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Historical parallels and 
analogies are all around us, a 
source of collective wisdom we 
can rely on to make sense of 
our present and guide the way 
forward. As we try to make sense 
of the impact of the COVID-19 
outbreak on our collective identity, 
we look into the past for clues. 
We use an anthropological lens to 
examine changes in the past that 
shaped (and continue to shape) us 
individually and collectively. We 
look at shifts in our relationship 
with each other, our environment, 
our institutions, and our personal 
values and beliefs, and for 
recurring themes over the course 
of our history.

Overview



When the status quo shifts, the 
public’s ability and discretion as 
to how they place trust in ‘the 
establishment’ shifts as well. The 
bigger the shock, the greater the 
ripple effect on trust levels.

A diverse range of impacts have 
been seen to affect public trust 
levels in the past. 

History would suggest it isn’t a 
question of whether or not people’s 
ability to place trust will shift, but 
rather how and to what degree.

Overview



How Might Our 
Collective Ability To 
Trust Change?

1



Social trust has ebbed and flowed over the 
years, and where we have placed our trust 
has shifted depending on major external 
factors. Looking back into history, it has 
been during times of chaos and uncertainty, 
often when the inconceivable happens 
that people, in a state of shock, collectively 
question what and who to trust.
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MIT ran a study showing the ever-evolving shift 

in trust. In 1900, scientists mattered, writers 

mattered, and politicians were credible. Actors 

occupied around 16% of the public domain, 

commandeering coverage in newspapers 

and magazines. By the beginning of the 21st 

century, actors, singers and musicians now 

controlled 70% share of mind. Writers had fallen 

from 11% to under 2%. 

The erosion of public trust in government began 

in the 1960s.Within a decade – a period that 

included the Vietnam War, civil unrest and the 

Watergate scandal – trust had fallen by more 

than half (from 77% to 36%).

In 1965, investigative journalism and the work of 

Ralph Nader discovered that Detroit cars were 

unsafe at any speed, causing people to question 

the auto industry. 

During the late 1980s, sexual-abuse and cover-

ups by members of the Catholic Church began 

to receive public attention and scrutiny. 

As the economy boomed in the late 1990s, 

confidence in government increased, 

meanwhile corporations were being put under 

the spotlight by Hollywood for environmental 

& social wrong-doings (e.g., The Rainmaker 

[1997] and Erin Brockovich [2000]).

With the rise of Greta Thunberg and the ‘Flight 

Shame’ movement, Gen Z had their own 

grounds to doubt the motives of governments, 

NGOs and corporations and their inability to 

protect our planet.

Shift in Trust from  
Experts to Storytellers

Shifts in  
Institutional Trust

By the beginning 
of the 21st 
century, actors, 
singers and 
musicians now 
controlled 70% 
share of mind.
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The rise of President Trump and his constant 

attack on “fake news” gave his supporters 

grounds for diminished trust in mainstream 

media. As public concern intensified about 

‘alternative facts’, major journalistic institutions 

like the New York Times which were once seen 

to be scrupulously fair, were now seen to be 

partisan and for some groups untrustworthy.

In September 2016, Americans’ trust in the 

media hit an all-time low of 32 percent.

In 2001, the 9/11 terror attacks on the United 

States transformed public attitudes on a 

range of issues; mistrust as to why and how 

it happened; mistrust of other cultures within 

America; and mistrust of other nations. 

The 2008 financial crisis was another example 

where the inconceivable happened, leaving the 

public reeling in shock and shaking their sense 

of security.

In 2016 - eight years after the crash - the World 

Economic Forum posted an interview with Axel 

Lehmann, Chief Operating Officer of UBS Group 

and co-chair of the Global Future Council on 

Financial and Monetary Systems, who spoke 

of a further need to rebuild trust in financial 

institutions.

Impact of Crisis  
on Trust

Distrust of  
Mainstream Media

In September 
2016, Americans’ 
trust in the media 
hit an all-time low 
of 32 percent.
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Sources

https://www.bu.edu/com/comtalk/the-war-on-

fake-news/

https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/retail-consumer/

assets/consumer-trust-global-consumer-insights-

survey.pdf

https://www.people-press.org/2015/11/23/1-trust-

in-government-1958-2015/

http://news.mit.edu/2019/spreading-facts-

communication-science-1206

http://aei.pitt.edu/11334/1/1877-1.pdf

https://www.gsb.stanford.edu/faculty-research/

publications/institutional-trust-failures-insights-

lessons-911-intelligence

https://www.econstor.eu/

bitstream/10419/66173/1/727030833.pdf

https://www.nytimes.com/2007/04/22/books/

chapters/0422-1st-tale.html

Trained as an anthropologist (Ph.D. University of 

Chicago), Grant has studied American culture for 25 

years. He started the Institute of Contemporary Culture 

at the Royal Ontario Museum and has taught at the 

University of Cambridge, MIT, and the Harvard Business 

School.He has also written a number of books: Culture 

and Consumption I, Culture and Consumption II, Big 

Hair and Transformations: identity construction in a 

contemporary culture, Plenitude, Flock and Flow, Chief 

Culture Officer and Culturematic.

Special Thanks to: 
Grant McCracken
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For more, go to Covid19Monitor.org, where you’ll find the 

live monitor that tracks real-time consumer sentiments 

throughout the COVID-19 recovery period. You’ll find data 

compiled from across countries and industries, showing 

trends and shifts in people’s attitudes and mindsets 

following the pandemic - not in an effort to predict the 

future, but rather monitor consumer pulse points that may 

ultimately indicate behavior changes.
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