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Abstract:  The principles of the formation of the social structure, the problems of social, economic and political 

inequality are a classic subject of study for a number of humanities. It is the social structure, in particular 

access to material and symbolic resources, that largely determines the stability of society, its economic 

potential and stability of development. Equality of starting opportunities, an environment for personal and 

professional self-realization are necessary conditions for the formation of an active civil society, the 

development of small and medium-sized businesses, as well as reducing the level of inequality and social 

contradictions. All this is necessary for the formation of institutional trust, i.e. people's trust in various social 

institutions existing in society. The article examines the relationship between digital transformation and social 

structure, as well as offers a conceptual scheme for the analysis of this problem and identifies key thematic 

aspects of the study of risks of digital transformation on the example of empirical studies of the pandemic and 

post-pandemic period. 

1 INTRODUCTION 

In the era of the information society and 

digitalization, individuals get wide access to various 

sources of information, a global communication 

space is being formed, which is characterized by 

immeasurably large flows of information, 

opportunities for its use and direct impact on all life 

processes, consciousness and behavior of people. 

Internet technologies are not only rapidly being 

introduced into politics, business, and public 

administration, but also transform the nature of 

interpersonal relations in society, as well as transform 

old mobility channels and contribute to the formation 

of new ones (for example, through the growing 

influence of the IT sphere, the transformation of the 

institute of education and the labor market). The 

conditions of quarantine and self-isolation imposed in 

most countries of the world in connection with the 

pandemic have necessitated (mostly forced) 

immersion of almost the entire world population in 

the digital environment. There has been a rather 

abrupt transition to the formation of new ways of 

functioning of social relations both at the level of 
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institutional structures (state bodies, medicine, 

education, etc.) and at the level of everyday practices 

of an individual.  

The sphere of economic behavior has also 

changed significantly – both within the framework of 

new ways of organizing work, and in the context of 

styles and methods of consumption. The changes also 

resulted in the restructuring of certain sectors of the 

economy. Separately, it is worth noting the change in 

the forms of civic engagement and institutional trust 

of citizens. For some individuals, the digital 

environment offered new opportunities for inclusion 

in socio-political activity, for others, due to various 

factors (including due to the digital barrier), social 

exclusion has become relevant. These circumstances 

determine the relevance of the research topic and 

dictate the need to diagnose social, economic, legal 

conditions and factors of the formation of social 

structure and inequality in the context of 

digitalization and global risks and its connection with 

trust in social institutions in society.  
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2 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

The key elements of the analysis of the research 

approaches we are interested in were the integration 

of classical theoretical works on the problems of 

social structure and their analysis in the context of the 

effects and risks of digital transformation. As 

empirical examples, secondary research data were 

used, especially those focused on the effects of rapid 

and massive immersion in the digital environment 

during the Covid-19 pandemic.  

The theoretical framework for the analysis and 

interpretation of the task is the integral (unifying) 

paradigm, institutional theory and theories of social 

stratification. The methodological basis of the 

research is an institutional approach to understanding 

social exclusion/inclusion and studying the impact of 

these processes on the structuring of modern society 

and trust in social institutions. Changes in the social 

structure are considered on the one hand as a result of 

a combination of institutional conditions at various 

levels, on the other hand as a process for the 

formation of new channels, principles, patterns and 

environment for social exclusion/inclusion, 

individual and group mobility and social elevators. 

The study also uses the principles of analyzing the 

formation of the social structure of M. Weber's theory 

of stratification, in which the decisive condition (the 

first criterion of stratification) affecting the fate of an 

individual is recognized not so much the fact of class 

affiliation as the position (status) of an individual in 

the market, allowing to improve or worsen his life 

chances (Weber, 1994). Such a research position will 

allow us to focus not so much on the features of the 

existing social structure (as something stable), but on 

the dynamics of factors that determine the positions 

of individuals with changes in institutional 

conditions, which leads us to research questions - 

What influences on the social structure are the most 

powerful? How do the success criteria change? What 

social elevators are relevant in modern conditions? 

Which groups are in stable positions, and which are 

in motion? 

P. Bourdieu's theory of social capital and social 

fields is suitable to explain the gradations of changes 

in the principles of social stratification in the context 

of dynamic global changes (which certainly include 

the acceleration of digitalization of all spheres of 

society after the Covid-19 pandemic) (Bourdieu, 

2002). His thesis that the possibilities of social 

mobility are determined by various types of 

resources, or "capital", that individuals have 

(economic, social, cultural, etc.) allows not only to 

focus on how exactly capital is distributed in society, 

but also to raise the question of what can act as a 

social, cultural or symbolic capital, which 

competencies, connections and resources of 

individuals and groups matter in the new conditions, 

and which are less significant. 

3 RESEARCH RESULTS 

The period of pandemic and post-pandemic is the 

most significant global crisis of recent times, which 

naturally caused a wave of interest from a variety of 

researchers. Social transformations are actively 

analyzed within the framework of sociology, 

economics, political science and other social 

sciences. One of the most significant areas formed 

within the framework of the topic can be called the 

research of the "New Normal". The phrase "New 

Normal" began to be used after the financial crisis of 

2007-2008, to describe the global socio-economic 

consequences of the decline in production and the 

slowdown in economic growth. However, today the 

New Normal means not so much the economic as the 

social consequences of the global COVID-19 

pandemic. It implies a global change in social norms, 

both at the macro and micro level. From the classical 

definition of anomie E. Durkheim's the term "New 

Normal" differs in that it does not mean reality 

without norms as such, but that situations, phenomena 

and processes recently assessed as abnormal become 

commonplace. 

Topical (related to the pandemic and post-

pandemic period) humanitarian studies by foreign 

authors describing the phenomenon of the New 

Normal affect a wide range of problems. For 

example, issues of personal security and autonomy in 

the digital space during the period of full immersion 

in it (Skutsch, Honey-Roses, 2021), problems of 

organizing the work of social and urban 

infrastructure, issues of the development of economic 

behavior (Ahmad, Mahmood, Han, Khan, Ullah, 

2021) and regional economies in general are raised 

(Zhong, Oh, Moon, 2021). Separately, it is worth 

noting the attention to the topic of labor market 

changes  (Grimm, 2021) and the problems of 

digitalization of work processes aggravated by the 

COVID-19 crisis (Niesten, 2021). Studies of the 

relationship between physical health and self-

isolation in the walls of the house (Awada, Becerik-

Gerber, Hoque, Wen, Wu, 2021) and mental health 

and social well-being in connection with changes are 

being updated (Ahmad, Mueller, Tsamakis, (2020). 

As well as problems of adaptation of people with 

disabilities (Cahapay, 2021).  



Changes in education are considered: new ways 

and approaches including a complete or partial 

transition to distance learning (Rippé, Weisfeld-

Spolter, Yurova, Kemp, 2021), features of the use and 

perception of new technologies, such as virtual and 

augmented reality (Goei, van Joolingen, Goettsch, de 

Vries, Schipper, 2021). 

Russian authors also touch upon a wide range of 

problems in the formation of a New Normal in 

Russian society. First of all, it is actively discussed 

how stable it is and which areas of life will change the 

most. The changes are described by a large array of 

published empirical studies and measurements. For 

example, the specialists of the NAFI Analytical 

Center describe changes in the surrounding reality, 

including consumer markets, relations in the family 

and reference groups, in cultural practices and human 

relations with the state. 

In the field of economics, it is noted that the 

transition to remote employment was slow and the 

barriers to this process were both objective (physical 

inability to perform certain types of work, legal 

insecurity, etc.) and subjective (difficulty in 

controlling the quality of work and workload of 

employees, fears of a decrease in labor productivity, 

etc.). In the public consciousness, remote 

employment was associated with instability, informal 

labor relations, creative professions, part-time jobs. In 

most cases, entrepreneurs did not consider the 

possibility of maintaining remote employment of 

employees after the end of the pandemic as a large-

scale practice. There is also a change in practices in 

the consumer sphere – the expansion of remote forms 

of search, selection, payment and more frequent 

delivery. The uncertainty of the economic situation 

has also led to a reduction in personal consumption 

and work to optimize household budgets. 

Inequality, risks of downward individual and 

group mobility, social exclusion are a key aspect of 

the consequences of the pandemic and intensive 

digital transformation. In general, it is the aspects that 

determine the change in the social status of groups 

and individuals (in particular, the decline in social 

status) and the issues of inequality against the 

background of the pandemic and post-pandemic that 

are recognized as significant by many researchers.  

For example, foreign authors note the risks that 

arise in the field of work – in the context of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, working from home has 

become very important for a significant part of 

employees. Uncertainty about the duration of the 

pandemic and future waves of infection has even 

forced companies to consider remote work as the 

New Normal way of working. Based on regression 

methods of the influence function, Bonacini, L., 

Gallo, G., Scicchitano, S. showed that there are 

potential long-term consequences in the distribution 

of labor income, when divided into remote and full-

time workers (using the example of Italian workers). 

The authors' results show that a positive shift towards 

remote work of employees will increase the average 

labor income, but this potential benefit will not be 

evenly distributed among employees. In particular, 

men, experienced, highly educated and highly paid 

workers will benefit. Thus, the transfer of workers to 

a remote format risks exacerbating pre-existing 

inequality in the labor market, especially if it is not 

properly regulated (Bonacini, Gallo, Scicchitano, 

2021). There is also an aggravation of the problems 

of gender inequality. For example, the period of self-

isolation contributed to the fact that mothers more 

often than fathers took on that part of the load that 

appeared due to the constant presence of children at 

home and distance forms of their education (Whiley, 

Sayer, Juanchich, 2021). 

The aggravation of various forms of inequality is 

also noted by Russian researchers. Sociologist A. 

Temkina notes that "the social contradictions that 

were yesterday, the day before yesterday, and six 

months ago, in connection with the epidemiological 

situation have become more obvious". The author 

notes economic inequality (differences in income 

levels, opportunities to get even scarce items, while 

inexpensive goods are the first to disappear), regional 

inequality (in particular in the field of medical 

services), inequality in the level of symbolic capital 

(various ways to spend holidays and leisure, for 

example, the vulnerability of the middle and lower 

classes to the authorities), inequality in the level of 

cultural capital (access to information is different for 

the young and the elderly, those who speak a foreign 

language and not), inequality in the field of work 

(difficulties in adapting to remote work, layoffs, 

increased danger of non-urgent professions, such as 

doctors, couriers, sellers, etc., the status scale 

becomes not only earnings, but also the level of risk), 

gender and age inequality (the burden of caring for 

children is unevenly distributed, stereotypes are 

reinforced, for example, in a rigid masculine 

environment, compliance with hygiene rules is 

regarded as a weakness that cannot be shown, elderly 

people are in the most severe isolation, with limited 

financial and (or) physical resources). 



4 DISCUSSION OF THE RESULTS 

It is obvious that in 2020, the pandemic provoked the 

transformation of the social structure and mobility 

channels, as well as led to the formation of new 

factors of inequality. Thus, access to the digital 

environment (availability and quality of technology, 

stable Internet) has become a prerequisite for 

successful work for a huge part of the employed 

population. The level of digital competencies – the 

ability to use technical and software tools for work, 

training and communication and to quickly master 

new tools - have become a factor in increasing the 

success of some individuals and a barrier for others. 

In general, the "digital barrier" in the broadest sense 

had previously significantly affected the 

opportunities for social "success", but during the 

pandemic and post-pandemic, its significance was 

absolutized.  

The economic crisis against the background of the 

pandemic has led to the decline of a number of sectors 

of the economy (tourism, catering, fashion industry, 

entertainment and small business in general) and to 

an increase in the unemployment of specialists 

previously employed in them. Other industries (for 

example, delivery services, online cinemas, etc.), on 

the contrary, have significantly strengthened their 

positions. According to the definition of the classic of 

sociology P. Sorokin, the principle of selection is an 

important principle of the operation of social mobility 

channels. The task of the social mobility channel is 

not only to test the abilities of individuals as such, but 

also to select those abilities and knowledge that are 

necessary to perform various functions: professional, 

political and others, as well as to distribute 

individuals according to the positions in which they 

could perform these functions. To do this, each 

channel has a "sieve" system for "sifting" those who 

want to get certain positions (Sorokin, 1992). The 

functions in connection with which the selection takes 

place are quite stable, however, in a situation of 

abrupt transformations, which, of course, includes the 

period of the global pandemic (and the political, 

economic and social changes associated with it), this 

"sieve" can turn over – what was an advantage can 

become an exclusion factor, and the old restrictions 

can turn around new features.  

An example of a situation of the first kind can be 

the situation of citizens and residents of rural areas: 

before the pandemic, the quality of life of citizens, 

their access to social and economic resources was 

assessed as higher, during the pandemic, the quality 

of life assessment system changed – cities became a 

more dangerous place from an epidemiological point 

of view, staying in a confined space of apartments led 

to inconvenience and frustrations of citizens, and the 

developed social infrastructure has ceased to be an 

advantage, since it has become inaccessible (or 

transferred to online mode). The possibility of 

transferring work to a remote format, greater security, 

freedom and comfort of living in a private house in 

small settlements have led to the fact that the quality 

of life in small settlements has become much higher. 

The transfer of a huge number of services (public 

services and commercial) to an online format 

contributed to some leveling of the inequality of 

access to them, depending on the physical location of 

citizens, which persists even during the post-

pandemic period.  

An example of the reverse situation, when old 

restrictions cease to be relevant, is the expansion of 

employment opportunities for people with 

disabilities. So many companies have transferred a 

large number of their own business processes to a 

format that requires remote work of employees. The 

distance format entails a reduction in part of the costs, 

which, while maintaining productivity, makes it 

attractive to employers even after the pandemic, 

which changes the labor market, both in Russia and 

around the world. It is important to note that despite 

the abolition of hard lockdowns, the effects of rapid 

and massive immersion of huge masses of the 

population in the digital environment retain their 

influence on social stratification. 

They require reflection and transformation in 

connection with new conditions occurring at the 

personal level. Changes in the structure of society, the 

redistribution of the mainstream and socially 

excluded groups, led to a rapid change in individual 

scenarios, the erosion of values, goals and ways to 

achieve them. Explanatory sociological theories of 

anomie, social solidarity, and social exclusion require 

clarification and refinement. The concept of "life 

success", based on a very specific earlier concept of 

"quality of life", requires updating empirical 

indicators. Using R. Merton's anomie theory of 

deviation as a result of non-compliance with goals 

that are recognized as significant in society and 

socially approved ways to achieve them(Merton, 

1966), we can conclude that periods of intense digital 

transformation are crises in which not only the means 

of achieving social "success" are unstable (for 

example, the simple ability to go to work), but also 

the very goals of the individual's social efforts, the 

criteria of what is significant and what is not. 

In this regard, a specific fundamental task of 

studying the effects of digitalization should be to 

identify changes in the significance for social stability 



of macro-institutional factors (at the level of 

economics, politics, infrastructure) and factors of 

personal activity of individuals (values, civic 

positions, professional scenarios and competencies, 

etc.), in particular trust in various social actors (such 

as institutionalized, and not). At the moment, in the 

conditions of the formation of the New Normal, other 

long-term individual and group scenarios are being 

laid at the level of social trust practices that are 

inconsistent with institutional strategies, which leads 

to the spread of distrust of the transformation of the 

social structure, the emergence of both new 

conditions and channels of mobility, and new factors 

of social exclusion of an increasing number of groups.  

5 CONCLUSIONS 

Analysis of research on the problem of 

transformation of mobility channels, institutional 

trust and social practices in the context of intensive 

digital transformation shows that these changes have 

affected a wide variety of spheres of society. Periods 

of intense digital transformation are, on the one hand, 

crises in which not only the means of achieving social 

"success" are unstable, but also the very criteria of 

what is significant and what is not. On the other hand, 

the digital transformation of society also has effects 

that reduce social tension and inequality due to the 

empowerment of individuals and the use of the latest 

technologies. 

The forms and direction of the changes under 

consideration are different and are in constant 

dynamics. Despite the fact that significant amounts of 

data are recorded on the state of economic, political, 

cultural and social life of modern societies during the 

pandemic and after it, the vast majority of studies are 

at the stage of problem formulation. At the same time, 

it is important to note that the effects of rapid and 

massive immersion of huge masses of the population 

in the digital environment retain their influence on 

social stratification. Transformations of the social 

structure, aggravation of inequality and social 

exclusion require reasonable recommendations and 

conclusions on ways to overcome the destructive 

effects of digital transformation, which increases the 

relevance of both applied research and the 

formulation of explanatory models and concepts for 

the possibility of a comprehensive solution to the 

problem. 
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