunity to reassert the importance of interpersonal 
relationships and the value of human life—in the name of common humanity and 
solidarity (Patočka, 1990/1999). It is important for society to be able to assess an 
acceptable level of uncertainty that allows for a gradual return of people to their 
workplaces, because, as Adrienne Eaton and Charles Heckscher (2021) remind us, 
the workplace is an important place for the organization of workers and a space for 
mutual solidarity. As humans, we need to engage in face-to-face interactions and 
mutually affirm our humanity. It is only through common dialogue that we are able 
to deal with the greatest challenges, as evidenced by examples from the past (see: 
Camus, 2002/2006).
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