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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: This article has an exploratory scope based on a theoretical-conceptual approach. The purpose is to shed light on
Work how the human-technology relationship should be in the context of the Fourth Industrial Revolution to discover

Ethics the profound meaning of human work. We have elaborated our proposals from a perspective emanating from

g‘:ﬂ;’;’lli‘:a;‘:)ial teaching Catholic Social Teaching and Ethics, grounded in the connection between the transcendent dimension of life
Hu%nanism (represented by the verb ‘orare’) and labour activity (‘laborare’). Given the importance of humans’ spiritual
Spirituality dimension and the new challenges presented by the Fourth Industrial Revolution, we examine which principles

should guide the person-technology relationship to ensure the meaning of work in this new context. First, we
scrutinise the vision of ‘work’ from an anthropological angle. Next, we investigate the characteristic features of
the Fourth Industrial Revolution, and we review these new circumstances’ foreseeable impact from an organ-
isational standpoint. Finally, we give recommendations to enhance the individual’s spiritual dimension, work,
and business decision-making.

1. Objectives, scope and framework

This article is situated alongside two intellectual traditions: On the
one hand, it is aligned with the tradition of Moral Philosophy, which is
close to Virtue Ethics, as interpreted by Catholic Social Thought [1,2];
on the other hand, it connects with the vision of the person, who ema-
nates from the Philosophical Anthropology implicit in that tradition.
Namely, human beings are considered natural, cultural, social, psy-
chological, and psychic subjects and spiritual beings [3-5]. This char-
acteristic makes the person capable of transcending in a symbolic
activity that enables him/her to pray [6]. That is, to go beyond oneself
and connect with a greater mystery. In this regard, Ludwig Wittgenstein
pointed out in Notebooks 1914-1916 that ‘to pray is to think about the
meaning of life’ [7].

The objective that moved us to write this article is to help elucida-
te—from a theoretical-conceptual approach—the meaning and ethical
implications of what meaningful work will signify in the future at the
service of a more fulfilled flowering of humanism, as well as human
beings and their meaning [8] as a whole.

* Corresponding author.

The question is relevant in a double sense: First, the process of sec-
ularisation may be accelerated as cybertechnology advances. This
circumstance might distance humans from religious traditions and the
question of the meaning of life. Second, due to the Fourth Industrial
Revolution [9], human labour activity could be reduced and replaced in
many cases. However, it does not seem easy to eliminate the ultimate
questions guiding the Western world’s dynamics for the last fifteen
centuries. It is uncertain which scenarios will occur and how the spiri-
tual dimension of human life will take shape in the future. We should not
exclude the possibility that labour activity will evolve in a ‘network and
service-oriented’ direction. This would mean that instead of witnessing a
reduction in work activity, we would instead be seeing an evolution into
becoming available for helping any other person who might need that
service.

If we ask ourselves if it is possible to live by the motto ‘orare et
laborare’ during the Fourth Industrial Revolution, our answer would be:
We believe it is possible to continue praying and working in the scenario
opened up by the Fourth Industrial Revolution, but it also turns out to be
strictly necessary. Both characteristics constitute proper conditions of
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possibility for human flourishing in the new contexts and in the face of
the new realities. From another perspective, these capacities—to pray
and work—constitute the best of antidotes to the unethical conse-
quences that could derive from the advent of post-humanist dystopia: an
exacerbated asymmetry of power among people, an increase in
inequality between groups and cultures, and, above all, a more than
probable violation of fundamental human rights and the trampling of
personal dignity.

Therefore, our purpose is to explore whether it will be possible—and
desirable—to continue praying, even if it will be possible to continue
working. If work, as a labour practice, contributes to personal growth,
and if prayer constitutes an anthropological-spiritual constant, perhaps
it is appropriate to re-interpret the meaning of both orare (to pray) and
laborare (to work) in the new context that the Fourth Industrial Revo-
lution will bring. This will help to identify ways and means of articu-
lating policies and modes of organisation that will result in meaningful
work in the future.

There will undoubtedly be far-reaching changes and unpredictable
mutations. Nevertheless, it is to be expected that organisations and
companies will continue to be necessary. Without a doubt, they will
have to be impacted and, in specific ways, transform their uses, customs
and rituals. However, at the same time, we can expect convergences and
synergies to emerge. In addition, without necessarily having to postulate
cultural or religious syncretism of any kind, homogenisation does not
necessarily have to always be considered an ethical value. Once
fundamental equality is guaranteed, diversity enriches the expression of
what it means to be human.

As mentioned above, in addition to the possible threats posed by
digitalisation, it is important to note the great possibilities that these
new realities bring. Indeed, the 4.0 work environment, among other
things, will have to be characterised by an express desire for collabo-
ration between various actors, including human beings, who aspire to
achieve common and worthwhile goals together. As we would like to
think, the venerable Benedictine motto ora et labora may undergo an
evolution from which the transcendent dimension of its meaning could
be strengthened.

Although the title of this article resonates with the Benedictine motto
and the implicit reference to the Benedictine Rule [10], we do not claim
to focus on a study of that rule, its practical wisdom [11], or the Bene-
dictine spirituality as a whole. Our article’s scope and objective are to
strengthen the anthropological approach to work, and to shed light on
the challenges and foreseeable consequences of the Fourth Industrial
Revolution.

In this text, the concept of orare (to pray) should be understood
rather broadly [6]. In other words, without excluding religious prayer,
we wish to go beyond it and ask if it will be possible for human beings to
maintain their capacity to work and pray in the realm of the spiritual lato
sensu [4,5,12-15].

As some of the most conspicuous referents of the Christian tradition
have repeatedly pointed out, the fact of praying does not necessarily
imply refraining from action, but rather the contrary [16]; Caussade,
1981; [17]. Depending on the intention with which it is carried out and
the way it is interpreted by the one who performs it, any activity can be
considered an occasion for prayer. From this intuition, it is easy to
adduce relevant examples in the Christian tradition. Thus, it is worth
recalling the well-known phrase of a 16th-century Spanish saint, Doctor
of the Church, Teresa of Jesus, when she affirmed, ‘God also walks
among the pots and pans’. Along the same lines, we could mention the
motto of St. Ignatius of Loyola when he encouraged the Jesuits to try to
be contemplative in action.

We understand prayer as a way of connecting with an ultimate
transcendent guide that illuminates human freedom. Thus, prayer en-
ables a person to make better choices about his/her life and his/her
interactions with the world and other connotations in terms of worship,
adoration, and diverse religious rites.

Prayer is also an invitation not to allow life’s contingencies
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(difficulties, emergencies or daily struggles) to determine how we make
decisions and guide our future. As most traditions widely recognise, it
seems necessary to dedicate time to reflecting or meditating on what is
best for human beings [18].

In the economic dynamics before the First Industrial Revolution,
monks represented unique examples of how a suitably contemplative life
(i.e. prayer) combined with the exercise of manual labour (i.e. work)
allowed for both for the creation and distribution of wealth, and for the
cultivation of the spiritual dimension of life through prayer.

Sociological transformations inevitably arise from the new realities,
as analogously happened at the end of the 19th century, when the new
realities derived from the First Industrial Revolution propitiated the
starting point for CST with Rerum Novarum, and the subsequent encyc-
lical letters and pontifical documents of relevance [19-33]. The impact
of the Second and Third Industrial Revolutions made it necessary to
reconsider the profound meaning and spiritual dimension of human
work in this new context [34].

The Fourth Industrial Revolution is shaping a new reality, potentially
affecting work and with a broader scope. Some jobs and tasks may
change or be replaced by innovative technological development, ro-
botics, and artificial intelligence [35-38]. Nevertheless, at the same
time, this new revolution entails a broader, more complex scenario,
linking us with areas with a much higher scope, conceptualised by the
acronym NBIC: Nanotechnologies, Biotechnologies, Informatics (Big
Data, Internet of Things) and Cognitivism (Artificial Intelligence and
Robotics). In addition to this revolution, there is a complete set of new
interfaces and relationships that will enable novel methods of collabo-
ration and interactions between people and other digital entities.

As we have already stated, it is appropriate to investigate the new
conditions of possibility for the humanisation of life in the context of the
Fourth Industrial Revolution. Consequently, our objective is twofold: to
strengthen the anthropological approach to work, and to shed light on
the challenges and foreseeable consequences of the Fourth Industrial
Revolution.

Thus, a possible formulation of our main research question is as
follows: Given the importance of the human being’s spiritual dimension
and the new challenges presented by the Fourth Industrial Revolution,
what principles should guide the person-technology relationship to
ensure the meaning of work in this context?

We also take up the concern presented by Pope Francis in his
encyclical letter Laudato Si, when he mentioned the current tendency to
solve all problems based on the technocratic paradigm, with blind trust
in technology and ignoring the ethical and anthropological root of the
problems [32]. It is necessary to establish principles that favour an
authentic consideration of the human being in the labour, economic,
social, and environmental spheres.

The article is structured as follows: First, we briefly discuss what
‘work’ means from an anthropological angle. We then account for some
of this new reality’s characteristics, pointing out the opportunities and
dangers that could arise from it. We briefly describe the foreseeable
impact of the new circumstances from an organisational perspective on
individuals’ management. In the final section, we delve into consider-
ations that are more relevant to philosophical anthropology and busi-
ness decision-making in contexts as novel and challenging as those that
lie ahead. We conclude with provisional considerations, which will lay
out areas that ought to be addressed from a constructive standpoint,
remaining open to dialogue and calling for multiple moral discourses
where there can be room for multiple voices derived from different
faiths, as well as from various ethical and cultural traditions.

Our approach aligns with the theories emanating from Catholic So-
cial Teaching and with the work of other colleagues who have been
conducting investigations in the same line of research [39-41].
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2. Beyond paid employment: the anthropological meaning of
work

In this first section, we intend to highlight considerations about the
meaning of human work. The human being, considered from the
perspective of philosophical anthropology, continues to be a mystery;
his/her ultimate reality is an enigma, always subject to revision. How-
ever, we can try to establish some commonly agreed-upon
characteristics.

One of the most visible and indisputable characteristics connects
with human life’s ethical dimension: one’s inevitable development
through praxis. At birth, the individual does not arrive in this world
completely ‘finished’; thus, the human being is a task for him/herself.
We are born biological but end up being biographical.

In fact, neither in the psychological, physical, nor spiritual realms is
it conceivable to find a complete subject without the ethical process of
constructing one’s own identity. Throughout that process, each mo-
ment’s culture, place and group offer options and possibilities, as well as
limits and obstacles. All of these must be managed appropriately to
attain personal happiness (i.e. flourishing for each individual’s possi-
bilities). Ethics aims to establish evaluating criteria from which to
discern between alternatives and to offer proposals for the humanisation
of life.

Within this framework, an opportunity appears to reflect on human
work as an anthropological fact and essential key to autopoiesis. There
have already been some considerations regarding the evolution of the
concept of work itself [41], as well as contributions to the undisputed
spiritual dimension and its religious and transcendent sense [42-44].

Hence, we can relate a problem based on the following statements:

- From an anthropological and ethical point of view, human work
contributes to self-realisation and personal flourishing by revealing
the individual’s capacities.

- From an economic standpoint, human work is a source of income to
meet life’s needs.

- From a social angle, human work represents one of the most direct
forms of participation in society’s dynamics through the
organisational-business reality.

In the following paragraphs, we will further develop these state-
ments to build a context for the potential changes that the Fourth In-
dustrial Revolution might bring.

As mentioned above, human work contributes to self-realisation and
personal flourishing by revealing the individual’s capacities. Unfortu-
nately, how a work activity is often carried out makes it difficult (if not
impossible) for this potential to occur as an inherent part of the work
process.

This idea is repeated in many traditions. For instance, young Marx
was confronted with the problem of alienation, objectification, and the
estrangement of the worker [45]: ‘What, then, constitutes the alienation
of labour? [...] First, the fact that labour is external to the worker (i.e. it
does not belong to his intrinsic nature); that in his work, therefore, he
does not affirm himself but denies himself, does not feel content but
unhappy, does not develop his physical and mental energy freely, but
mortifies his body and ruins his mind [...] External labour, labour in
which man alienates himself, is a labour of self-sacrifice, of mortification
... [45]; p. 30).

The idea can also be found in the encyclical letter Labourem Exercens
by Saint John Paul II [26]. A clear distinction is made between subjective
and objective work and the courageous commitment to prioritising the
subjective dimension over the objective one. This confirms the person-
alistic aspect of the work and the dignity of human work, conveniently
ethically and spiritually carried out: ‘Work is for man and not man for
work’ [26]; paragraph 6).

Work and paid employment have points of intersection, but they do
not cover the same realities. The circumstances arising from the Fourth
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Industrial Revolution will seriously change the possibility of obtaining
paid employment in traditional fields.

We do not know for sure which scenario will eventually be consoli-
dated. Wage labour might undergo radical challenges. Social fracture
and division might happen among those who will have work and those
who will never find it again. This dichotomization raises moral questions
since it affects, among other things, the problem of social inequality.
Gonzalez-Paramo [46] covered some of these scenarios, possibilities,
and consequences in detail.

The issue, however, is not new. Lord Keynes approached it in a
conference held in Madrid in 1930 [47]. On that occasion, he stated that
humankind’s economic growth had been extraordinary from the 16th
century onwards: ‘All this means, in the long run, that mankind is
solving its economic problem’ [47]; p. 327). He was likely right in his
conclusion that the economic problem is not the problem. Once it has
been resolved, we will face yet another, more basic trouble: that of
identifying the fundamental objective of human life. The statement is
visionary: ‘Thus, we have been expressly evolved by nature—with all
our impulses and deepest instincts—for solving the economic problem.
If the economic problem is solved, humankind will be deprived of its
traditional purpose’ [47]; p. 328). The real and permanent matter that
humankind must solve will then clearly appear, which, in short, is an
ethical issue: ‘How to occupy the leisure, which science and compound
interest will have won for him, to live wisely and agreeably and well’
[471; p. 329).

Every human being works, and working allows oneself to develop
physically, psychologically, and spiritually. The part of the orare, above
all, since modernity, has moved very much in parallel with work ac-
tivity. However, the Fourth Industrial Revolution will substantially
change the situation, and we will have to see how we act accordingly.

3. Work during the Fourth Industrial Revolution

After introducing propositions about the importance of human work,
we will briefly describe in this section some of the changes that the
Fourth Industrial Revolution might bring to the world of work.

There is a broad consensus on the significant transformation of the
economy and society caused by adopting digital technologies. Since its
conception, the core digital technologies (hardware, software and net-
works) continue to develop and offer incremental orders of magnitude in
processing and data storage capabilities [48]. Following Moore’s law
[49], any smartphone today is millions of times more potent than a
state-of-the-art computer from 1975.

The growing number of people using the internet and the exponen-
tial trend in connecting devices and objects to the global network are
transforming how human beings live, work and interact. The wide
deployment of renewable energies and spectacular advances in
biotechnology and genetic sequencing, among others, coexist with dig-
italisation, promoting new and profound changes that give rise to the
birth of a new revolution: the Fourth Industrial Revolution [9]. The
combination of different technologies and their adoption, faster than
previous revolutions, have caused the Fourth Revolution to expand
globally and have had a notable impact on the economy, corporations
and organisations, business models, education, and of course work.

The term Industrie 4.0 emerged in Germany at the 2011 Hannover
Fair [50], revealing new possibilities for the hybridisation of the phys-
ical and digital worlds: intelligent, sustainable and connected industries,
flexible and self-organised, ready for the hypercustomised
manufacturing of products and services. New business models and
collaborative platforms emerge and increase in this context, altering the
game’s rules dramatically.

These emerging possibilities require new professional profiles to
meet the needs that these models will demand. Some studies estimate
that many current primary school students will work in jobs that do not
currently exist [51].

Therefore, the Fourth Industrial Revolution requires new skills to
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which the academic world should respond. Those will undoubtedly
involve a redefinition and redesign of curricula and programmes to
properly incorporate new competencies [52-54]. The World Economic
Forum (WEF) [55] identifies advanced robotics, artificial intelligence,
big data and machine learning, the Internet of Things, augmented re-
ality, nanotechnology, and 3D printing, among others, as areas requiring
new professionals in less than five years from now.

Soft skills are also of the utmost importance: autonomous continuous
learning, verbal and written communication skills, flexibility, team-
work, and empathy [56]. This revolution will influence organisations’
policies of recruitment, retention, and the promotion of talent. Com-
panies will connect and collaborate more with independent pro-
fessionals and freelancers, with the emergence of new frameworks for
work relations [57].

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) [58] offers generic recommendations; for instance, the increase
in the flexibility of the workforce and continuous education. Pro-
fessionals will need to have the time, motivation and means to receive
effective training throughout their working lives. However, having
quality time for training and the successful balancing of professional and
family life remains a challenge requiring attention and solutions [59].
Recent studies show which motivations lead a worker to take on more
hours, to the detriment of quality time, related to salary or incentive
expectations and perceived status [60].

Therefore, the future of work raises important questions. While in
previous revolutions, jobs that were destroyed in one sector due to
innovation could be replaced by new jobs in new sectors, there is
currently no certainty that this will happen again [61]. In addition to
recent studies that point to a dramatic negative impact of automation on
wages and employment [62], people such as Bill Gates have made
relevant statements calling for the application of taxes on robots as a
solution to mitigate the impact on society [63].

While the net result in terms of job creation or destruction during the
Fourth Industrial Revolution may be different based on geography and
country, it is increasingly evident that workers trained in digital tech-
nologies, or with access to relevant training, will be better positioned to
work, with higher wages and quality time for training and developing a
work-life balance [64].

4. Organisational trends during the Fourth Industrial
Revolution

In this section, we will discuss some of the digital era’s significant
repercussions on the organisational sphere, where human work is car-
ried out. Suppose we are to develop proposals capable of improving
human working conditions in this new era. It is necessary to determine
future scenarios for the business world in the medium term. More spe-
cifically, we will outline these possibilities: structural changes in
employment, self-employment and on-demand work, influences on the
decision-making process, and the management of senior talent in
organisations.

We have chosen these four topics based on the literature review for
their high current relevance, particularly in Europe and the United
States, and consequent presence in the business environment’s
theoretical-practical debates, as detailed in the following paragraphs.

4.1. Structural changes in employment

We can see structural changes in disappearing occupations, declining
occupations, and new occupations resulting from the demand or intro-
duction of new services, processes, and regulations [65]. However, we
must distinguish between occupations and jobs (i.e., new occupations
that generate few jobs and occupations that generate many new jobs). In
this sense, health-related services will be the largest source of new jobs
[66]. We find a firm reference to more significant interactions between
people, which will require enhancing personal qualities and ‘soft” skills
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[67], as mentioned above. The main areas that will generate up to 50%
of new jobs in the United States in 2016-2026 [66] are health, people’s
care, and learning.

4.2. Self-employment and on-demand work

There is likely to be an increase in self-employment instead of
traditional long-term employment contracts [68]. This self-employment
has three main characteristics: a high degree of autonomy, payment per
job, and a short-term relationship between the worker and the
employer/client. Currently, between 20% and 30% of the working-age
population in the United States or the leading 15 countries of the Eu-
ropean Union are self-employed [68], often as a form of additional in-
come. New digital platforms have transformed self-employment through
the availability of connections and the locations of mobile devices, as
well as the vast pool of workers and clients they can reach to meet supply
and demand based on information accessible in real-time [69].

This trend is set to increase with the proliferation of sector-specific
platforms, which are likely to turn more full-time jobs into short-term
projects and job arrangements. This trend should not necessarily be
harmful, as it can bring benefits, such as cushioning unemployment,
stimulating demand, increasing productivity, and increasing efficiency
in the client-supplier relationship.

From the worker’s point of view, although this model provides au-
tonomy and flexibility, aspects related to occupational safety, training
and accreditation, and access to funding cannot be neglected [68].

4.3. The decision-making process

Advances in artificial intelligence will not wholly replace decision-
making. Perhaps artificial intelligence systems might make logical de-
cisions fully autonomously, but not choices with an intuitive component
or complex decisions within environments of considerable uncertainty
[70,71]. The key is to cooperate between human talent and artificial
intelligence to develop better decision-making processes in these cases.

Managers in organisations will have more tools and available in-
formation to make decisions, but this does not necessarily imply easier
decision-making, contrary to what it may seem. The development of the
ability to discern, evaluate alternatives considering economic factors,
and assess the effects in the medium and long term are aspects that will
become much more important [72].

4.4. The issue of so-called ‘senior talent’

The future competitiveness of businesses will be based primarily on
older workers’ performance and productivity [73]. This segment is
likely to represent one-third of the workforce, but much more in terms of
organisations’ talent, knowledge, and culture.

Ageing and older workers’ management may create new ethical
problems and dilemmas [74]. Given these workers’ distinctive charac-
teristics, this situation may also represent companies with an opportu-
nity to utilise older workers’ skills and motivation [75,76]. Senior
workers are better at ethical behaviour because moral reasoning or
perspective does not decline with age. In contrast, moral sensitivity
(being able to recognise moral facts) increases with age, as does the
tendency towards altruism, or an adult’s propensity to protect future
generations [77]. These trends can give companies employing older
workers a competitive advantage.

In any case, an older workforce offers the potential for better
decision-making. However, at least three actions are needed to realise
this potential: placing older workers in positions that prolong their
productive activity (not isolating them); creating new mentoring, con-
sultancy, and advisory positions; and identifying older workers who
show ‘wisdom’ skills (superior knowledge, management of difficult sit-
uations, applied knowledge and balanced to specific situations, being
well-intentioned, mind and character, difficult to obtain but easy to
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recognise). Undoubtedly, the Fourth Industrial Revolution offers op-
portunities for this.

5. The paradigm of the human-technology relationship in the
new digital age

All that has been said thus far about the Fourth Industrial Revolution
and human work leads us to reflect on what paradigm should guide the
development of the new digital age’s human-technology relationship. In
this section, we will describe an anthropological vision that highlights
humans’ spiritual dimension. Based on this vision, we will offer pro-
posals related to our research question.

We cannot allow everything that concerns human beings, in their
interactions with technology, to be determined solely by the rules of the
free market, since that is a helpful mechanism when allocating prices,
but is usually extraneous to the determination of human ends and the
establishment of humanising social relations [29]. In this sense, research
on the meaning of work also emphasises human relations and a tran-
scendent common purpose of achieving commitment and a sense of
belonging [78-80].

We should not assume that humanity will reach a spontaneous
consensus on the best possible use of technological resources for human
development at the global level. One piece of proof of the lack of
consensus in this field is the debate around human beings’ nature,
comparing transhumanists’ vision to other less materialist currents
[81-83]. Indeed, there is no agreement on who human beings are, which
means that there is no consensus on how to guide their development and
relationship with technology.

In the Third Industrial Revolution paradigm, machines and people
coexist in a productive process in which the bottleneck tends to be on the
human side. This situation often leads to the overexploitation of people
and their abilities to reach production and competitiveness levels typical
of machines. The pressure for increased productivity and the perception
of the risk of losing one’s job due to the automation of specific processes
can contribute to work-related stress. According to a pan-European
opinion poll, 51% of workers recognise that stress is commonplace,
with 72% of respondents consider job reorganisation or job insecurity as
one of the main causes. On the other hand, 66% also attribute stress to
excessive hours worked and overall workload [84].

This type of side effect of work automation leads us to consider the
urgent need to redefine the relationship between people and technology
to not only improve the individual’s working conditions, but also to
attribute to human work its real value and recognition. Therefore, the
chief question is the individual’s role in a world where machines can
take on an increasing number of functions and tasks [85].

We are possibly moving from a paradigm where the individual acts, in
many cases, as the machines, to a paradigm where the person should only
do what the machines are not capable of doing. The changes produced in
previous industrial revolutions were centred above all in the physical-
body order of human life (machines replace human effort of the me-
chanical type). The Fourth Industrial Revolution focuses on the human
mind’s capacity to prioritise information and seek optimal solutions to
various problems.

Machines cannot replace, under any circumstances, the spiritual
dimension within an understanding of human nature rooted in three
levels (body, mind, and spirit). The individual’s ultimate motives,
creativity, and ability to overcome physical and psychological limits to
obtain a ‘greater good’ of transcendent character exist in that spiritual
dimension [86-88].

Without going into further detail about how the different philo-
sophical traditions have described this spiritual realm, we will adhere to
the spirit’s idea as an opening to transcendence without material com-
ponents. At the same time, the psychological dimension is more related
to the physical-organic structures of our being. Undoubtedly, the human
being is a whole, and we cannot radically separate the three levels of the
individual since they are wholly interrelated. However, we believe the
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spiritual level should govern the other levels. Hence, from here, we must
respond to the significant challenges of humanity [88-90].

Taking this premise into consideration, below, we offer proposals on
how we think this vision could guide the development of the relation-
ship between the individual, work, and technology during the Fourth
Industrial Revolution, given the context we have described in the pre-
vious sections.

5.1. Intentionally seeking individuals’ well-being as a priority

When implementing specific technological development projects or
initiatives, it is necessary to consider whether its purpose is to improve
human life or to merely obtain an economic benefit. Indeed, ensuring
good intentions in the development of initiatives is not enough, since
multiple ethical paradigms lead to supposed good for human beings
[91]; however, this should be a necessary condition for any project of
great importance.

To ensure individuals® well-being, we can use different models and
proposals. For example, the human needs model, expressed by Maslow,
in its extended version, details higher-order needs precisely, bearing in
mind that it is not a question of a rigid order of priorities, but an
ascending relationship of areas necessary for cultivating the individual
[92-94]. Perhaps we are at a historic moment in humanity’s history
where we must effectively promote the realisation of higher-order needs
such as transcendence, self-actualisation, and aesthetics.

Suppose we are interested in machines that are able to make ethical
choices. In that case, we must also keep in mind that there is neither
absolute objectivity nor absolute information about what is ‘good’.
Indeed, the concept of good can vary across human beings according to
their circumstances. From particular philosophical or religious per-
spectives, we can believe in the existence of an ultimate guide for
perfection and goodness. However, no human being will be able to
understand how to achieve this good fully. For the same reason, since we
cannot be entirely objective in determining what is good, it is essential
to establish the intentionality of actions and to determine who is
responsible for consequences. Thus, the human being’s role in making
decisions is even more relevant in this new stage of history.

By way of example, if we think about principles for action, machines
are usually programmed to solve problems to achieve previously defined
objectives. This logic is well adapted to the economistic paradigm,
which focuses on the system’s variables that can be controlled by the
agent, and that result in a more significant individual benefit (selfish
logic). A different logic is the service logic, which guides many current
leadership theories that try to be inclusive and consider the interests of
others in the decision-making process [95]. Thinking of service as a way
of exercising power, as proposed by Pope Francis in his homily at the
beginning of his pontificate, can be a parameter that significantly alters
current ways of contemplating decision-making processes [30,31].
Therefore, technological advancement must include principles for ac-
tion that are appropriate for the person’s spiritual dimension, such as
solidarity and inclusion, oriented towards achievement of the common
good.

On the other hand, if we perform this analysis from a more technical
angle, a detailed study of the types of jobs that are likely to involve
greater human-machine collaboration may also be relevant to anticipate
the impact on workers’ well-being [96,97]. It is also necessary to further
develop studies that can anticipate what alternatives exist for jobs that
will continue to be replaced by machines [98,99].

5.2. Defining which areas of work (activities, tasks, functions) are most
appropriate for human beings

We must identify which tasks cannot be performed by machines and
think about which tasks should not be replaced, either due to the value
of the person to whom the service is provided, or due to the value it
represents for the person performing the work. In both cases, individuals
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should perform these tasks as much as possible and at a reasonable cost.

To establish what tasks these might be, it would also be helpful to
have an anthropological model that details which functions are most
closely linked to the individual’s spiritual realm. In addition to the
previous section in this article, we can turn to different philosophical
models or advocate for different faiths. Some studies on spirituality in
business may also shed light on this reflection [86,100].

Another possible approach to human beings’ specific contribution to
organisations is the concept of wisdom, which differentiates it from
similar notions such as knowledge, information, and data [101]. The
Cambridge dictionary defines wisdom as using knowledge and experi-
ence to make the right decisions and judgements [102]. Although many
leading proponents of Western philosophy have focused on the practical
dimension of wisdom, such as Aristotle, Thomas Aquinas, or Kant, it is
interesting to consider contributions such as that of Tolstoy in War and
Peace, which stresses that the highest wisdom is not based solely on
reason, but rather on the worldly sciences into which intellectual
knowledge is divided. According to this novel, the highest wisdom has
only one science, the science of everything, which explains creation fully
and humans’ place in it [103].

From this kind of perspective, even granting benefits to be derived
from technology’s development in areas such as health, efficiency, or the
resolution of diverse problems, it is difficult to imagine a world where
machines could make better choices than humans themselves on issues
that affect us. We defend an anthropological idea that giving particular
importance to the spiritual realm considers the individual as being open
to transcendence, endowed with abilities that can never be replaced by
other realities that are not personal. This could serve as a beacon or
reference to manoeuvres in the above described fast-changing
environment.

5.3. Increasing the recognition of what is specifically human in work

Human labour’s value cannot be determined by the cost or return on
investment of replacing its work with a machine, as is the case with
other products that are subject to market rules. An essential factor that
must be developed is the adequate valuation of jobs according to human
contributions. It is about adequately rewarding a person’s value to a job
that technology cannot compensate for.

Even in countries where the use of robotics is more widespread, such
as Japan, the value of the human being for some jobs and for the
development of the productive sector itself has been demonstrated
[104]. Determining and valuing this human contribution is a new
challenge for markets and regulators.

Among the human capacities that should be highly valued, we
highlight wisdom, as mentioned above, understanding it as the capacity
for discernment and decision-making in matters that affect people [101,
105,106].

To understand which jobs are specifically human, we can think of the
health field. Although technology can facilitate medical personnel’s
work and increase the effectiveness of their procedures, there will al-
ways be a need for those who accompany, comfort, and assist people
experiencing pain and suffering. Another example is automatic decision-
making, which increases a bank’s profits, but might not consider
whether vulnerable people are left without their assets or whether other
human values are violated. In this case, a mathematical algorithm
should have decision-making criteria established by people who
consider such consequences for people based on human values.

These considerations are linked, on the one hand, with the subjective
dimension of human labour, in line with what John Paul II pointed out in
Labourem Exercens, and on the other, with what we have outlined above
regarding human autopoiesis, referring to the never-ending process of
fulfilling the ethical dimension of a person’s life.
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5.4. Reducing collateral damage

If the destruction of specific jobs because of technological change is a
‘necessary evil’ that improves human life, one of our main concerns
should be to reduce the collateral damage of these actions. There will
undoubtedly be a shift in the structure of jobs, as explained in the pre-
vious sections. However, if we orient organisational and political action
in such a way as to mitigate these adverse effects, we will certainly reach
a new situation of optimised stability. These are the same kinds of
problems we face regarding the correct use of natural resources. We
cannot consider those that clearly go against our natural environment as
a welcome change for the individual [32].

5.5. Promoting dialogue, interdisciplinarity, and training

Finally, we cannot allow technological growth to serve only certain
specific interests. The systemic changes we are experiencing require
adequate regulation; this regulation’s development should also be
highly participatory. Since consensus in decision-making that affects
many people is not automatic or spontaneous, a continuous dialogue
needs to be encouraged. This process should involve different religious
and cultural traditions, experts from diverse disciplines, and those most
affected, from both developed and developing countries, to minimise the
highest possible degree of the adverse social effects they may generate.

Keynes elaborated his proposals so that the state could intervene to
ensure that market inefficiencies would not generate insurmountable
inequality between different socioeconomic segments of society; we
now face the need to ensure human well-being from a global
perspective.

Another way to avoid marginalisation and inequality arising from
technological advancement is to establish efficient lifelong learning
mechanisms. As mentioned above, the Fourth Industrial Revolution
highlights new technological and human skills that must be developed
both dynamically and continuously. This learning should address the
needs of those who do not have easy access to technology, and the needs
of people who, while being able to use technology, should develop other
competencies and soft skills that are highly necessary to prepare for
future jobs. A review of existing education systems will also be required
to respond to these new challenges.

6. Conclusions

This article addresses a vision of human work from an anthropo-
logical perspective, describing some of the Fourth Industrial Revolu-
tion’s characteristic features. We also present some of the opportunities
and challenges that may arise, briefly reviewing the foreseeable impact
on organisations and individuals’ management. We underscore the in-
dividual’s spiritual dimension for work and decision-making in business.
As we noted at the beginning of this paper, we do not intend to provide
answers to all the questions and issues raised, but rather to offer
guidelines that may facilitate discussion and actions to promote tech-
nological development that watches over the good of the human being,
thus providing profound meaning based on the emphasis on the spiritual
dimension of human work in the new context emerging from the Fourth
Industrial Revolution.

We frame the entire discussion within a perspective emanating from
Catholic Social Teaching and Ethics as a discipline that seeks to establish
evaluation criteria to discern between alternatives and possibilities. It
should also be noted that the intuitions derived from Karl Marx and John
M. Keynes on the nature of human labour and the meaning of life,
respectively, have contributed to identifying answers to our research
question about the meaning of human labour. Although the context of
Marx (between the First and Second Industrial Revolutions) and Keynes
(between the Second and Third Revolutions) is utterly different from the
situation of the Fourth Industrial Revolution, something relevant has not
changed in all this time: the essence of human nature.



J.L. Fernandez Fernandez et al.

The growing interconnections of economic, political, demographic,
cultural, technological, and educational phenomena and realities must
be noted, which requires a multifaceted analysis of challenges and
possible solutions. A critical nuance will be the differentiation between
work and paid employment, which are currently more connected than
they may be in the near future. This dichotomization raises moral
questions since it may impact social inequality.

When carried out in a meaningful and fulfilling way, human work is
attentive to its spiritual and transcendent dimensions. It contributes to
development, self-realisation, and personal flourishing by deploying the
individual’s abilities and potential. Work is one of the most direct forms
of participation in the dynamics of society through the organisational-
business reality. However, this organisational reality is going to
change because of the Fourth Industrial Revolution: Some of its effects
will be reflected in structural changes in employment, an increase in
self-employment and on-demand work, a reconsideration of the human
factor’s influence on the decision-making process, and a growing need,
as well as an opportunity, to harness the potential of senior talent in
organisations.

The human being, born without being finished, aspires to become a
humanly complete person, precisely through the conscious and
responsible exercise of freedom, always incomplete but discernible:
inserted in contexts that are more or less favourable or generous, which
we can call circumstances.

Therefore, we deem necessary an in-depth reflection on human be-
ings’ roles and value, and their relationship with technology concerning
work. In this regard, we propose the following lines of action and
research to guide the human-technology relationship during the Fourth
Industrial Revolution:

1. To define which areas of work are most appropriate for the human
being, not only from an economic point of view, but also for the
development of the individual and the value they bring to the person
receiving the service, or the value they bring to the person per-
forming the work.

2. To identify and attribute its real value and recognition to human
work, establishing a non-economic scale to separate work, talent,
and paid employment.

3. To identify which human abilities should be valued most, such as
discerning and making decisions on issues that affect people.

4. To promote new competencies and soft skills in training to prepare to
face the new challenges caused by the Fourth Industrial Revolution.
This training must include a greater capacity to adapt to changing
environments and highly flexible work scenarios.

5. To explore the possible role of the Saint Benedict Rule as an educa-
tional tool in work training. This possibility could face problems of a
new vision of work and enforce an anthropological approach to
function like the one we have tried to propose in this article.

6. To identify measures to guide organisational, social, and political
actions in such a way as to defend working conditions and mitigate
possible adverse effects, to guarantee people’s economic stability,
and not to exacerbate social inequality.

7. To stress the need for dialogue, interdisciplinarity, and training to
address the challenges posed successfully. Special attention should
be given to senior talent to avoid wasting skills acquired through life
experience, especially ethics.

During the Fourth Industrial Revolution, the importance of the
transcendent and spiritual dimension of life—what we have provoca-
tively called ‘orare’—is not only going to be technically possible. It will
be desirable from an ethical point of view. Further, from the perspective
of philosophical anthropology, it will become an essential requirement
for humanity to achieve the development of its full potential following
its spiritual dimension.

However, the challenges are so formidable that no one should be—or
feel—excluded from the common task of attempting to articulate
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theoretical proposals and practical policies to help shape a sustainable
and better world, to contribute to the development of a more prosperous
and fair economy, and to contribute to the design of a more equitable
and peaceful international order. In short, we all should help humanity
advance towards the objectives and goals that it has dreamed of for
millennia and which, today, are within its reach, provided there are the
necessary political will and unwavering moral commitment to achieve
them.

Regarding the new possibilities that Industry 4.0 creates in terms of
collaboration and interactions, not only among people but also at the
human-machine level, future research could explore some of the
evolving standards in that regard and how specific they are considering
some of the principles pointed out in this paper.
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