Individuals
and
Institutions

Overview

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

“Studies have shown that strong,
enduring relational patterns often
become more susceptible to
change after some type of major
shock destabilizes them.”
History reveals two, somewhat
contradictory behaviours that
occur simultaneously. On the one
hand, some people step back
from existing relationships, while
others retrench even more deeply.
The ultimate outcome is greater
division.
When lack of trust triumphs,
people call for the dissolution of
the institutions that were intended
to protect them. Distrust and
confusion become prevalent.
People take extreme measures
to protect themselves and
their families. Concern for the
common good diminishes and

people put themselves first. A
real-time example of the tension
between individual vs. institution
is Trump contracting COVID-19.
The institution of the White House
downplayed the impacts of the
virus, claimed it would go away and
did not comply with mask usage.
Having now contracted the disease
they once mocked, they’ve put
their supporters in a quandary.
On the other end of the spectrum,
we see examples of how people
orient themselves to less
individualism and toward social
solidarity in times of crisis. As
Eric Klinenberg suggests, “people
make substantial new investments
in public goods—for health,
especially—and public services.
We don’t become less communal.
Instead, we are better able to see
how our fates are linked.”

Rise of Individualism
Over Time

Movements Powered by
People in Face of Institutions

Based on data collected through the World
Values Survey, which examines 51 years’ worth
of data detailing individualist practices and
values in a total of 78 countries, a clear pattern
has been identified: individualistic practices and
values increased across the globe over time.

Many people remember World War II as a time
of national unity. The trauma of fighting World
War II laid the foundations for a stronger
American government and national solidarity.

The research points to several external factors
as being linked to the rise in individualism: more
frequent disasters, less prevalent infectious
disease, and an increased socioeconomic
development (increases in the proportion of
white-collar jobs, in education levels, and in
household income).

A clear pattern
has been
identified:
individualistic
practices and
values
increased
across the
globe over time.
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What started in September 2011 as a small
group of protesters turned into a global
movement calling out the unfair control exerted
by the elites leaving the majority behind. The
Occupy movement brought forth the power
of the collective to create change through
communal ownership and partnership. Activists
demanded debt cancellation for student loans
and medical debt; it ignited a new era of activist
movements, from environmental movements to
the #MeToo movement.
Gen Z activists (From Malala Yousafzai to Emma
González and Greta Thunberg) are getting
mainstream attention in a way that they never
have before, fighting for social justice and
demanding government and institutions to act
in the interest of the greater good.
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Increase pressure
on Corporate Social
Responsibility
There is a clear and emerging desire from
people looking to companies to act in a
socially responsible manner (2017 Cone
Communications study). In their reporting, 78%
of people wanted companies to address social
justice issues; 76% of those surveyed said they
would decline to do business with a company
if it held views and supported issues that
conflicted with their beliefs.
In 2019, the Business Roundtable issued a
statement on “the purpose of a corporation,”
claiming that “corporate purpose should be
about producing solutions, not just profits.”
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There is a clear
and emerging
desire from
people looking
to companies to
act in a socially
responsible
manner.
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Peter T. Coleman, A decline in polarization, Politico

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.
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Archon Fung, A New Civic Federalism, Politico
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https://www.politico.com/news/
magazine/2020/03/19/coronavirus-effecteconomy-life-society-analysis-covid-135579
https://www.psychologicalscience.org/news/
releases/individualistic-practices-and-valuesincreasing-around-the-world.html
https://www.ft.com/content/687c0184-aaa6-11e894bd-cba20d67390c
https://millennialmagazine.com/2016/04/02/theeffects-of-populism-in-american-politics/
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/
archive/2015/06/the-triumph-of-occupy-wallstreet/395408/
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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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