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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



Economic status has always 
played an influential role in 
shaping peoples’ priorities 
and outlook.  Priorities, 
values and behaviours move 
in tandem with economic 
prospects, whether they  
are either heading up or 
heading down.

In challenging times, 
shifting priorities can lead 
to new communities of 
shared interest emerging 
as change agents.  People 
have historically connected 
along new lines when united 
by new, common causes and 
challenges.

If we look back at history, our 
collective sense of priority has 
been seen to shift in response 
to social upheaval. When crisis 
arrives on society in the magnitude 
with which Coronavirus impacted 
the world, the question is not so 
much if but how society will be 
reshaped. In what way will our 
relationship to government, to the 
outside world, even to each other 
change? What will be the lasting 
impact on our psyche and our 
future behaviour?

Overview



The global pandemic has been described 
as a reset point, a moment in which 
perspectives change and priorities are 
recalibrated.  Some because they are 
directly affected by measures taken to 
flatten the curve such as spontaneously 
dining out at a bustling restaurant, and 
others more indirectly as we collectively 
realize there is much about life beyond our 
immediate control.
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A longitudinal study based on data provided 

by World Values Survey and European Values 

Survey was conducted to examine whether 

significant changes in people’s priorities have 

occurred in the past 25 years (1990-2015). 

The study tracked perceptions around the 

importance of work, politics, leisure time, 

friends, family and religion across 13 different 

national cultures. The study found that 

some cultures are more stable than others 

and perceptions across dimensions of life 

fluctuate in times when the country is subject 

to major change - such as economic growth. 

Case examples are India, Mexico and China 

- countries that used to be underdeveloped 

and then experienced rapid economic growth 

- registered the most significant fluctuations in 

their perception of life (in particular - leisure, 

family and friends gained importance).

The World Values Survey conducted a survey 

measuring the levels of ‘happiness’ in 52 

countries over the course of 26 years (1981 

to 2007). Happiness rose in 45 of the 52 

countries, in correlation with rising economic 

development, democratization, and social 

tolerance. One of the most striking shifts 

measured by the WVS was the sharp decline  

in happiness experienced in Russian and  

many other ex-communist countries during  

the 1990s.

Linking cultural change  
and economic growth

Linking happiness  
and social change

Some cultures 
are more stable 
than others and 
perceptions 
across 
dimensions of life 
fluctuate in times 
when the country 
is subject to 
major change.
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HIV/AIDS was a transformational epidemic 

in recent history. In face of stigmatization, 

oppression, and a government that failed 

them, Gay Americans mobilized to build 

organizations, networks and know-how 

that changed their place in society and have 

enduring legacies today. The epidemic also 

revealed deadly flaws in the health-care system, 

and awakened the need for the protection of 

marriage—all of which led to landmark reforms. 

(Jonathan Rauch, New forms of reform, Politico)

There are examples in history in which the 

threat of an external enemy brings out a sense 

of unity among people, where they look past 

their differences and experience a singularity 

of purpose. “During the Blitz, the 56-day 

Nazi bombing campaign against Britain, 

Winston Churchill’s cabinet was amazed 

and heartened to witness the ascendance 

of human goodness—altruism, compassion 

and generosity of spirit and action.” (Peter T. 

Coleman, A decline in polarization, Politico)

During WWII in the US, the vast majority of the 

American population were marching to the 

same drum, and trusted that what was being 

done was noble and for the greater good. The 

sense of collective responsibility was expressed 

in their wartime effort, where men were out 

fighting and women shifted from being at home 

to join the military or take on civilian jobs. 

Major natural disasters around the 

world triggered a shift in environmental 

consciousness, and a sense of collective 

responsibility to address climate change.  Greta 

Thunberg’s urgent challenge to humanity 

resonated with the younger generation in 

particular, creating a new sense of solidarity in 

saving our planet.

Solidarity in face of  
a “common enemy”

A major movement that  
rose from an epidemic

Gay Americans 
mobilized to build 
organizations, 
networks and 
know-how 
that changed 
their place in 
society and have 
enduring legacies 
today.
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Sources

Are National Cultures Changing? Evidence from 

the World Values Survey, Mirabela-Constanța 

Mateia, Maria-Madela Abrudan (https://

www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/

S1877042818300776)

http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/wvs.jsp

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

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

economy-life-society-analysis-covid-135579

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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