
How can sociology help us to understand the coronavirus pandemic? 

Coronavirus or Covid 19 is a virus which has a biological impact on our bodies and in some 

cases tragically kills people. On the face of it, this is best understood by disciplines such as 

biology and medicine. However, these are many ways in which sociology can help us to 

understand this global phenomenon. 

  

Coronavirus and social inequalities 

To start off with sociologists are interested in patterns of social inequality, for example 

social class, ethnicity, gender and age. The risks of Covid 19 are not equal, despite the 

government’s assertion that ‘we are all in this together’. Evidence now emerging from 

official statistics from ONS and the NHS suggests that areas of high social deprivation (with a 

lot of poor people) have the highest Covid 19 death rates. Similarly BAME (Black and Ethnic 

Minority) people are disproportionately likely to die of coronavirus. Finally, men have higher 

death rates than women in almost every country.  

Although biological factors may play some part in patterns of infection and mortality with 

Covid 19, it seems likely that social factors are important as well. Moreover, patterns in 

Covid 19 tend to reflect existing patterns of social inequality. Sociologists of health have 

been criticising governments for failing to tackle inequalities of health since the Black Report 

in 1979. Sadly the people who are dying in the pandemic in the largest numbers are also 

those who tend to suffer more form a variety of other diseases and who had the shortest 

life expectancy  before Covid 19 made an appearance. 

If you want to find out more about any of this, try looking at the following articles. 

Guardian article looking at ONS data showing a link between areas of social deprivation and 

higher levels of coronavirus. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/may/01/covid-19-deaths-twice-as-high-in-

poorest-areas-in-england-and-wales 

Another Guardian article looking at data on higher rates of coronavirus deaths among the 

BAME (Black and Ethnic Minority) population. The embedded video is also worth looking at 

as it considers a number of possible explanations for these patterns. 

Social distancing: an example of 

how social norms can change 

very quickly in new social 

circumstances 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/may/01/covid-19-deaths-twice-as-high-in-poorest-areas-in-england-and-wales
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/may/01/covid-19-deaths-twice-as-high-in-poorest-areas-in-england-and-wales
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.bbc.com%2Fnews%2Fuk-52308201&psig=AOvVaw0829yk7U8lQ7DDlEUBCFUe&ust=1588683480931000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCLCKm6-hmukCFQAAAAAdAAAAABAD


https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/22/racial-inequality-in-britain-found-a-risk-

factor-for-covid-19 

Finally an article on the relationship between gender and coronavirus deaths. It discusses a 

number of social factors which may contribute to this but also concludes that biological 

factors may be important in gender differences since men tend to have much higher rates of 

death from the disease in almost every country. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/26/men-are-much-more-likely-to-die-

from-coronavirus-but-why 

The impact of coronavirus on our social lives 

Another sociological angle on coronavirus is to think about how the pandemic will change 

the social world. How will people’s attitiudes and behaviour be different when it is all over. 

In this article a sociologist explains how coronavirus might change the world around us. 

https://phys.org/news/2020-04-sociologist-coronavirus-world.html 

Finally, in this article a sociologist reflects on how the coronavirus has affected social media 

and popular culture, for example what we watch on Netflix and who uses the lockdown to 

look at museums and art galleries on line. She uses ideas of the famous French sociologist 

Pierre Bourdieu to understand what is going on.  

https://es.britsoc.co.uk/consuming-culture-in-the-era-of-covid-

19/?utm_source=British+Sociological+Association&utm_campaign=61fe439d05-

EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_05_01_02_13&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_944a94d9c4-

61fe439d05-361981729 

Cultural responses to Coronavirus 

     

Different countries have reacted very differently to Cornavirus. Sociologists would argue 

that this reflects the different norms and values of each society (or intercultural  cultural 

diversity). In parts of the USA there have been mass protests against the government 

imposed lockdown with some protestors even brandishing guns (see left picture). This 

reflects a strong tradition of individualism (including the right to bear arms) and distrust of 

central government in some sections of American society. By contrast British people have 

largely supported the lockdown and have come out every Thursday night to offer applause 

in support of the NHS, a state controlled institution (see right picture).  
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The applause for the NHS also reflects what the famous sociologist Emile Durkheim 

observed, that people come together in shared rituals to feel a sense of social solidarity. In 

the past (and still in some societies today) this would most likely have been a religious ritual 

where people felt bound together by their shared beliefs. In today’s more secular (non-

religious) Britain, we are perhaps more united by values such as our belief in the NHS and 

the applause rituals around the country are a way of people expressing a sense of unity at a 

time when people feel very isolated and under threat.  

In this article a BBC journalist reflects on how reactions to coronavirus in different countries 

reflect their cultural traditions. 

http://www.bbc.com/travel/story/20200327-what-coronavirus-reveals-about-the-worlds-

culture 

How you can use all this in A Level sociology 

Examiners are keen to see answers which show that students are using their knowledge of 

sociology to reflect on and understand what is going on in society now. If you can use 

articles and data on the coronavirus in your A Level exam answers and apply it to relevant 

questions you should be credited for it. 

Social inequality and social stratification questions 

In OCR A Level there are compulsory question on social inequality. The 20 mark question 

often asks candidates to describe evidence of different forms of social inequality (social 

class, gender, ethnicity or age). Outlining evidence of these inequalities on the eimpact of 

coronavirus would be highly relevant, particularly on a question about life chances where 

you could show that your chances of being infected and indeed dying of the virus are very 

much related to your position in society. 

Digital media questions  

The final article on coronavirus and popular culture links very well with one of the issues 

examined in the OCR Globalisation and Digital Media topic. Sociologists note how people’s 

use of the internet and digital media follows strong social patterns and this seems likely to 

remain true during the Coronavirus lockdown, even though everyone is probably on-line 

more than ever. 

Culture and socialisation 

In this A Level topic you are expected to be able to use examples of how people’s cultural 

norms and socialisation shape the way they look at the world and respond. Coronavirus 

provides some wonderful examples of how a pandemic which has affected almost every 

country has resulted in very different responses. These could be used on a variety of 

questions including those about cultural diversity, socialisation, norms and values and 

nature versus nurture. 
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