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The language of social media
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Social listening provides a barometer for human 
emotions and cultural conversations, at scale.
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Q1 daily active users of 
Facebook and Instagram 

Live streams

Source: Facebook
Source: Snapchat / 

TechCrunch

new downloads of 
Houseparty app 

(Mar.-Apr.)

Source: 
Facebook/Hootesuite

Dramatic increase in global social media usage

100
million

800
million

new monthly active 
users across Facebook, 

Instagram and 
WhatsApp.

increase in Snapchat 
video calls (Feb.-Mar.)

50%

50
million #1

downloaded app of the 
year so far is TikTok



Markets
UK          |  US              |    Italy                |  Germany                |  China 

Markets reflect WPP prioritization  and representation of being at different stages of the pandemic.  

WPP Global network activated
The Swift team collaborated with offices in each key market to collect a unified data set and 
representative examples of social intelligence.

Tools 
Netbase  |  Crimson Hexagon  |  Spreadfast  |  Google & Pinterest search trends  |  GWI
Date Range: Jan. 1, 2020 - April 30, 2020 (unless otherwise noted)
Quantified trends were based on Twitter conversation volume because it is the most open platform for 
social listening. Queries were developed in English, then translated to German and Italian or, in the 
case of the UK, adjusted to reflect local vernacular. Because social listening capabilities are restricted 
in China, insights are limited to what is available from platforms and secondary research.
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METHODOLOGY



8



9

Within two months of the outbreak, much of 
the world was in lockdown.

UKUSAGermanyItalyChina

January 23 March 23March 9 March 13 March 20
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But declining cases paved the way for 
reopenings in May.

50,000

25,000

0

Jan. 1, 2020 Feb. 1, 2020 Mar. 1, 2020 Apr. 1, 2020 May  1, 2020

Total COVID-19 Cases
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As we emerge from lockdown, the world of 
social has been reframed.

Traditional
A place for discourse

Reinvented
A new role for brands 

and culture

Expanded 

A larger social 
ecosystem

FROM TO
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Social isn’t a platform. It’s a behavior.

As behaviors continue to be impacted by the 
virus - so too will consumers’ appetites to push 
the boundaries of both utility and entertainment 
on social.
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This report unpacks four key themes that represent the largest 
volume of global social conversation 

COPING GETTING 
REAL

NAVIGATING 
NEW 

RESPONSIBILITIES

QUARANTINE 
CULTURE
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As noted in WT’s COVID-19 Anxiety Index 
report, worries are at their highest point since 
2003. In the face of new challenges, people are 
going to social to expand their arsenals of 
self-care strategies like never before. 
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Despite the need for help, openness to mental 
healthcare is not universal.

In Germany
mental health was cited as an 

argument for easing the 
lockdown

US & UK
have been most receptive to using 

social for mental health help
In China

foreign media cover mental 
health, but it is not widely 

discussed on socialSource: Google Search Trends

https://www.instagram.com/p/CAUzddeFkce/
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Conversation about mental health spiked in each 
market except China as stay at home orders went 
into effect. In response, platforms like Instagram 
and Snapchat rolled out new features to make 
platforms a source of self-care guidance.

Platforms are now also a 
source of self-care 
solutions.

Source: Instagram || Snapchat

https://about.instagram.com/blog/announcements/supporting-well-being-with-instagram-guides/
https://www.socialmediatoday.com/news/snapchat-launches-new-here-for-you-mental-health-resource-ahead-of-time-i/574507/
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Social inspired us to get moving. Now it’s our fuel.

Italy, UK & US
lean on influencers. HIIT has been 
popular in the UK, while Italians & 

Americans follow trainers & pro athletes

Germany & China
embraced more traditional exercise. 

Germany favors cycling, while China has 
seen treadmill sales nearly double.

https://www.instagram.com/p/B_VFwKzqCPA/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XGqjVI6J5Ew
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Though all markets still see elevated use of messaging 
apps, people recognize real-life connection can be the 
best form of self-care. 

In Italy, people used WhatsApp to organize “balcony 
editions” of the game bingo with their neighbors. 

In the UK, people hosted VE day block parties.

In the US, people used Facebook to coordinate drive-by 
birthday parades and graduation celebrations.

In Germany, #Nachbarschaftschallenge connected 
people who needed help in real life with simple things 
like grocery shopping.

Social enables analog 
connections when 
digital just won’t do.

51%
of Italians are spending 
more time on messaging 

apps because of 
coronavirus

Source: GWI || Netbase

https://twitter.com/GenovaOnline/status/1251895722372263936
https://www.instagram.com/p/CAH1Ioklkyc/


Brand Implications
Coping mechanisms in social media come in 
many forms; from mental, to physical, to IRL 
connections. Consider the range and brand 
relevance when incorporating content that 
supports self care.
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Consumers expect brands to put 
their money where their mouth 
is, and for social to be the most 
authentic, stripped-down home 
for the brand. 
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In the UK, social conversation shows consumers quickly tire of platitudes. At the start of the pandemic, people used #ClapForCarers to 
coordinate support for healthcare and essential workers. That quickly evolved into tangible action and demands for permanent change. 

“Thank you” is not enough.

“Thank You” Demand for permanent changeTangible action

#ClapForCarers
150,000+ uses 

£33,000,000
raised by Capt. 

Tom Moore

 7.4K mentions of  
NHS nurses pay

Source: Instagram || Netbase

https://www.instagram.com/p/CALXcQshhAH/
https://twitter.com/cityoflondon/status/1259434593419231234
https://twitter.com/David_J_Ward/status/1262707156735782913
https://twitter.com/4iamstardust/status/1262115858291191808
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A U.S. based YouTuber assembled a montage of clips 
illustrating similarities in brand messaging and it went viral 
(1.5M views), with many noting that “in it together” 
messaging feels disingenuous.

In Italy, a popular late night show put up an Instagram poll 
allowing people to vote on the silliest part of lockdown that 
tired them out the most, and “emotional commercials” was 
one of the options.

Schmaltzy messaging 
from (mostly) 
American brands is 
getting old.

1.5M 
views

Source: YouTube

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vM3J9jDoaTA&feature=youtu.be


24

IG Live and TikTok were already more stripped down and less 
polished than other platforms. Both have seen monumental 
growth in all regions throughout the pandemic.

In the U.S., average time spent per visitor on TikTop app was 
858 minutes in March, a 26% increase since January. 

For the UK, TikTok has seen the most growth of any of the 
platforms with 59% mentions increase between February and 
March. 

Boom in lo-fi social 
suggests desire for 
self-acceptance. 

70%+ 
Increase of IG Live usage
 in the U.S. (Mar. vs Apr.)

2.4B views
Of #iorestoacasa posts on 

TikTok in just 8 weeks 
in Italy 

https://twitter.com/bookish_notes/status/1247224363880984579?s=20
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The combination of increased time at home and 
need for self care has people ditching makeup and 
prioritizing skincare.

In the U.S., Pinterest searches for skincare routines 
accelerated while makeup tutorials decreased.

In Europe, e-com marketplace Zalondo reported a 
300% year-over-year jump in March skincare product 
sales.

Beauty brands like L’Oreal are offering AR 
experiences to support online shopping.

People have pared 
back the need for 
polished perfection.

Source: Pinterest || McKinsey



Brand Implications
The desire for being real, from brand actions to aesthetics, has 
been on the rise for years, but has now hit critical mass. 
Embrace the under polished and speak with candor on social.  

2626
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In both reopened and restricted 
regions, the impact of COVID 
continues to change how people 
navigate work, education, and 
familial responsibilities.
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Commuting Concerns
In the UK where people are just recently going back to work, 
commuting is the top topic of conversation. People are 
hyper aware of crowds on trains, not zoning out on their 
phones. 

In the office
In China, workers have been back in the office the longest 
but still discuss the importance of personal protection.

What office?
In the U.S. though most will return to the office, remote 
working may be permanent for many. This could make 
crowded freeways a thing of the past and reshape 
downtown business districts.

Even as offices 
open, work is not 
routine.

“I feel stressed due to the lack of masks...I cannot 
find them either online or offline...looks like this 

situation will last until June. What can I do 
without masks?”

62% 
of discussion of returning to 

work in China was about 
personal protection or masks

Source: Netbase || Sina-weibo

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/12/nyregion/coronavirus-work-from-home.html
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With many Americans still working remotely, tools 
like Slack and Zoom have become social 
connectors. Art collective MSCHF leaned on that 
insight to recreate episodes of the popular sitcom 
The Office on Slack, while Zoom has become a tool 
for socializing and fodder for meme culture.  

Productivity tools 
blur lines between 
work and social.
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Changing school exposed new anxieties.

Schools Closed Schools Reopened

2x
increase in 

conversation as 
schools reopened & 

parents worried about 
kids’ health

97,000
retweets

#noncisiamo
used to highlight gender inequality 

in Italy’s reopening plans

Source: Spreadfast

https://twitter.com/shondarhimes/status/1239600550515101696?lang=en
https://www.instagram.com/p/B_wW6-bA8Tz/


31

Changed commute times
A phased approach to reopening has people 
commuting at different times or on different 
days.

Weakened Weekends
For those working from home, weekends feel 
similar to weekdays. On social, people have noted 
that they are forgetting to make weekend plans.

New Rituals and Routines
Where one may have ended a work day with 
happy hour drinks at a bar, it is now replaced by 
taking a walk around their neighborhood. 

Phased reopening 
has schedules in 
flux.  

805,000
mentions of routines & 
schedules (Mar-May)

Source: Netbase

https://www.instagram.com/p/B99reoNpgZ3/
https://twitter.com/alexandermomma/status/1263134375232880645


Brand Implications
Rethink existing consumer journeys and paths to 
purchase to align with changes in daily routine. 
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Stay at home orders changed our 
lifestyles - from entertainment to 
e-commerce - and have made 
way for future opportunities.
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Gaming communities have supported each other during 
self-isolation. Players of Animal Crossing and Minecraft 
created virtual graduation ceremonies in these games. 

eSports have seen a variety of cross-industry partnerships. 
NBA 2K, the first esports league operated by a professional 
sports league, will partner with ESPN to broadcast the entire 
season on ESPN 2. 

Non-gaming brands, such as Nike and Kaiser Permanente, 
have entered the eSports industry to promote mental and 
physical health for gamers. 

Gaming cements 
its role as a place 
for community.

40% 
more mentions of 

video games
(Mar. vs Feb.)

Source: Netbase

https://twitter.com/aboutKP/status/1261783500908347393?s=20
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-5V19RpQ6WQ&feature=emb_title
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In China, a production company released an entire film 
on TikTok when cinemas were closed. Lost in Russia 
saw 600-million views in three days. According to a 
Weibo survey, most believe the movie theater experience 
can’t be replaced but 1 in 5 say both are acceptable.

In the U.S., Trolls World Tour was made available 
streaming platforms for rent - pulling in $100 million 
since its release on April 10.

Source: The Hollywood Reporter / Wall Street Journal

Social joins streaming 
as a new alternative 
to the cinema

600,000,000
views in three days

$100,000,000
in streaming rental revenue since 

April 10 release
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In all markets, people continue to delay making vacation plans, 
but travel is one of the things they miss most. 

In English language conversation, people talking about their 
post-pandemic plans mentioned travel more than any other 
topic except hosting parties with friends and family.

When people feel safe to travel, 20-40% say they will prioritize 
short trips close to home over far-flung exotic destinations.

2 in 5
people in China plan to do more 

staycations, compared to about 1 in 5 
for other markets

Talk of travel provides 
distraction and hope 
for the future

“I keep thinking about the old town in Dali and Shangri-La. I am 
so looking forward to summer. I hope that our school won’t 

open and I really want to travel” 

“Post Quarantine I want to travel, travel and travel again. I 
don't know what money, but I swear to you that I find a way.”

Source: Netbase || GWI

https://twitter.com/mmorphine_/status/1250866035718336519
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Virtual Travel
With virtual reality and 360-degree videography, brands 
and travel industry professionals created virtual tours to 
attract global tourists. 

Re-creations of canceled vacations have even gone viral 
in America. One mom got creative with her TV, an office 
chair and her cell phone when she had to cancel a Disney 
vacation.

Risk free, virtual travel 
provides those in 
lockdown an escape 
without leaving home. 

471,300 views
of Virginia mom’s 

#HomemadeDisney experience

https://artsandculture.google.com/project/national-park-service
https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/lists/virtual-tours-of-our-places
https://twitter.com/tinymallet/status/1240358690361876481
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Splurge vs Save
Though some use social to vent about their desire to 
shop, more people are talking about saving across all 
markets. Data from countries further into reopening 
supports the movement to frugality.

Influencer Fueled E-Comm
Previous recessions have shown people shifting from 
spending on luxuries to lower cost indulgences. 
In China, influencer e-comm suggests this may already 
be happening.

Shoppable content 
provides easy access 
to ‘affordable luxuries’ 

150,000
lipsticks sold in one TikTok 

livestream by China’s so-called 
lipstick king, Li Jiaqi

“After the pandemic I realized how important money is. 
I have a sense of safety after saving money.”

92% 
of internet users in China 

intend to work hard to make 
more money and increase 

their savings

Source: Netbase || China Business Journal || iiMedia Research
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Kuaishou
Social and shopping integrations are accelerating in 
China. In June, the platform Kuaishou will support 
in-app shopping during live streams.

Facebook & Instagram
Facebook recently launched “Facebook Shops” where 
small businesses can create a free online store. 
Instagram is now helping influencers monetize their 
IGTV videos.

TikTok
TikTok started testing shoppable content features for 
influencers last fall and rolled out a gift giving feature 
during the pandemic.

Social is open 
for business.   

300,000,000
DAUs who will be able to 

shop during live streams on 
Kuaishou as of mid-June

https://www.adweek.com/brand-marketing/will-livestream-ecommerce-survive-in-the-new-normal/
https://about.fb.com/news/2020/05/introducing-facebook-shops/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/27/style/instagram-influencer-monetization-live-igtv.html
https://www.mobilemarketer.com/news/tiktok-opens-door-to-social-commerce-with-test-of-shoppable-video-links/567438/
https://socialmediaweek.org/blog/2020/04/why-tiktok-is-partnering-with-brands-to-promote-gift-giving-during-covid-19/
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Brand Implications
Increase shoppable social content, leaning into affordable 
luxuries, local targeting, and heightened e-comm 
experiences to make use out of your consumers’ 
increased time spent shopping online.  
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Brand Implications

COPING GETTING REAL NAVIGATING NORMAL 
RESPONSIBILITIES

QUARANTINE 
CULTURE

Consider the range and brand 
relevance when incorporating 
content that supports self care.

Increase shoppable content, 
leaning into affordable 

luxuries, local targeting, and 
heightened e-comm 

experiences. 

Embrace the under 
polished  and approach 

social with candor

Rethink where and when to 
meet your consumer at 

moments of social 
interception throughout the 
day based on their lifestyle 

changes. 

Social media drives solidarity, connection, inspiration, and utility in a COVID and post-COVID world.



21.05.2020

Meredith Chase
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