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Abstract Scholars, employers, and certainly many employees share a perception that 

how work is organized has radically changed. The long period of relative stability 

that followed World War II began to erode in the 1970s with the multiple shocks 

of the oil crisis and accelerating international competition. Many also believe that 

the computer revolution, which transformed possibilities for managing firms and 

work processes, hastened change. Diffusion of new organizational models such 

as the Toyota Production system, not simply into automobiles but into a wide 

range of service as well as manufacturing industries, also remade employment 

systems. Distinctive organizational designs, such as the networked model found 

in the Silicon Valley, emerged. Firms redefined their relationship to their 

workforce as witnessed by the rise of contingent work and reduced mutual 

commitment. 

These developments are well known and add up to a transformation of work 

as experienced by employees. What is much less understood is the implication 

of these developments for job quality. We have yet to arrive at a coherent answer 

to this essential question. Nor do we understand how outcomes vary across 

national settings that differ substantially in their labor market institutions. 

To begin to answer these questions, in November 2011 the Cornell ILR School 

and the ILR Review sponsored a conference on job quality. That conference 

brought together scholars from a diverse range of disciplines and countries to 

assess changes in the job market and the attendant consequences for the 

workforce. The articles in this special issue were presented at the conference and 

have subsequently been revised in response to discussions at the conference and 

suggestions coming out of the ILR Review’s review process. 

 


