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Table 1.  Definitions of the characteristics of dramatic social change 

Abstract

Major events such as hurricanes, coups, or the COVID-19 crisis have the potential 
to cause widespread dramatic social change (DSC). This form of rapid and profound 
change is associated with negative impacts on society as a whole and on individuals. 
However, because the study of DSC and its impacts was scientifically neglected until 
the COVID-19 crisis, our understanding of DSC is limited. The present report addresses 
three objectives. First, based on a large longitudinal survey of 3,617 Canadians, we will 
track perceptions of DSC from the onset of the COVID-19 crisis in April 2020 through 
December 2020. Second, we explore the link between DSC perceptions and an objective 
indicator of the magnitude of the COVID-19 crisis: the actual number of COVID-19 cases. 
Finally, we examine the link between DSC perceptions and the prevalence of negative 
emotions, a key indicator of mental health.

Characteristics Definitions Examples

Pace of change
The speed at which an event 
affects a community at a given 
time.

- Global warming (slow)
- The implementation of the lockdown 
during the first wave of the pandemic 
(fast)

Rupture of the social 
structure

A break with the past so that 
fundamental aspects of society 
as well as social structures must 
be rebuilt.

- A change of regime following a coup 
d’état
- Reduction in hospital operation rate 
due to the pandemic 

Rupture of the normative 
structure

A break with the past so that 
fundamental aspects of the 
behaviours of group members 
need to be significantly altered 
in order to achieve collective 
goals at a given time.

- Sudden changes in behaviours to 
obtain food, for example, in a context of 
inflation
- Sudden change in behaviours during 
a pandemic (wearing a mask, social 
distancing, telecommuting)

Threat to cultural 
identity

Serious threat to the 
identification and clarity of 
shared beliefs, values and 
attitudes which define the 
cultural identity of a group at a 
given time.

- The extinction of certain languages 
due to colonization and globalization
- Questioning personal and collective 
values in the context of a pandemic 
(e.g., how important is the value of 
cooperation to the individual and the 
community?)
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Research context

The COVID-19 crisis is generating unprecedented social tensions that are having a significant 
impact on economic, social and political institutions. People had to suddenly change their daily 
behaviours to conform to a government-imposed lock down. For example, more than a million 
Canadians stopped going to work as they lost their jobs within a month and young people had to 
stay at home as schools closed for several weeks.

In order to be considered a dramatic social change, an event must be rapid, cause a breakdown 
in social structures (e.g., institutions) and normative structures (e.g., people’s behaviors), and 
represent a threat to cultural identity (de la Sablonnière, 2017; Table 1 and 2). Dramatic social 
change causes a break with the past, so that the community loses its bearings and must reorganize. 
However, the rapidity of this type of change means that it exceeds the adaptive capacities of 
society, and thus can cause long-term damage to individuals, as well as institutions.

Research objectives

1) Our first objective is to understand Canadians’ perceptions of social change. Specifically, we 
track the extent to which Canadians perceive dramatic social changes and at what points during 
the crisis are the perceptions of DSC the strongest?
2) Our second objective is to link perceptions of DSC to an objective indicator of the magnitude 
of the COVID-19 crisis: the actual number of confirmed COVID cases in Canada. 
3) Our third objective is to examine the impact of perceptions of DSC on the emotions experienced 
by Canadians. Because emotions are a key indicator of mental health and well-being (Berking et 
al. 2012), it is critical to understand whether there is a link between emotional well-being and a 
social crisis such as the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Hypotheses

1) Knowing that perceptions of DSC vary over time, it is expected that individuals will perceive 
DSC more strongly in the first as well as in the second wave of the pandemic, and thus in the 
periods when government mandates were most restrictive throughout the crisis. 
2) As the number of new infections increases, individuals will perceive that their society is 
undergoing dramatic social change.
3) The more individuals perceive that their society is in a state of dramatic social change, the 
more negative emotions they will report experiencing.
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Methodology

Data were extracted from a large survey which asked a representative sample of Canadians 
(N=3617) to complete an in-depth questionnaire on multiple occasions over several months. 
For more methodological details, please consult our technical report (de la Sablonnière et al., 
2020).
First, we estimated, for each week of the crisis, the average perceptions of social change and 
emotions felt by the population. When placed on a timeline, these averages allow us to observe 
the fluctuation of these perceptions over time (figures 1 and 2). Because of the time between 
each measurement wave, some weeks do not have enough data (N<30) to represent a valid 
estimate of perceptions. Therefore, the means associated with weeks 18-19, 23-24, and 28-
33 (for which we had insufficient data) are estimated based on the weeks before and after 
them. Then, we measured the individual perceptions of social change and compared them to 
the emotions felt by the population at each wave of the survey using a Pearson correlation. This 
allowed us to establish the stability and strength of the correlation between DSC and negative 
emotions over time. 

To evaluate the extent to which participants perceived DSC throughout the crisis, we used the 
Social Change Algorithm (SCA). The SCA is a modeling tool based on the theory presented in 
Table 1, which allows us to visualize societal states and their transition in a context where an 
event, such as COVID-19, occurs. This tool detects the prevalence of dramatic social change 
based on individuals’ perceptions. More specifically, we asked a total of 9 questions (Appendix 
1) at all measurement times about perceptions related to each of the four social change 
characteristics: the pace of change, the rupture in the normative/social structure and the threat 
to cultural identity (Table 2). Responses to these questions were fed to the SCA which was then 
able to evaluate the level of dramatic social change perceived by each participant at each wave 
of the survey with a score ranging from 0 to 10 where 10 represents high perception of DSC. 
Using the SCA, we were able to identify times when participants perceived more dramatic social 
change since April 2020. In the survey, we also measured 11 distinct emotions at each of the 
10 waves. These emotions fall into 3 categories: anger (anger, annoyance, frustration), anxiety 
(helplessness, fear, nervousness, sadness, worry), and loneliness (boredom, solitude). 

To examine the link between Canadians’ perception of DSC and the number of COVID-19 cases, 
we extracted weekly averages of cases from the CTV News website (“Tracking every case of 
COVID-19 in Canada”, 2021). 
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Measurement 
time

Sample 
size

% (n)
Women

Mean age 
(range)

Survey 
Dates

1 3617 50.50% 47.63 6 April - 6 May 2020

2 2282 48.90% 49.03 21 April - 11 May 2020

3 2369 49.20% 48.81 4 May - 25 May 2020

4 2296 48.50% 48.90 18 May - 10 June 2020

5 2154 48.70% 49.32 1 June - 23 June 2020

6 2116 48.80% 49.36 15 June - 13 July 2020

7 2072 49.10% 49.80 13 July - 8 August 2020

8 1871 49.40% 50.42 17 August - 13 September 2020

9 1821 48.40% 51.82 21 September - 19 October 2020

10 1883 48.40% 50.30 25 November - 28 December 2020

 Table 2. Methodological and demographic information

18 +18 +

Tableau 3.  Examples of questions asked of participants to
measure DSC

Measured concept Example of questions

Pace of change
Compared to two weeks ago, how fast is the COVID-19 crisis spreading in 
your part of the country?
1: Extremely slow                               10: Extremely fast

Rupture of the social 
structure

Because of COVID-19, I feel that our health care system will soon be unable 
to provide adequate care.
1: Strongly disagree                          10: Strongly agree

Rupture of the 
normative structure

The COVID-19 crisis is causing a significant change in the behaviour of 
Canadians.
1: Strongly disagree                          10: Strongly agree

Threat to cultural 
identity

The COVID-19 crisis is a great threat to Canadian values.
1: Strongly disagree                          10: Strongly agree



6

Results

Hypothesis 1. Hypothesis 1 was corroborated. DSC perceptions (high levels of rupture) from the 
beginning of the crisis, April 6, 2020 through the end of December, vary across time (Figure 1). 
Indeed, we observe a peak in DSC perceptions at the beginning of the crisis (April 2020). We 
then observe a decrease in perceptions of DSC during the summer (beginning of June to end of 
August 2020) and then a resurgence of DSC perceptions in the second wave of the pandemic 
(September to December 2020). 

Hypothesis 2. Hypothesis 2 was corroborated. Periods of dramatic social change coincided 
significantly with the number of weekly cases (r = .77). Thus, the more daily infections, the 
more Canadians perceive DSC. This confirms that subjective perceptions of DSC are a reliable 
representation of the objective reality of a crisis. That is, the public perceives and feels the 
changes that are taking place in their community.

1. Indicator of perceived social change over time 
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Hypothesis 3. Hypothesis 3 was corroborated. Dramatic social change correlated positively with 
anger (r = .27), anxiety (r = .23) and loneliness (r = .18), although the correlations were weak to 
medium. This means that people who perceived high amounts of DSC during the pandemic also 
felt high levels of anger, anxiety and loneliness. 

2. Magnitude of negative emotions felt over time
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Conclusion

Canadians perceived dramatic social change during the COVID-19 crisis. When 
resources are not mobilized to prevent DSC’s negative impacts on society, this 
societal state leads to collective trauma, a form of community trauma that 
affects all individuals in a society. Since it appears that the consequences of 
the pandemic will be long term (Deloitte, 2020), it will be necessary to work to 
restore the societal balance that has been destabilized by a period of DSC.

The results of this research also demonstrate that DSC is related to a greater 
prevalence of negative emotions. Thus, it appears that periods of DSC may pose 
a serious risk to collective mental health. This is of particular concern for those 
at risk for, or already struggling with, mental health disorders, for whom DSC 
may exacerbate the symptoms and negative consequences of these disorders.

It is important to note, however, that the results found are only correlations and 
not causal relationships. Thus, we cannot conclude that the observed prevalence 
of negative emotions is due to the perception of dramatic social changes.

Implications

In light of the results obtained from the confirmation of hypotheses 2 and 3, we 
recommend that governments adopt measures to mitigate the emotional impact of a 
crisis such as COVID.19

1) Promote rapid action plans to foster mental health in times of crisis: As we have seen, 
the emotional impact of crises manifests rapidly in the presence of dramatic social 
change. It is therefore recommended to implement mental health impact mitigation 
measures as soon as a crisis involving dramatic social change occurs.

2) Promote collective interventions to respond to a collective problem: Considering the 
difficulty of implementing individual interventions with the entire affected population, 
it is recommended to prioritize collective interventions which rely on a community 
approach and promote collective resilience. 
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