
Questioning  

The Future 

While  

Living In  

The Present



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



Fear of unknown futures seems 
inversely proportional to people’s 
drive to make the most of today, 
be that for basic survival or carpe 
diem interests.  When the future 
weighs heavy, finding ways to 
maximize the present has been a 
natural reflex.

Shorter-term pursuits and 
interests flourish in the face of 
uncertain days ahead. 

If history predicts the future, some 
of these previously observed 
patterns might be suggesting 
that the post-pandemic period 
will focus more on the near-term 
versus the long-term.

Overview

During times of crisis, 
the focus is on survival 
and the future becomes 
less relevant.  When we 
look back, we see people 
becoming creatively 
opportunistic as they 
lived more in the moment. 
We also see the ways 
in which crisis affects 
our perspective and life 
choices.



When difficult times arrive on society, what 
are its effects on peoples time horizons 
and aspirations yet to come?  Have people 
shifted the focus and energy away from the 
future and more into the present, either for 
reasons of survival or comfort?  What does 
history suggest about how people think 
about the future when the things in the here 
and now cloud the horizon?
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In the words of Mary Frances Berry, professor of 

American social thought, history and Africana 

Studies at the University of Pennsylvania, “After 

the disastrous 1918-19 Spanish flu and the end 

of World War I, many Americans sought carefree 

entertainment, which the introduction of cars and 

the radio facilitated. Young women newly able to 

vote under the 19th Amendment bobbed their hair, 

frequented speakeasies and danced the Charleston.”

Perhaps as an antidote to enduring shortages, 

cultural development and innovation spiked 

during the Great Depression. Writers, artists, 

and intellectuals experimented with new forms 

of literature, painting, theatre, music, and mass 

entertainment.  

Rising from the  
Spanish Flu & WWI

Innovation during the  
Great Depression
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Perhaps as an antidote to 
enduring shortages, cultural 
development and innovation 
spiked during the Great 
Depression. 
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This shift to an urgency in the present is also a 

marker of the baby boomer generation, where 

couples rushed to marry and conceive children  

after WWII. Historians suggest the boom comes 

from a yearning for the security offered by family 

life during an era when fear of the atomic bomb 

pervaded society.

The Millennial generation’s psyche has been 

shaped by significant events such as seeing their 

parents struggle through the financial crisis and 

witnessing 9-11 at an age when their memory 

of it is quite vivid. In response, Millennials are 

choosing present day enjoyment over future 

planning, embracing the “You Only Live Once” 

philosophy.

According to a 2017 McKinsey & Company 

research report, Millennials spend more than 

older generations on experiences, and they don’t 

curb spending on material goods to do so.

The Baby Boom For Millennials, ‘living in  
the moment’ is a mantra
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Millennials are choosing 
present day enjoyment 
over future planning, 
embracing the “You Only 
Live Once” philosophy.
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Sources

https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/

us-history/postwarera/postwar-era/a/the-baby-

boom

https://www.britannica.com/event/Great-

Depression/Political-movements-and-social-

change)

https://www.politico.com/news/

magazine/2020/03/19/coronavirus-effect-

economy-life-society-analysis-covid-135579

https://parenting.blogs.nytimes.com/2014/01/08/

millennials-want-children-but-theyre-not-

planning-on-them/

https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/McKinsey/

Industries/Retail/Our%20Insights/Cracking%20

the%20code%20on%20millennial%20consumers/

Cracking-the-code-on-millennial-consumers.ashx

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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Brought to you by:
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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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