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Humans are fundamentally social creatures. Our relationships and social 
connections are so important to our identity, our health, and our ability  
to live and work together. Yet so often, the existence and resilience of social 
connection is taken for granted. Disruptions to the types and qualities of 
relationships we maintain could affect every aspect of our daily lives.  

For many people, the COVID-19 pandemic highlighted just how important  
our connections are in life—not just to humans, but to pets, the land, and 
computers and other machines as well. New circumstances and norms altered 
relationships, and how and with whom we connect. It changed why we keep 
our relationships in the first place. Physical distancing imperatives and  
stay-at-home orders gave us the opportunity to reflect on the significance  
of the social connections in our lives, by demonstrating first-hand the  
unexpected consequences of their disruption. 

Guided by the organization’s mandate, Policy Horizons Canada (Policy 
Horizons) identified sources of change that could fundamentally affect our 
capacities, opportunities, and motivations for connecting to one another.  
It builds on the work of our first social foresight report, Exploring Social 
Futures. We hope to spark thought and conversation about the future of 
social connection, and its impact not only on people, but also governments, 
business, and society at large. Our goal is to contribute to the development  
of policies and programs that are robust in the face of the changes ahead.  
We invite you to contact us and engage with us.

On behalf of Policy Horizons Canada, I would like to thank those who 
generously shared their time, knowledge, and thoughts with us. 

We hope you will find this work insightful.

Kristel Van der Elst
Director General
Policy Horizons Canada

FOREWORD  

https://horizons.gc.ca/en/2020/03/20/exploring-social-futures/
https://horizons.gc.ca/en/2020/03/20/exploring-social-futures/
mailto:social@horizons.gc.ca
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

Investigating this question is critical at a time  

when Canadian society (as well as societies around the 

world) faces two major issues: widespread feelings  

of loneliness, and a decline in feelings of trust in 

others and in institutions. These issues suggest that  

the stakes of this research are high. Understanding the 

changing nature of social connection may hold the  

keys to ensuring the long-term wellbeing of an aging 

population, and to safeguarding the health and 

integrity of the democratic institutions that form  

the backbone of our society.

Our research highlights four key areas of change  

that could fundamentally shift our social connections 

for society as a whole, and how they might shape  

the public policies of tomorrow.

“What changes could shape our  
capacities, opportunities, and motivation 
for social connection in the future?”
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ARTIFICIAL EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE
Artificial intelligence (AI) systems are being taught to detect, recognize, 
and interpret human emotion and communication patterns. With these 
capabilities, AI could alter the nature of social connection by augmenting 
communication between humans, and shift the cultural significance  
of emotion and expression. 

REAL CONNECTION IN VIRTUAL WORLDS
A growing number of people are making and maintaining relationships  
in virtual worlds and spaces, such as multiplayer video games, virtual and 
augmented reality, and video conferencing platforms. The lines between 
virtual and physical social lives could diminish further, resulting in new 
social realities, cultures, and experiences that meaningfully change  
the nature of our relationships.

 

SOCIAL SURVEILLANCE
Technologies that watch and listen are everywhere, and the expectation that  
we could be under constant surveillance is becoming more common. We often 
use these tools to facilitate, organize, and optimize our social lives. As 
technology firms continue to optimize their products, surveillance becomes more 
prevalent in everyday life. The constant expectation that numerous systems are 
watching and analyzing our behaviour could affect who we spend time with, 
who we trust, what we say, how we navigate public and private  
spaces, how we see ourselves, and more.

REMOTE WORK
For many people, the relationships and connections they form and maintain  
at work are an important part of social life. Especially since the COVID-19 
pandemic, the nature of work is changing, along with the type and quality  
of relationships people form on the job. Remote work may remain the norm  
for some, radically altering workers’ lifestyles as well as the form and function  
of the relationships they build, both locally and remotely. 
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EXPLORING  
CHANGE IN SOCIAL  

CONNECTION
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How have your relationships or connections with others changed over the 

past 15 years, and what could they look like in the future? Shifts in how and why 

we form our relationships could affect our health, work, community, identity, 

and so much more, for generations to come.  

Policy Horizons has been exploring changes to how we connect with each other, 

ourselves, and the world around us. We are seeing significant shifts that could 

alter everyday living for Canadians, and disrupt the work of policy makers. This 

report illustrates some of the most powerful areas of change in social connection, 

and explores what it could mean for Canadians in the future. What is social 

connection, and why is it so important to explore right now?
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WE HAVE  
SOCIAL TIES THAT: 

Bond people in the same social group

• 
Bridge between people in different groups

• 
Link people in social hierarchies  

and power structures 

WHAT IS SOCIAL CONNECTION?
What do we mean by social connection? The interpersonal ties that arise between people. That said, 
the focus on links between humans does not exclude ties to oneself, to the land and the environment, 
to pets, or even to AI assistants. These are also compelling areas of change, and help create a broader 
picture of what social connection looks like for Canadians. 

We have many different relationships with the various people in our lives. How do we refer to these 
different ties? How can we organize the elements of our social lives to more clearly see what is changing? 
We have drawn from research on social capital and other disciplines to characterize the ties that may 
undergo change in the future.

From a social capital perspective, these ties can deliver benefits like comfort, support, ideas, or power. 
In this way, a well-connected person is well supported. From a health perspective, these relationships 
can contribute to a subjective feeling of belonging, a highly personal metric that contributes to so many 
aspects of a happy life. We can also consider strong and weak ties with others. Strong ties are those  
we share with those who know us well,  such as close family and friends. We might have weak ties with  
a regular customer at a store, a neighbour, or a fellow commuter. These too come together to affect  
one’s sense of trust and belonging. 
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HOW MIGHT DRIVERS OF CHANGE  
AFFECT ALL THESE RELATIONSHIPS?  

THIS BRINGS US TO THE CENTRAL  
QUESTION BEHIND OUR WORK:  

 
WHAT CHANGES COULD SHAPE OUR  
CAPACITIES, OPPORTUNITIES, AND  

MOTIVATION FOR SOCIAL CONNECTION  
IN THE FUTURE?
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WHY IS IT IMPORTANT TO LOOK AT SOCIAL CONNECTION?
Canadian society (among others) faces two major issues with strong links to social connection: 
widespread feelings of loneliness, and a decline in feelings of trust in others and in institutions. 
These issues have existed for some time, but were exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic,  
where physical distancing was a necessary but arduous act of public good.  

Loneliness, a subjective feeling of unwelcome isolation, has become a key issue for governments  
in recent years. Since it is subjective, a person could have many social contacts but still feel lonely. 
Social isolation is a related but distinct concept that can be objectively measured according  
to the number of social contacts we have. Loneliness and social isolation  
are different measures but closely linked. They are recognized  
by researchers as urgent social issues, and some have 
compared their impact to an epidemic. They affect 
health and mortality, and erode the social capital 
that keeps society running productively.

A noted global decline in interpersonal and 
institutional trust is another driving concern 
behind this work. Trust enables society to 
flourish in a number of ways, and is essential  
to building resilience on the individual, 
household, community, and national levels. 
It is closely linked with rates of community 
participation, in a feedback loop that can 
flow positively or negatively. Yet research 
suggests that social connection is 
integral for building the trust needed  
to participate fully in society.

We are looking at changes to social 
connection because the potential impact is 
high. Loneliness and declining feelings of 
trust are widespread issues that, for many, 
lead to social disconnection, potentially 
weakening the fabric of Canadian society. 
As uncertainty clouds more of our vision of the 
future, a strong sense of social connection becomes  
key to societal resilience. What follows is a summary of  
the most compelling areas of change we have identified in  
social connection, and some thoughts as to where they  
could lead in the future. 

https://www.vivekmurthy.com/together-book
https://www.edelman.com/trust/2021-trust-barometer
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DRIVERS OF 
CHANGE 
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   DRIVER OF CHANGE 

ARTIFICIAL EMOTIONAL 
INTELLIGENCE
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We are teaching AI systems to detect, recognize, and interpret 
human emotion and communication patterns. These capabilities 
could allow AI to alter the nature of social connection by 
augmenting communication between humans, and shift  
the cultural significance of emotion and expression. 

•  Emotion reading everywhere. AI that claims to detect 
emotions is becoming more widely accessible. A 
number of online services already offer AI-powered 
emotion recognition that users can freely test. The 
means to recognize emotions are even moving beyond 
reading facial expressions—using heart rate data 
embedded in wearables, eye tracking, and some 
remote technologies. Despite important criticism of 
its technical, ethical, and philosophical shortcomings, 
AI-powered emotion detection could ride a wave of 
popular and commercial excitement to greater 
ubiquity.   

•  Communication patterns decoded. An increasing body 
of knowledge in human emotions has led AI to better 
understand how humans communicate with each 
other. Today, a number of systems already rely on AI 
to mediate human-to-human communication. 
Grammarly, a popular writing assistance software, 
includes a feature that evaluates the emotional tone 
of a text, and gives tips for changing it. The 
CoParenter platform facilitates civil, productive 
dialogue between co-parents who could be prone to 
feuding, by suggesting alternative wording when a message is considered too terse. Researchers use  
AI emotion detection to optimize compassionate communication when doctors must deliver bad news  
to patients, and some schools use it to improve the quality of classroom discussion.

WHAT IS CHANGING?

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7038485/
https://newatlas.com/science/science/eye-tracking-privacy
https://www.defenseone.com/technology/2021/02/new-ai-can-detect-emotion-radio-waves/171863/
https://onezero.medium.com/a-i-cant-detect-our-emotions-3c1f6fce2539
https://www.grammarly.com/blog/tone-detector/
https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2019/08/ai-could-help-doctors-talk-about-death-empathy/596929/
https://www.datanami.com/2021/07/13/new-ai-tool-aims-to-analyze-and-improve-classroom-discussions/


EXPLORING CHANGE IN SOCIAL CONNECTION

15

•  New applications for emotion recognition. Businesses, services, and the arts are also exploring  
a wide range of uses for emotion recognition. In 2020, Spotify was granted a patent for technology that 
recommends music based on the listener’s speech patterns. Amazon was issued a patent that would 
enable Alexa, its AI assistant, to provide tailored responses based on the user’s perceived mood.  
In Spain, a live comedy show uses facial analysis to charge audience members only for the number of 
times they laugh. The vehicle manufacturer Hyundai has experimented with emotion recognition 
technology that adjusts the in-car climate according to passenger mood. And some video game creators  
are exploring the idea of future video games adapting and reacting to player emotions. 

•  Personality detection. In some cases, AI models are reaching beyond the moment-to-moment detection  
of emotion, claiming to spot personality traits based on voice and expression data. HireVue AI is a 
current-day technology that rates an applicant’s “employability” based on recorded responses to 
interview questions. The recognition of personality traits and capacities for human connection are 
driving businesses, and the ability to identify traits like empathy or narcissism could be useful.    

•  Human relationship mediation and facilitation. 
Emotion recognition and a better understanding of 
human communication could enable AI to play an 
intermediary role in human relationships. It could 
function like an extra social brain, detecting social 
cues such as micro-expressions that a human might 
otherwise miss, and advise on more effective 
communication. It could give advice such as: “Ask 
them how they feel about it,” “Perhaps you have 
been talking too long,” or “Your blood pressure is 
rising, may I suggest you find a way to end the 
conversation?” This could reduce misunderstandings 
and miscommunications, and benefit neurodiverse 
populations who might welcome an extra tool  
for processing social cues. It could also improve 
collaboration in a work context.

•  Potential for social skills atrophy. By outsourcing the recognition of emotions and social cues in ourselves 
and others, social skills could decline across society. Some people could become dependent on social 
mediation technologies, to the point that they become unable to make or maintain connections without  
a technological crutch. The same could apply to our awareness of our own emotional states, leaving users 
vulnerable to mental health decline if the technology became unavailable. Generations that grow  
up using these tools could fail to develop certain social skills at all.

WHERE COULD THIS GO?

https://www.musicbusinessworldwide.com/spotifys-latest-invention-will-determine-your-emotional-state-from-your-speech-and-suggest-music-based-on-it/
https://www.businessinsider.com/amazon-patent-alexa-emotional-intelligence-2018-10
https://vimeo.com/97413457
https://www.automotiveworld.com/news-releases/hyundai-motors-mini-45-ev-puts-emotions-in-motion/
https://spectrum.ieee.org/the-institute/ieee-member-news/future-video-games-could-react-to-players-emotions
https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2019/10/22/ai-hiring-face-scanning-algorithm-increasingly-decides-whether-you-deserve-job/
https://eyeondesign.aiga.org/the-empathy-economy-is-booming-but-what-happens-when-our-emotional-connections-to-others-are-designed-packaged-and-sold/
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•  Incentives for mood-altering tools. With the knowledge that other people and systems could respond  
to us based on our mood, some may seek more control over the emotions they display. Known tactics 
could emerge for masking or faking emotions to manipulate AI. For instance, over-smiling during  
a job interview may be unsettling to a human, but might convince an AI that the subject is highly 
agreeable. Further, people could turn to meditation, drugs, or technological means of “hacking” 
their emotions to elicit desired responses. If these practices became widespread, trust in the 
authenticity and significance of emotion could decline.

•  Opportunities to create cultural bridging ties, and the risk of alienation. The meaning and significance  
of gestures, tone, and words vary between human cultures. A gesture like nodding the head, for 
example, signals different things to different people, and some speaking tones could register as calm  
to some, and angry to others. An AI communication platform that is culturally knowledgeable and 
nuanced could help some groups overcome apprehension towards out-group members. It could also 
offer new opportunities and capacities for interactions between social groups. Alternatively, groups 
whose communication cultures are not recognized in such a system could feel alienated, and  
could be further marginalized due to this lack of recognition. 

•  Hard numbers on soft qualities. If the economy of the future prizes certain personality traits and 
talents, AI could quantify and validate those qualities in people. By using AI, companies could claim 
to recognize traits like empathy, organization, and the ability to work with others. These personality 
certifications could be used as criteria for connecting with others. Some could wear their favourable 
certifications with pride or seek to obscure those that make them look bad.  
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   DRIVER OF CHANGE 

REAL CONNECTION  
IN VIRTUAL WORLDS
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A growing number of people make and maintain relationships  
in virtual worlds and spaces, such as multiplayer video games, 
virtual and augmented reality, and video conferencing platforms. 
These technologies are evolving quickly, driven by enthusiasm  
for their potential to connect people in new ways. In the future, 
the lines between virtual and physical social lives could diminish 
further, resulting in new social realities, cultures, and experiences  
that meaningfully change the nature of our relationships.   

•  Gaming is growing. Video games were once 
played by a limited audience. Today, the 
number of people who play and create games 
is rapidly expanding, as are the economic and 
cultural significance of the medium. Gaming 
has been called one of the most important 
aspects of youth culture. Older generations are 
gaming more, and women and girls represent a 
growing proportion of gamers. Developers and 
players come from a variety of ethnic and 
geographic backgrounds, and for many, games 
are an opportunity to express and experience 
new perspectives.

WHAT IS CHANGING?

https://intelligence.wundermanthompson.com/2021/03/new-gaming-frontiers/
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2021/jan/11/video-games-music-youth-culture
https://www.lsnglobal.com/news/article/26592/stat-baby-boomers-are-leading-mobile-usage
https://www.forbes.com/sites/tomokoyokoi/2021/03/04/female-gamers-are-on-the-rise-can-the-gaming-industry-catch-up/?sh=6d6f647df9fe
http://neveralonegame.com/game/
https://www.rockpapershotgun.com/i-cant-stop-snapping-umurangi-generations-dazzling-jet-set-radio-cityscape
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2015/nov/27/aurion-kiroo-games-cameroon-african-kickstarter-video-game-heroes
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•  The metaverse is coming. Developers are racing to bring about the next phase of social gaming: the 
metaverse. In this persistent, populated online world, users become virtual avatars and exist together 
in a fully realized virtual environment. Developers liken it to walking inside the Internet itself. This 
online space transcends the scope of a single game, activity, or platform, and is not owned by any 
single entity. Meta, among other companies, is already laying the groundwork for a future where the 
metaverse is central to social connection and online life. This metaverse vision imagines a connected, 
virtual space where users can act in creative ways to forge and maintain relationships with others. 

•  New ways to experience virtual connections. Emerging technologies are allowing for deeper 
experiences of virtual connection. These technologies aim to replicate aspects of in-person connection 
to make virtual social experiences more meaningful and authentic. For example, social virtual reality 
(VR) allows participants to inhabit virtual spaces while feeling a more acute sense of physical 
presence. Social VR games are becoming more popular, and festivals like Burning Man have 
incorporated VR elements into their planning and design. It has even allowed seniors to re-experience 
memories. Video conferencing platform developers are also experimenting with a variety of features to 
best capture that “in-person” feeling, and the demand for such features is high.

•  Virtual rituals. Rituals are a fundamental way of expressing and experiencing social connection, and 
they are now happening virtually. The importance of physical distancing during the COVID-19 
pandemic forced events like birthday parties, weddings, religious services, and family gatherings to be 
adapted to video conferencing platforms. As in-person gatherings resume, future rituals may continue 
to include a virtual component. Rituals are being created and re-created in video game worlds as well. 
Memory gardens constructed in Animal Crossing: New Horizons helped players express and cope with 
grief. Final Fantasy XIV players can enact a “Ceremony of Eternal Bonding,” a marriage between two 
player characters. World of Warcraft players gathered in a public area as a form of protest.  

https://www.matthewball.vc/all/themetaverse
https://www.theverge.com/22588022/mark-zuckerberg-facebook-ceo-metaverse-interview
https://www.cnbc.com/2021/03/11/roblox-rblx-goes-public-with-a-bet-on-the-metaverse.html
https://www.wired.co.uk/article/valheim-homemakers
https://www.wired.com/story/most-romantic-date-spots-super-mario-3d-world/
https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2020/10/how-video-game-voice-chat-builds-friendship/616569/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/cathyhackl/2020/08/30/social-vr-facebook-horizon--the-future-of-social-media-marketing
https://www.rockpapershotgun.com/rec-room-has-a-million-monthly-vr-players
https://www.fastcompany.com/90547369/i-was-skeptical-about-attending-burning-man-in-vr-but-its-great
https://www.goodnewsnetwork.org/thanks-to-students-hunch-on-vr-seniors-with-dementia-are-coming-alive/
https://www.agora.io/en/
https://www.wired.com/story/spot-walking-meetings-startup-solution-for-zoom-fatigue/
https://www.futurity.org/zoom-video-conferencing-collective-intelligence-communication-2550102/
https://psyche.co/ideas/rituals-create-community-by-translating-our-love-into-action
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/02/us/coronavirus-birthday-party.html
https://www.vogue.com/article/how-to-set-up-your-zoom-wedding
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/07/25/us/facebook-church.html
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/new-brunswick/seymour-family-reunion-virtual-family-meeting-arthurette-1.5655061
http://www.orderofthegooddeath.com/exploring-grief-in-animal-crossing-new-horizons
https://www.finalfantasyxiv.com/eternalbond/na/
https://www.pcgamer.com/world-of-warcraft-protests/
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•  Further blurring between physical and digital 
worlds. The popularity of a persistent metaverse 
could make the idea of a separation between 
digital and physical lives seem antiquated. 
Participants in virtual worlds could see their 
social lives as occurring across multiple 
overlapping layers of social connection. They 
might expect their identities and reputations to 
follow them from one world to another—or they 
could wish for a clean slate between them. The 
consequences of our actions in virtual worlds 
could carry over into the physical world and vice 
versa. This may challenge current models of 
privacy and libel laws, and economic 
assumptions under tax law.

•  Codified norms of connection. The laws and rules 
encoded into virtual worlds could shape the  
norms of social connection in the future. Forms 
of connection that are marginal or stigmatized 
today could become more widely accepted if 
there is space for them in virtual social worlds. 
Conversely, if creators fail to build inclusivity 
into their worlds, marginalized groups could face 
further discrimination when connecting virtually. 
The authority to define and enable the new 
norms of connection could fall into the hands  
of a self-selected few. Developers of popular 
platforms and worlds could inherit even more 
social responsibility for inclusion and norm-
setting than they carry today. 

•  Proliferation of shared realities. Social connections and networks may influence some people to 
favour one version of reality over another. Certain individuals or groups may find greater fulfillment 
concentrating their social lives in only one world. Some could even abandon the possibility of a 
shared reality with non-participants, which may create barriers to understanding and communication 
between groups. These different worlds may become associated with different sets of values.  
Some of these value sets could bleed into the physical world—or other virtual ones—if the lines 
continue to blur.

WHERE COULD THIS GO?

https://harvardmagazine.com/2000/01/code-is-law-html
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   DRIVER OF CHANGE 

SOCIAL  
SURVEILLANCE
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Technologies that watch and listen are everywhere, and the 
expectation that we could be under constant surveillance is 
becoming more common. We often use these tools to facilitate, 
organize, and optimize our social lives. As technology firms 
continue to optimize their products, surveillance becomes more 
prevalent in everyday life. The constant expectation that numerous 
systems are watching and analyzing our behaviour could affect 
who we spend time with, who we trust, what we say, how 
we navigate public and private spaces, how we see 
ourselves, and more.  

• Surveillance in public and in private. Surveillance systems are an influential part of our everyday lives, 
yet they often go unnoticed. Systems that track our location, preferences, and behaviours permeate 
the public and private environments where we connect. Surveillance systems are in malls and stores, 
vehicles, schools, city streets, dormitories, and the very devices we use to connect. The number of these 
systems could increase as customer insights and profiles increasingly overlap with commercial interests. 
The improving sophistication of the algorithms behind surveillance tools means that individuals can  
be identified and speculated on more accurately.

•  Democratization and gamification of surveillance. Surveillance methods are increasingly available 
to anyone for everyday use. Whether for security, convenience, or other reasons, surveillance is now 
mainstream. Conducting surveillance has become a normal part of social and community life,  
particularly when it comes to tracking ourselves and those closest to us. Camera doorbells and 
other sophisticated home security devices mean common spaces like sidewalks and parks are 
constantly monitored. License plate trackers that note the activity of residents, guests, and strangers 
also increasingly watch neighbourhood streets. In the future, the line between social platforms 
and surveillance services could erode further, making surveillance an explicitly social activity and 
capitalizing on its capacity for public spectacle. 

WHAT IS CHANGING?

https://www.wired.co.uk/article/amazon-sidewalk-apple-u1-networks
https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/cadillac-fairview-5-million-images-1.5781735
https://www.vox.com/2021/7/15/22577876/macys-ace-hardware-fight-for-the-future-facial-recognition-artificial-intelligence-stores
https://www.teslarati.com/tesla-cabin-camera-facial-features-safety/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/06/business/facial-recognition-schools.html
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/oureconomy/how-facial-recognition-surveillance-capitalism-streets/
https://www.technologyreview.com/s/614937/colleges-smart-speakers-in-dorms-privacy/
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/12/19/opinion/location-tracking-cell-phone.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2021/05/05/apple-airtags-stalking/
https://www.bbc.com/news/entertainment-arts-55839655
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/03/08/business/restaurants-drive-thru-pickup-lanes.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/technology-55634388?fbclid=IwAR1_R4-nDnh2v80_m_yxDqBj06Pqb69-8LhhF6UNBkfaLcX3AOXaJWOJM-4
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-020-79310-1?fbclid=IwAR1_R4-nDnh2v80_m_yxDqBj06Pqb69-8LhhF6UNBkfaLcX3AOXaJWOJM-4
https://urbanomnibus.net/2020/01/caught-in-the-spotlight/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/covid-symptoms-smart-watch/
https://www.vox.com/recode/2019/5/7/18528014/fear-social-media-nextdoor-citizen-amazon-ring-neighbors
https://www.vice.com/en/article/bvx4bq/talon-flock-safety-cameras-police-license-plate-reader
https://www.nytimes.com/wirecutter/blog/ring-neighbors-app-review/
https://www.vice.com/en/article/y3dpyw/inside-crime-app-citizen-vigilante


EXPLORING CHANGE IN SOCIAL CONNECTION

23

•  Surveillance at work. Employers are watching workers with greater scrutiny, spurred by technological 
advances and the shift to remote work. Before the COVID-19 pandemic, this happened in white-collar 
and blue-collar workplaces alike. The increase in remote work has brought surveillance tools into 
home offices as well, gathering data such as workstation activity, productivity, location, biometrics, 
and even mood. Where workers have less leverage, they can be subjected to invasive surveillance 
with little recourse. In combination with AI-driven management tools, these technologies could 
significantly change the way employers perceive and evaluate employees.  

•  Rating and reputation systems. Rating and reputation systems are becoming a popular way to learn  
of an individual’s virtues or flaws. In the western world, these systems are typically used to evaluate 
an individual’s professional competence, or make determinations about a community. The use of such 
systems in China demonstrates how a more expansive rating system can define an individual’s social 
identity and life prospects. Despite the convenience that a single trustworthiness score can offer, 
many of these systems can be flawed, unregulated, and easily manipulated.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2020/04/30/work-from-home-surveillance/
https://www.geekwire.com/2020/microsoft-patents-technology-score-meetings-using-body-language-facial-expressions-data/
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/04/01/podcasts/the-daily/amazon-union-vote-alabama.html
https://www.vice.com/en/article/dy8n3j/amazon-delivery-drivers-forced-to-sign-biometric-consent-form-or-lose-job
https://www.bbc.com/news/amp/business-55637328
https://idiallo.com/blog/when-a-machine-fired-me
https://www.engadget.com/2020-01-17-your-online-activity-effectively-social-credit-score-airbnb.html
https://www.citylab.com/life/2019/07/dianping-yelp-online-restaurant-review-website-census-data/594079/
https://www.wired.co.uk/article/china-social-credit-system-explained
https://qz.com/1244155/good-luck-leaving-your-uber-driver-less-than-five-stars/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2021/03/11/uber-lyft-driver-database/
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/03/13/business/nursing-homes-ratings-medicare-covid.html
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•  Social performance. If data-centric reputations and ratings become an integral part of social life, 
people could make calculated choices concerning with whom they connect, what they express, how 
they present themselves, and where they do so. In certain contexts, people could strategically act  
out the values they want to be known for. This could inspire distrust in relationships, with some 
questioning the authenticity of their relationships, and the behaviour of those with whom they 
connect. People may curate their social reputation to reflect desirability or success.

•  Degradation of context. We all carry multiple identities within us. The traits we exhibit and the 
ways we present ourselves could be different depending on whether we are with family, colleagues, 
friends, a congregation, or a sports team. Some behaviours and core identity markers are consistent 
across contexts, but many change—not as an indication of deceit, but rather a natural human 
tendency. It can also be a way for some members of marginalized communities, activists, and other 
vulnerable groups to protect themselves. Contextual integrity helps us trust that who we present 
ourselves as in one environment will not be misinterpreted or held against us in another. It is  
key for a sense of trust, and allows us to inhabit our multiple identities safely. 

 This very notion could be at risk if social surveillance becomes even more ubiquitous in the future.  
If more information flows between contexts due to unconstrained information sharing, it could lead 
to a general loss of trust, openness, and willingness to connect with others. People could lose  
the freedom to define their identity in each specific context, instead viewed as a combination of  
all their previous words, relationships, deeds, and experiences. 

•  Social capital quantified. Social capital refers to all the benefits that come from affiliating  
with and knowing people. With more ubiquitous surveillance and platforms that define social 
reputations, aspects of social capital could become quantified, publicized, and tangible. This 
could include personal traits like trustworthiness and generosity towards strangers. The social 
value of certain personal qualities could change in response, with people seeking compensation 
for virtues that are traditionally under-rewarded, or being punished for irrelevant quirks or flaws. The 
subjective nature of some personal traits, like integrity, could fuel disagreement between users, or  
cause identity confusion. 

•  New notions of private and public. Ubiquitous surveillance could shift common assumptions  
and understandings about private and public information. Much like history has blunted or erased 
certain social taboos such as divorce, future social norms may depend on what information is 
publicly accessible. Joining a system that lets a user learn about an acquaintance’s reputation, 
for example, may require that user to disclose their relationship history. This could change what 
information we consider socially acceptable to disclose and discuss, and shift cultural notions  
of privacy altogether. 

WHERE COULD THIS GO?
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For many people, the relationships and connections they form  
and maintain at work are an important part of social life. 
Especially since the COVID-19 pandemic, the nature of work  
is changing, and with it the type and quality of relationships 
people form while on the job. Remote work may remain the  
norm for some, radically altering workers’ lifestyles as well as  
the form and function of the relationships they build, both  
locally and remotely. 

•  A surge in remote work. For some workers, the COVID-19 pandemic instigated a broad and rapid shift 
to working outside of traditional workspaces—most often at home. Despite the slow reopening of 
traditional workspaces, remote work may remain for some of the jobs affected. The shift has prompted 
technological innovations for workers. Some workspaces have already migrated to video game 
worlds, and others are using mixed reality technologies. Video conferencing platforms are continually 
experimenting with features that mimic certain aspects of in-person gatherings, suggesting that 
workplaces may be migrating to platforms that facilitate human connection in unique ways. 

•  Blurring the lines between work and everything else. The shift to remote work made it more difficult 
to separate work from the rest of life. In some cases, this has come at the cost of time and energy 
for close personal connections, like family. Employees report working longer hours from home than 
they would have in traditional work environments. The disappearance of the daily commute may also 
affect the process of mentally transitioning between work, domestic and parenting duties, and leisure, 
blurring the spatial and temporal lines that once clearly divided professional from personal roles. 
The ease of remote work has even prompted attempts to merge work with vacations abroad. Finally, 
employers can also keep a closer watch on employees through workplace surveillance technology, now  
in people’s homes. This blending of work and leisure lives could disrupt the quality and quantity  
of time spent maintaining close social connections.

WHAT IS CHANGING?

https://www.wsj.com/articles/are-videogames-the-future-of-remote-work-11610773203
https://www.cnet.com/tech/computing/microsoft-mesh-will-teleport-you-in-ar-and-vr-to-play-with-others-across-lots-of-devices/
https://www.agora.io/en/
https://www.cnn.com/2021/02/05/business/working-from-home-hours-pandemic-scli-intl-gbr/index.html
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2021/mar/11/faux-commuters-fake-trips-work-pandemic
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/08/business/digital-nomads-regret.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2020/04/30/work-from-home-surveillance/
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•  Office relationships are no longer the same. Connections with colleagues have changed under 
remote work conditions. Office friendships, which boost productivity and overall happiness, may not 
flourish as easily with purely remote contact. Relationships that typically form within an in-person 
workplace often have lasting effects on the life course; for instance, one survey suggests one-third 
of Canadian employees are currently or have been romantically involved with a coworker. Beyond 
implications for one’s personal life, the nature of work may also be affected. Informal time with 
colleagues is largely scheduled and intentional, possibly diminishing any sense of spontaneity in 
the work context. And as the world slowly returns to office environments, hybrid work arrangements 
could create new social gaps within organizations. 

•  Demand for a culture shift. While remote work norms are still being established, employees and 
employers are finding ways to solidify a healthier, safer workplace culture, particularly for women 
and other vulnerable groups. Although opportunities for in-person workplace harassment may have 
decreased, remote work has created new circumstances in which harassment can occur, drawing 
calls to address workplace harassment with greater urgency. While remote work technologies can 
contribute to personal disconnection, organizations also increasingly seek to cultivate a culture 
where human skills like trust, empathy, and communication are more valued. In both of these 
cases, remote connection technologies like virtual and augmented reality show encouraging signs 
that they will support improvement. Finally, remote work has prompted even broader discussions  
on the structure and philosophy of work, suggesting that change may be approaching for  
Canadian workers. 

https://www.axios.com/pandemic-work-friend-85b59702-af80-4b7b-9bbb-5405463ec419.html
https://www.hrreporter.com/employment-law/news/one-third-of-workers-finding-romance-at-work-survey/304607
https://www.hrreporter.com/employment-law/news/one-third-of-workers-finding-romance-at-work-survey/304607
https://www.axios.com/calendar-management-remote-employment-71bd74bb-f1a9-4d5e-9334-09f7d0293b45.html
https://www.wired.co.uk/article/hybrid-working-office-tribes
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/business/careers/article-remote-work-may-be-leading-to-an-uptick-in-harassment-based-on-gender/
https://medium.com/@erinblaskie/the-transactional-nature-of-remote-work-how-its-killing-workplace-culture-a9d79d105f5c
https://www.hcamag.com/ca/specialization/hr-technology/do-you-trust-your-employees/249946
https://www.npr.org/2019/10/08/767116408/virtual-reality-goes-to-work-helping-train-employees
https://hbr.org/2021/01/how-companies-are-using-vr-to-develop-employees-soft-skills
https://www.cnbc.com/2021/07/12/a-4-day-workweek-is-the-norm-in-iceland-could-the-us-follow-.html
https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20201230-how-the-pandemic-could-redefine-our-productivity-obsession
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•  Widened inequities between types of work. While working remotely has become an option for more 
workers than before, most jobs still require physical presence. This gap could worsen the many 
inequities between types of work, particularly those that favour high-income workers. The pandemic 
has created a new element of risk for in-person work. At the same time, remote workers could 
potentially benefit from employer-subsidized home office upgrades, and reduced costs associated 
with working outside the home, such as commuting. These factors could further widen the health and 
safety gap between remote and in-person workers. If nothing is done to compensate, it could lead to 
further class divides between those who have the option to work remotely and those who do not.

•  Support for social connection. The widespread shift to remote work has already disrupted some 
important social experiences linked to in-person working. As the cost of missing these experiences 
becomes more clear, employers may be asked to support social connection opportunities. For 
example, younger workers may miss out on mentorship opportunities, or the valuable experience 
that accompanies immersion in a collective work environment. Complications emerge as generations 
of workers with office experience retire. As time goes on, knowledge of the value of workplace 
relationships and rituals could seep away, and new approaches to workplace connections better  
suited to a remote environment could take their place. 

•  Demand for a shared reality between colleagues. Remote workers may look to gaming, metaverse, and  
virtual reality to connect with colleagues in a more embodied way. Virtual work worlds, rather than 
physical offices, could become the new common space in which employees collaborate and socialize. 
This could unlock new potential for organizational culture development and team building, allowing 
workers to bond in new ways through shared virtual experiences, for example by constructing a 
building in Minecraft. These could help compensate for the missed social experiences of traditional 
offices and other physical workplaces. This approach could raise inclusivity concerns if not everyone 
can access the virtual workplace, or if workers are unable to present their virtual avatars in a way  
that reflects their identity. 

WHERE COULD THIS GO?

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/210804/dq210804b-eng.htm
https://www.matthewball.vc/all/themetaverse
https://www.minecraft.net/en-us
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CONCLUSION

The nature of social connection in Canadian society is changing. With the introduction of new 
artificial emotional intelligence tools, computer programs are being trained to recognize, interpret, 
and respond to human indicators of emotion. This creates the potential for new technological 
facilitators of human interaction. It also raises ethical questions about emotional surveillance and 
real-time emotional interventions at the workplace and other public spheres, and the potential erosion 
of emotional authenticity in digitally or AI-mediated communication. On the other hand, emotional 
technology may incentivize social authenticity. For instance, these technologies can promote more 
compassionate interactions between strangers on the Internet, or even between doctors and their 
patients, by making people more aware of how their words affect others. People are turning to 
rich video game worlds and the metaverse to form real, profound, and sometimes long-lasting social 
connections. Rich interactions that move seamlessly between online and in-person environments  
may one day make the separate digital and physical lives seem antiquated. 

Meanwhile, social surveillance, including new forms of work surveillance that track an employee’s 
mood, location, and productivity, is increasingly integrated into rating and reputation systems. People 
typically present different sides of themselves to their families, friends, romantic partners, or employers, 
but inter-networked social platforms may make it increasingly difficult to customize a different 
image of themselves for each social context, as their families may see the same posts as their employers. 
Surveillance systems are also resurfacing questions about social control and the blurring of lines 
between private and public life. The shift to remote work is accelerating many of these trends, 
normalizing remote professional and personal interactions. Remote work is exacerbating inequalities 
between different employment classes, while changing the type and quality of relationships  
people are likely to form through their job. 

The insights in this report suggest that people will form social connections in increasingly digital and  
remote ways. The mainstreaming of new tools, platforms, and ways of working may forever change 
how, why, and with whom people form social ties, with lasting effects on how they see themselves 
and the world around them.
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