
Citation: Heanoy, E.Z.; Uzer, T.;

Brown, N.R. COVID-19 Pandemic as

a Transitional Event: From the

Perspective of the Transition Theory.

Encyclopedia 2022, 2, 1602–1610.

https://doi.org/10.3390/

encyclopedia2030109

Academic Editors: Harry H. X. Wang

and Raffaele Barretta

Received: 25 July 2022

Accepted: 9 September 2022

Published: 15 September 2022

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral

with regard to jurisdictional claims in

published maps and institutional affil-

iations.

Copyright: © 2022 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

Entry

COVID-19 Pandemic as a Transitional Event: From the
Perspective of the Transition Theory
Eamin Z. Heanoy 1,* , Tugba Uzer 2 and Norman R. Brown 1

1 Department of Psychology, University of Alberta, Edmonton, AB T6G 2E9, Canada
2 Department of Psychology, TED University, Ankara 06420, Turkey
* Correspondence: heanoy@ualberta.ca

Definition: The COVID-19 pandemic has affected every aspect of people’s lives across the globe. It is
also unique in the way it changed their lives. In this entry, a framework, the Transition Theory, is
outlined, which is used to interpret the transitional properties of this pandemic, the ways it differs
from other transitional events, and how it impacts the lives and well-being of the individuals. The
prediction is that people might consider the pandemic as an important life transition event only if there
is a little similarity between their pre-pandemic and post-pandemic lives. Individual differences also
need to be considered as those whose lives have been directly affected by the pandemic experience
a greater COVID-related change (e.g., job loss vs. no job loss). Lastly, the transitional impact of
the pandemic might have a strong link with people’s mental outcomes. These notions call for a
longitudinal approach to get an accurate understanding of the pandemic experience while this
world-changing event unfolds rather than in retrospect.
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1. Introduction

In December 2019, the world saw the emergence of a novel coronavirus disease
(COVID-19) which the World Health Organization (WHO) officially labeled a pandemic
on 11 March 2020 [1]. As of May 2022, over 500 million positive cases and over 6 million
deaths were recorded [2]. To curb the spread of the virus, isolation, social distancing, and
other restrictions were put in place [3,4]. As a result, people had to reconfigure aspects of
their environments and their routines to adapt to the pandemic-related changes they were
experiencing (e.g., online classes, work from home). Furthermore, people’s economic
stability had a hard hit as financial markets fell and unemployment rates rose. Thus, the
pandemic affected life across the globe to some extent in terms of their financial, social,
and day-to-day activities. In addition, the pandemic came to dominate the news cycle
and social interaction [5,6].

Given the breadth and scope of the pandemic, it is intuitively clear that the pandemic
has created a “new normal”, or a pandemic period [7]. Considering life events that
require an adjustment in a person’s accustomed way of life, the COVID-19 pandemic
could undoubtedly be counted as one of the most important life events or, in other words,
an event of transition that has significantly impacted the lives of people from around the
world. How the pandemic has changed people’s lives, the nature and extent of these
changes, and the effect these changes have had on people’s well-being are less clear. It
is relatively early to provide a complete empirical explanation of these issues, but given
what we know about life transitions, their aspects of it, and their impact on the well-being
status [8–18], it is possible to speculate about them in an informed manner. This entry,
speaking in broader terms, aims to explain whether the COVID-19 pandemic could be
considered a distinctive (life) transition, and its qualitative impact. This is discussed in a
few different steps: first, a theoretical framework, the Transition Theory, is outlined, which
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provides means for understanding the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic as a transitional
event; second, discussed how the pandemic appears to be different from other transitional
life events; finally, to take into account how the pandemic has been likely to affect people’s
lives, memories, and well-being.

2. Overview of the Transition Theory—Definition of Transition and Its Properties

According to the Transition Theory [7,17,19,20], a transition is an event or series of
events that causes fundamental changes in the “fabric of daily life”—what people do, where
they do it, and with whom. During regular periods, when life is relatively stable, we spend
most of our time engaging in mundane activities (e.g., commuting, and socializing) [21,22].
During a transition, this stability is interrupted. As a result, the familiar elements (e.g.,
people, location, objects) of our lives are removed, partially or fully. At the same time, we
are introduced to a new set of life elements, marking the beginning of a new period in our
lives and the end of the old one. Over time and with repeated exposure, some of these new
elements might become familiar and eventually come to represent life, hence, defining the
post-transitional period [7,20].

To explain this notion, two separate examples are provided. First, a person who has
immigrated to another country has to go through a significant transition, as they have left
their stable life behind (e.g., a graduate in the USA) and ended up in a different country
with a different role (e.g., a lecturer in the UK). This introduces a new set of life elements
(e.g., new neighbors, new stores) which, due to recurrent exposure, leads them towards
a new stable post-transitional life period. Second, an individual went on a trip to Japan
which introduced another set of novel life elements, but unlike the first example, these
new elements had no lasting effect. This was because, at one point, the vacation was over,
the individual came back home, and life returned to its normal course. Thus, rather than
a stable post-transition period, a “brief interlude” was created. It is important to keep in
mind that some of the life elements at any given point are always familiar (e.g., the spouse,
the children, the exercise) while others are novel (e.g., a new colleague, a new cafe). That
being said, some familiar elements from the pre-transitional period are retained across the
transition while others are not (abandoned). Eventually, the post-transitional period should
give rise to a new set of familiar life elements.

Hence, the transition could be understood from two aspects. One, where the post-
transitional period is very much similar to the pre-transitional period, i.e., the retained
life elements are many and the abandoned and/or new elements are few. Two, when pre-
and post-transitional periods are very different, i.e., the retained elements are few and the
abandoned and/or new elements are many. Thus, numerically speaking, transitions could
affect lives through the process of addition (i.e., yielding larger new elements), subtraction
(yielding smaller retained elements and larger abandoned elements), or both [7].

Assessment of the Impact of a Transition—Transitional Impact Scale

Since its development, the Transitional Impact Scale (TIS-12) has been used by researchers
to assess how candidate transitional events impact the lives of people [15,16,18,23–25]. This
12-item TIS separately evaluates the material and psychological impacts of a transitional
event, together explaining the overall changes brought to a person’s life. Material impacts
indicate the adjustment people have to make to their way of living, including changes in
their residence, possessions, day-to-day activities, and people with whom they socialize.
Psychological changes concern changes in people’s beliefs, life viewpoints, attitudes, self-
perception, ethics, and morality. For each TIS item, such as “This event has changed the
activities I engage in,” the participants had to rate their agreement on a five-point Likert scale
ranging from 1 (completely disagree) to 5 (completely agree). In theory, if an event scores
higher than three (neutral), that indicates a moderate impact on life at the minimum. In
general, major transitions that define important life chapters, e.g., immigration, tend to elicit
TIS scores of 4.0 or higher [16,18,23,25,26].
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The overall impact of a transitional event on an individual’s life is determined by
material and psychological changes brought by that event. These two types of changes
are to some degree independent, such that psychological change can occur in the absence
of material change. For instance, a religious conversion after experiencing trauma would
be an example of a dramatic psychological change but a weak material change [15,24].
In contrast, high degrees of material change tend to correspond to high degrees of
psychological change, e.g., immigration [27].

While measuring the transitional impact of an event, individual differences also
need to be considered. For example, “starting university” might be considered a more im-
pactful transition for the students who left their homes and live in a university dormitory
(“dormies”) compared to the students who continue living with their parents (“homies”).
Likewise, for those immigrating from one country to another, relocation might be a more
influential transition in contrast to those relocating within the same state, i.e., from one
city to another.

3. COVID-19 Pandemic as an Event of Transition—Features, Assessment, and Scope

The pandemic has caused a substantial change in people’s personal, social, and eco-
nomic life as people have been facing isolation, concern about being infected, life activities,
and work-related disruption [28–32]. Some of the changes, especially during the early days
of the pandemic, have entailed the move of learning and office work online, closure of
retail establishments, cancellation of all recreational activities and social gatherings, people
being forced to stay in and as a result, spending more time on social media, and so on.
Thus, considering its near-universal scope, this pandemic could be seen as a potentially
important, and possibly the largest collective transition of all time [6,7].

Broadly speaking, this pandemic is unique in the way it has affected people’s lives.
On the one hand, given its pervasive nature, the pandemic should have brought marked
changes to everyone’s regular lives. On the other hand, the pandemic is likely to affect
the lives of some people more than those of others. For example, the widespread job loss
during the pandemic or at least in its early phase; people who have lost their jobs should,
on average, experience greater COVID-related changes than those who have not [6,28].
These points are further elaborated below.

3.1. Difference between the COVID-19 Transition and Other Life Transitions

Usually, a transition involves the accumulation of changes in a person’s life, that is,
replacement of old life elements with new ones, e.g., house, shops, neighbors (Figure 1,
Panel 1), but one of the atypical features of the COVID-19 pandemic is that it appears to
have altered our lives by narrowing them. Simply put, at least during the lockdown, the
new normal differed from the old one by largely limiting what we could do and where
we could do it. This led us to experience a unique type of transition—“transition-by-
omission”—where the set of abandoned familiar elements was much greater than the
new set of life elements (Figure 1, Panel 2).
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The notion that the COVID-19 pandemic onset was experienced as transition-by-
omission as supported by a recent study where 1215 North Americans responded to an
online survey [6]. A couple of findings were particularly interesting. First, Cronbach’s
Alpha of this TIS scale usually ranges from 0.80 to 0.90 [15,24], indicating that major life
transitions, such as relocation, typically bring about a synchronized change in many aspects
of a person’s life. On the other hand, the pandemic produced a Cronbach’s Alpha of 0.60,
implying that some elements of a person’s life were changing but others were not. This
point was explained in the second finding. Two of the five items of the material TIS which
concerned the activities people engaged in (mean = 3.95) and the places where they spent
their time (mean = 3.33) received moderately high scores. The other items, which con-
cerned people (mean = 2.87), belongings (mean = 1.98), and general material circumstances
(mean = 2.76), produced ratings at or below the midpoint of the scale. One way to interpret
these findings is that, at the outset of the pandemic, many areas went into lockdown. As a
result, people could not go where they had been going previously and could not do what
they had been doing previously. However, people were, for the most part, still living in
the same place they had been living before the pandemic and were spending time with a
subset of people with whom they had already been familiar (e.g., family members). Thus,
these data indicate that the fabric of daily life has changed for many people, but it was not
changed in a wholesome manner [6,7].

In terms of psychological change, people provided moderately high ratings for
three out of five items. These concerned attitudes (mean = 3.47), emotional response
(mean = 3.43), and thoughts about different things in their lives (mean = 3.71). The other
two items, which addressed the sense of self (mean = 2.99) and an understanding of right
and wrong (mean = 2.13), received ratings at or below the midpoint of the scale. One
explanation could be that the unprecedented nature of the pandemic has caused people
to be distressed and have negative affective thoughts. Thus, people have reacted to this
atypical period by reevaluating their feelings, thoughts, and perspective towards life, which
has brought about a considerable amount of psychological change [6,33].

Therefore, from the Transition Theory perspective, many people have gone through
a relatively brief and shallow adjustment period, such as those who have retained their
employment, their house, and/or continued their studies during the pandemic. More
specifically, these people have faced a decline of familiar elements in their stable daily
life to some level, but a moderate increase after some time. This decline was the result of
introducing a fair number of new elements (e.g., online classes, video meetings, masks)
and a notable decrease in the number of familiar elements (e.g., in-person classes, social
gatherings). The stability in life was expected to return rather quickly because life under
lockdown tends to be largely repetitive. As a result, the newly introduced life elements
should lose their novelty fast. It is true that the pandemic has been disruptive, but compared
to other life-changing events (e.g., relocation to a foreign country), life during the pandemic
was quite similar to the pre-pandemic one, at least from a materialistic viewpoint (e.g.,
family dinner, living place, etc.).

3.2. COVID-19 Transition—Period of Enduring or an Interlude?

Public events sometimes define the lifetime periods of individuals [18,20,34–37]. This
would only happen when a population undergoes a major “collective transition”, a tran-
sition that brings rapid, fundamental, and enduring changes in the lives of all affected
people [7,17,18]. Typically, after this transition, there is a sharp decrease in the stability of
people’s lives, and this instability sometimes lasts for an extended period. This, in turn,
would lead to the gradual establishment of the post-transitional life period which is often
different from the earlier (pre-transitional) life period.

During the pandemic or at least at the outset, several billion people have been under
lockdown, isolation, or quarantine. The lives these people were living (or are still living)
have been different to some extent from the lives they lived before the pandemic. Therefore,
the novel coronavirus produced the largest collective transition of all time, at least in the
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numerical sense. A couple of questions come forward– in the future, will people frequently
mention the pandemic while talking about different events from their lives (e.g., “this
happened before COVID”)? Will people consider the pandemic as an important period
and, therefore, think of it as of one of their major life events? [17,38–42]. The answers lie in
the prediction of how people might remember the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on
their lives. Prior studies demonstrated that even very important public events (e.g., the
9/11 attacks and the collapse of the Soviet Union) were not regarded as major life events as
they did not bring “fundamental and enduring changes” in the lives of all the people who
were affected [23,35,36].

Therefore, to speculate whether this COVID-19 transition would be long-standing or
just a period of exceptional experience, it is necessary to consider the level of fundamental
and enduring changes it brings to people’s lives. It is apparent that we are living in a
period of new normal that is at least moderately stable and somewhat different from the
pre-COVID-19 period. It is also evident that regardless of its near-universal scope, the
immediate effect of the pandemic was largely different from one place to another (e.g., in
Mexico with a 5.6% case–fatality ratio vs. Japan with a 0.4% case–fatality ratio) [43], from
one person to another (e.g., a laid-off restaurant worker vs. a faculty member working
from home), and from one timepoint to another (before lockdown vs. after lockdown).
The degree to which the life after the pandemic, which may also be called as the next new
normal, would be different from the pre-pandemic period. This is a crucial point, as not
all transitional events are counted as important; rather, only some distinct, identifiable
periods should become a significant part of a person’s life. Generally speaking, from
the viewpoint of the Transition Theory, a transition is considered important and life-
altering when it produces a long-lasting effect and shapes the course of an individual’s
life [18,40,41,44–46]. Thus, in other words, if a person’s post-pandemic life is quite similar
to his or her pre-pandemic life, they might well remember the pandemic as a notable
period, but retrospectively, should not consider it to be a major life-changing event. Rather,
they should regard the Pandemic period more as an extended interlude (e.g., an exchange
semester in a foreign country) [7]. The intuition here is that if the pandemic could not
produce fundamental and enduring changes in the fabric of daily life of an individual, in a
general sense, it should not be marked as one of the most important life-changing events or
transitional events of this individual.

Lastly, as mentioned earlier, the COVID-19 pandemic could be seen as an extensive
collective transition from a historical viewpoint. It should be mentioned that the Tran-
sition Theory treats the personal and collective transition similarly. Thus, as the theory
predicts, like any other transition, the COVID-19 pandemic will be considered a major life
event only if it brings about a fundamental change in a person’s life. This should be true
regardless of the pandemic’s scope, its cultural and historical importance [18–20]. If those
aforementioned social aspects of the pandemic play a significant role in deciding whether
the COVID-19 period will be regarded as a major event in an individual’s life, then keeping
the effect of the transition fixed, this COVID-19 period should be common in the regions
where the pandemic had a hard hit and less common in relatively unaffected areas. In
another scenario, given the pandemic’s breadth and scope, there is a possibility that the
‘life at the time of the pandemic’ might be a lasting conversational topic for everyone, even
for those who were less affected or unaffected, marking it as an important life event [47,48].

3.3. Functionality of the TIS—Measuring the Transitional Impact of the Pandemic

People experiencing transitions after major events (e.g., wars, disasters) have to
leave their old routines, take part in many one-off events, and have many first-time
experiences [49,50]. Likewise, in this pandemic, everyone has had several COVID-19-
related first-time experiences, such as online learning, cleaning routine, remote working,
sanitization, etc. As discussed earlier, in its near-universal scope, the pandemic, at least
at the outset, changed our lives in terms of the activities we do, the people we spend
time with, the places we visit, our thoughts, emotions, etc. Hence, the abovementioned
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Transitional Impact Scale is a useful measurement tool to identify and assess the material
and psychological aspects of an individual’s life that has changed due to the pandemic,
simultaneously indicating its transitional properties. In line with the Transition Theory,
it is reasonable to expect that those who have experienced a greater COVID-19-related
change should produce a higher TIS rating than those who have not. This notion was
supported by a recent web-based study [6] where those who lost their job as a direct result
of the pandemic provided a higher material and psychological TIS rating than those who
did not (Table S1). In the research setting, the transitional impact of the pandemic could
also be measured by asking participants to provide an open-ended narrative about their
pandemic-related experience in combination with TIS [7,33,41,51]. This mixed approach
has a merit of overcoming the limitation posed by rating-based instruments alone as
responses are collected in an unsolicited manner [32]. People might describe in detail
how the pandemic has disrupted their lives by restricting where and what they could do,
whom they could meet, changing goals and plans, and experiencing poor emotions [33],
increasing the external validity of TIS.

Association with Well-Being Consequences

Prior studies have demonstrated that major life transitions also affect people’s overall
well-being [8,11,13,14]. To elaborate on that, life transitions or public transitional events
could be very stressful, and that links transitional events to mental health issues [52].
Considering the COVID-19 pandemic, as per the Transition Theory, an event of a transition,
it brought about a sudden end to routine life and led to a different one, at least during its
onset. This adjustment with sudden/new changes (aka transition) is related to a poor well-
being outcome [28–30]. Given that the pandemic has generated a great deal of uncertainty
and uneasiness [53,54], many have indicated that life during the pandemic is depressing,
anxiety-provoking, and stressful [31,55,56]. Especially those whose lives have been directly
affected by the pandemic (e.g., residence-displaced, study-disrupted, business-folded) have
experienced amplified negative well-being [57–59]. Thus, it could be understood that
there is potentially a strong link between the transitional impact of the pandemic and the
psychological distress it caused. In numeric terms, the TIS rating, particularly, the material
TIS should be a robust predictor of well-being measures, indicating that people have an
adverse reaction to the negative consequences of their changing life circumstances [6]. This
implies that the TIS instrument could not only identify the quantity and quality of changes
brought by the pandemic experience, but also their relation to mental outcomes such as
anxiety, depression, and PTSD evoked by the pandemic [24].

3.4. Future Scope of Research

The unusual feature of this pandemic has the potential to attribute to extending the
Transition Theory [7,20]. One possible way to do this is by comparing the TIS ratings
between two groups—one who have lost their job and the other who have lost their close
ones, both as a direct consequence of the pandemic. The aim is to see which group will
be more likely to consider the COVID-19 pandemic as a major event in their life period.
The expectation is that the job loss group should provide a significantly higher rating in
the material and psychological subscale of TIS than the loss of close others group. This
is because the job loss group should experience both higher material and psychological
change compared to those who have lost their significant ones (high psychological but
relatively low material change). More concretely, if the material impact of the COVID-19
pandemic is stronger than its psychological impact, then this should demonstrate that
the COVID-19 pandemic satisfies the definition of major life transitions provided by the
Transition Theory [15,16,24].

4. Conclusions

Undoubtedly, the COVID-19 pandemic is distinctive in many ways in its near-universal
scope and the way it has affected our lives to various degrees—permanently altering for
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some while temporarily changing for others. The Transition Theory provides an explanation
to understand at least some of its uniqueness. From this perspective of the Transition Theory,
the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic can be denoted as a transition by omission, one
that has engendered a relatively shallow decline and then a sharp increase in the steadiness
of a person’s life, leading to a somewhat stable pandemic period. The speculation here is
that people will consider the pandemic to be an important transition period only if their
pre-pandemic and post-pandemic lives are less similar; or else, this pandemic period will
be regarded as an extended interlude [7]. Nevertheless, the COVID-19 pandemic will be
viewed as a significant event leaving an impression on people’s lives. What is less clear is
how this pandemic-specific transition will continue to impact the lives of individuals. The
authors believe that there will be a long-term impact of the pandemic as sometimes people’s
immediate and later reaction to a crisis varies in degrees, especially when that crisis keeps
affecting their lives. In other words, the pandemic could pose a nonlinear trajectory as at
one-point people might start returning to their normal life. Short-term approaches like
cross-sectional studies have shortcomings in their capacity of measuring this “change over
time” trend or the cumulative effect of the pandemic. This is because they are carried
out at a one-time point or over a short period which makes it difficult to determine the
temporal link between the pandemic and its associated changes [60]. This notion calls
for a longitudinal approach to assess the pandemic’s transitional impact because over
time, some people get accustomed to a relatively small adjustment to their routines while
others scramble with radical life changes. Understanding this particular differential impact
could provide a guiding framework of developing a tailored distress-specific intervention
which would not only have the value of dealing with the ongoing pandemic, but also of
addressing future ones.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https:
//www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/encyclopedia2030109/s1, Table S1: Average ratings on COVID-
TIS from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).
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