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Living Life Online

COVID-19 con�nues to devastate the lives and livelihoods of millions around the world. The unprecedented 

crisis is changing how we interact with each other, and the world, on a daily basis. There is perhaps no be�er 

manifesta�on of this change than the shi� in sen�ments and priori�es for consumers and businesses

worldwide. 

Fortunately, the advancements of the 21st century allow us to capture a snapshot of this change as it 

unfolds. This is partly because a substan�al por�on of the shi� has been online. It’s no surprise either,

given that the average consumer spends 100 days a year on the internet. From entertainment to

employment, every global industry is accessible through computer screens and smartphones. 

Thus, the change caused by COVID-19 has been ubiquitous in nature. As consumers con�nue to alter

habits and reshuffle priori�es, the shockwaves can be felt across economies and industries. For businesses, 

understanding the varia�on in present trends and predic�ng future ones is essen�al if they are to survive in 

the long term.

The following report focuses on user search trends before and during COVID-19 to help businesses gain 

insights into how they can respond to these varia�ons. Addi�onally, the report discusses long term

implica�ons in what will be ‘the next normal’ for consumers and corpora�ons alike.

COVID-19 was declared a pandemic by the 

World Health Organiza�on on 11 March, 

2020. In the same month, user search trends 

across Google and Bing changed dras�cally 

to reflect the new way of life. Crucially, yet 

unsurprisingly, popularity for various online 

ac�vi�es skyrocketed within March, as 

evident in the table below.

1 Hughes (2019). “Study Shows We’re Spending an Insane Amount of Time Online” - The Next Web
h�ps://thenextweb.com/tech/2019/01/31/study-shows-were-spen-
ding-an-insane-amount-of-�me-online/#:~:text=The%20latest%20Digital%202019%20report,spread%20across%20an%20en�re%20year.

2  “Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) Pandemic” - World Health Organiza�on
h�ps://www.euro.who.int/en/health-topics/health-emergencies/coronavirus-covid-19/novel-coronavirus-2019-ncov

2

1

Search Items % change in Popularity
in March 2020

Online Shopping

Work from
Home

Home Delivery

Online Games

Online Delivery

+144%

+187%

+1300%

+112%

+729%
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Among the terms to increase most rapidly in popularity were ‘online games’, ‘home delivery’ and ‘work from 

home’ that increased by 729%, 1300% and 187% respec�vely throughout the month of March. As slogans of 

‘Stay inside’, ‘Social Distancing’ and ‘Avoid Outdoor Ac�vi�es’ became popular, the online behavior of 

consumers shi�ed accordingly.

Even in November 2020, the popularity of search terms reflec�ng online ac�vi�es is higher than it was 

before the pandemic started. This sustained popularity should serve as a signal for businesses all around the 

world.

Consumers are more invested and inclined to engage in ac�vi�es online than ever before. 
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Getting Familiar

As a result, online adver�sing revenue for 2020 is expected to be even higher than the $124.6 billion of 

2019. While COVID-19 persists, consumer demand for online shopping, businesses, gaming and music is 

expected to increase as well. Thus, it would be an ideal �me for entrepreneurs to get into online businesses, 

while SMEs and bigger organiza�ons would be wise to increase online services and accessibility to products.

The popularity for the search term ‘Lockdown’ 

increased by 9900% during March of 2020. 

Rewind to December 2019, and the popularity 

for the term was below 1%. The story is similar 

for a number of search terms that the world is 

all too familiar with now.

Popularity for the search term ‘Masks’ increased 

by 280% while that for ‘Quaran�ne’ increased 

by a whopping 683% during March. Similarly, 

‘Distancing’ was searched 1000% more during 

March, as consumers slowly became aware of 

how to fight against the pandemic.

As of November 2020, the popularity for the above men�oned search terms averages 40% higher than it did 

before the pandemic began. A significant reason behind the increased popularity of ‘masks’ was because of a 

global shortage of Personal Protec�ve Equipment (PPE) during the months of March, April and May as 

doctors ba�led to treat COVID pa�ents. 

DuPont increased their PPE produc�on by over 9 million units specifically for the COVID-19 response. And as 

governments across the world imposed lockdown restric�ons and quaran�ne regula�ons, consumers logged 

online to learn more about them.

3 “Internet Adver�sing Revenue Report” - PwC
h�ps://www.iab.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/FY19-IAB-Internet-Ad-Revenue-Report_Final.pdf

4 Henderson (2020). “DuPont Increases PPE Produc�on to Support COVID-19 Relief” - ISHN
h�ps://www.ishn.com/ar�cles/112462-dupont-increases-ppe-produc�on-to-support-covid-19-relief
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Search Items % change in Popularity
in March 2020

Mask

Quaran�ne

Distancing

+280%

+683%

+1000%

Vaccine +178%

Lockdown +9900%
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Bumping Up Social Media
Consumers love social media. According to a report, the average user spent over 140 minutes on social 

media every day in 2019. This number only bumped up further once the lockdown restric�ons were 

announced by governments in February, March and April of 2020. The popularity for major social media 

pla�orms, namely Facebook, Instagram, Twi�er, YouTube and WhatsApp increased across the board.

WhatsApp in par�cular enjoyed a 26% increase in popularity during March 2020 as consumers switched to 

the app to get into contact with loved ones across con�nents. It is interes�ng to note however that Facebook 

was suffering a gradual decrease in popularity even before the pandemic started. This decline has seemed to 

con�nue a�er the temporary bump experienced in March 2020.

5 Henderson (2020). ‘How Much Time Does the Average Person Spend on Social Media’ - DigitalMarke�ng.org
h�ps://www.digitalmarke�ng.org/blog/how-much-�me-does-the-average-person-spend-on-social-media
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These search trends give an important insight into why Facebook acquired Instagram and WhatsApp for $1 

billion and $19 billion back in 2012 and 2014 respec�vely. As the overall popularity of Facebook dives across 

years, WhatsApp and Instagram should make up for the loss in revenue with an increasing user base.

A comparison between the popularity of social media pla�orms at the end of 2019 and the end of 2020 

confirms the trend. Facebook is down 15% in popularity between January 2020 and November 2020, which 

means that consumers are slowly but surely shi�ing to Twi�er, Instagram and other pla�orms.

6 Shaed (2019). ‘Facebook Owns the Four Most Downloadable Apps of the Decade’ - BBC News
h�ps://www.bbc.com/news/technology-50838013#:~:text=Facebook%20bought%20Instagram%20in%202012,than%20a%20billion%20users%20each.
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Search Items

% change in Popularity
in March 2020 +13%

Facebook

+12%

Instagram

+16%

Youtube

+13%

Twi�er

+26%

Whatsapp
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Returning to Normal
Fashion, clothing and accessories are never far away from the average consumers’ mind, unless they’re

living through a pandemic. The pandemic even shook the seemingly untouchable world of fashion as popu-

larity plummeted in March 2020. Search terms such as ‘Clothing’ and ‘Fashion’ were being searched 29% 

and 36% fewer �mes respec�vely in March 2020 as a result of the coronavirus. The crisis also took a�en�on 

away from ‘Jewelry’, ‘Style’ and ‘Accessories’ as the popularity for these terms dropped by 31%, 11% and 

17% respec�vely.

This trend makes sense of course, as consumers don’t want clothes, jewelry or accessories to just sit at 

home. And with na�onal lockdowns in effect, there was nothing to do but stay at home. Thus clothing sales 

in the United States fell by 34% in the month of March

Yet the dip in popularity didn’t last long. Consumers were soon back to searching for fashion in subsequent 

months, perhaps as a distrac�on from the ongoing crisis. Since March 2020, the interest in ‘Clothing’ has 

rebounded by 64%, while that for ‘Fashion’ has increased by 37%. Similarly, ‘Accessories’ popularity has risen 

by 60% while consumers are more interested in ‘Jewelry’ now with an increase in popularity of 78%.

5

7 McIntosh (2020). “Coronavirus: Why the Fashion Industry Faces an Existen�al Crisis” - BBC News
h�ps://www.bbc.com/news/entertainment-arts-52394504
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Search Items

% change in Popularity
in March 2020

Clothing

- 29%

Fashion

- 36%

Style

- 11%

Jewelry

- 31%

Accessories

- 17%

Search Items

% change in Popularity
since March 2020

Clothing

+ 64%

Fashion

+ 37%

Style

+ 21%

Jewelry

+ 78%

Accessories

+ 60%
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Spending Time Streaming
As if there weren’t already enough reasons to stream movies and seasons online, COVID-19 gave consumers 

another one. The popularity for streaming pla�orms increased across the board in March 2020, indica�ng a 

dras�c shi� to the streaming services. Leading the charge was ‘Ne�lix’ with an increase in popularity of 

113% along with ‘HBO’ which garnered 100% more interest.

And it wasn’t just movies consumers were streaming. The famous live-streaming pla�orm for gamers, 

‘Twitch’ increased in popularity by 71% and so did ‘Disney+’ and ‘Amazon Prime’ for Amazon Prime Video by 

45% and 64% respec�vely.

Despite these encouraging signs for the fashion industry, there are of course warning signs as well. The trend 

points to a dangerous possibility that the fashion industry in general, and fast fashion industry in par�cular, 

may not be able to survive a second or third wave of coronavirus. As consumers become increasingly worried 

about the pandemic, interest in non-essen�al items may wane altogether, and fashion may not be an

excep�on.
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Since streaming pla�orms are a perfect subs�tute for ‘going out to the movies’, thus consumers switched on 

their devices for the movie experience. Even though the ini�al interest has dimmed since March, the average 

popularity for the streaming pla�orms in ques�on is higher now than it was before the pandemic started. 

And now that more consumers have had a taste of them, it is likely they wouldn’t want to switch back either. 

This is evident by the rising number of subscribers to Ne�lix which increased by 16 million in just the first 

three months of 2020.

8 Thomas (2020). “Ne�lix Gets 16 million new sign-ups thanks to Lockdown” - BBC News
h�ps://www.bbc.com/news/business-52376022
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+113%

Ne�lix
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Amazon Prime

+100%

HBO

+71%
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With lockdown con�nuing throughout 2020 in certain parts of the world, consumers may shi� to streaming 

services permanently. As more and more players enter this market, like Vudu, Hulu and Tubi, it is for certain 

that streaming services will be the dominant players in capturing a major chunk of consumer a�en�on in the 

future.

Staying Indoors
In February of 2020, the World Health Organiza�on confirmed that the coronavirus spreads through droplets 

in the air. As such, social gatherings and outdoor ac�vi�es were the perfect places for the disease to spread 

among the masses. Thus, consumers slowly began moving away from outdoor ac�vi�es and in March when 

COVID hit pandemic levels, searches for popular outdoor ac�vi�es hit an all �me low. 

The popularity of search terms such as ‘travel’, ‘restaurants’ and ‘cinema’ decreased by 45%, 62% and 77% 

respec�vely. Searches for ‘Sports’ and ‘Fes�val’ also decreased substan�ally. It is important to note that 

‘travel’ spiked briefly in mid-February due to the ini�a�on of lockdowns and travel bans. Thus, as countries 

closed their borders, searches for travel bans soared by 196% in February.

Even though popularity for outdoor ac�vi�es has gradually increased to pre-pandemic levels, consumers and 

businesses remain cau�ous. The second wave of COVID-19 has already reached the shores of many countries 

such as Germany, Italy and Netherlands which means travel, restaurant and cinema industries are about to 

be hit with another dropoff again.

Search Items

% change in Popularity
in March 2020

-45%

Travel

-62%

Restaurants

-72%

Fes�val

-46%

Sports

-77%

Cinema
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Zooming Ahead
Online mee�ngs became the norm around the world this year. 2020 was the year users were introduced to 

the now-famous online conferencing app ‘Zoom’ that took the world by storm. Zoom experienced a 1150% 

increase in search popularity during March 2020 with a 547% increase in stock price from just under $70 per 

share in January to $440 per share in November 2020. 

As organiza�ons shi�ed to work from home, schools moved to take classes online and every other industry 

figured out ways to shi� human resources online, words like ‘conference’ and ‘mee�ng’ became common, 

with search popularity increasing by 50% and 150% respec�vely. Skype and Google Meet also came to the 

forefront of the online conferencing game, with a 325% and 700% increase in search popularity during 

March 2020.
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Crucially, this shi� provides a hint regarding the future of work. Organiza�ons have realized that building and 

maintaining digital infrastructure is no longer a choice but a necessity. The future of work around the world 

is being reimagined due to automa�on and digi�za�on according to 800 of the leading execu�ves in the 

largest companies in the world.

9 Lund et al. (2020). “What 800 Execu�ves Envision for the Postpandemic Workplace” - McKinsey & Company
h�ps://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-of-work/what-800-execu�ves-envision-for-the-postpandemic-workforce
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Search Items

% change in Popularity
in March 2020

+50%

Conference

+1150%

Zoom

+325%

Skype

+150%

Mee�ng

+700%

Google  Meet



Rethinking Priorities
So far 1.3 million people have succumbed to

the disease with over 16 million ac�ve cases. 

Consumers have had to rethink their priori�es 

because of the devasta�ng consequences of the 

pandemic. This reevalua�on is evident by the 

popularity of search terms such as ‘Health’, 

‘Home’, and ‘Family’ increasing by 31%, 52% and 

20% respec�vely during March 2020. 

Consumers are also more concerned about their 

own health as well as the health of their loved 

ones. Technology is playing a significant role in 

this regard since consumers are virtually visi�ng 

doctors more frequently than ever before. The 

rate of virtual visits to doctors rose from 15% to 

19% in early 2020 and this further increased to 

28% by April 2020.

Indeed as health, family and home have become more important for a majority of the consumers, their 

spending habits have changed as well. The luxury sector has bore the brunt of this change as consumers are 

now more invested in spending their income and savings on necessi�es to sustain themselves rather than 

luxurious products for ostenta�ous purposes.

l u c r a t i    e
www.lucra�ve.ai

12

10 ‘Coronavirus (COVID-19) Pandemic’ - Worldmeter
h�ps://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/

11 Be�s et al. (2020). “Are Consumers Already Living the Future of Health?” - Deloi�e Insights
h�ps://www2.deloi�e.com/us/en/insights/industry/health-care/consumer-health-trends.html

10
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Search Items % change in Popularity
in March 2020

Health +31%

Love +4%

Family +20%

Life +18%

Home +52%
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Although brands are responding with responsibility and sensi�vity to the shi� in consumer preferences, it is 

unlikely that consumers will revert to luxury spending any �me soon. On the other hand, the retail sector is 

booming with small and medium grocers receiving more business due to the requirement of necessi�es. 

Toilet rolls, pizzas, chicken and hand sani�zers have been the items highest in demand.

As the pandemic rages on, brands need to become more sensi�ve to new consumer priori�es. Customer 

service is suddenly a crucial department for organiza�ons struggling to connect with consumers who are 

reevalua�ng their purchase behavior. This trend among consumers is also reinforcing the value of forging 

emo�onal connec�ons with customers for long las�ng rela�onships.
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12 Ludwig (2020). “20 Small Businesses Thriving During Coronavirus” - U.S. Chamber of Commerce
h�ps://www.uschamber.com/co/start/strategy/coronavirus-successful-businesses
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Shifting Traffic Trends

Change in Ad Traffic Since Beginning
of March due to COVID-19 

User search behavior isn’t the only thing that changed dras�cally in 2020. Users' preference for interac�ng 

with business changed as well. According to a recent study, Google Search experienced a drop of 20% in the 

beginning of March while Google Display Network experienced a rise of 13%. That’s because consumers are 

exploring more pla�orms online than ever before. But that isn’t a bad thing.

13 Irvine (2020). “4 Major Trends Caused by COVID-19 and How to Respond” - WordStream
h�ps://www.wordstream.com/blog/ws/2020/03/23/covid-19-business-trends
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Thus, several industries need to modernize themselves or risk ex�nc�on. Chief among them are coal and gas, 

as well as the luxury sector. If there is one thing the pandemic has shown the world, it is that there is no 

subs�tute for health, care, empathy, and love in a �me of crisis. As such, modern businesses need to under-

stand the new perspec�ve of consumers living through COVID-19 and those that will come a�er it. These 

consumers are more concerned with the safety of their health, the health of their loved ones, and the planet 

in general. 

As such, sustainability and automa�on are the key to survival for corpora�ons moving forward. Already the 

shi� to ‘online culture’ has been massive. This migra�on is expected to con�nue, if not intensify, as consum-

ers and corpora�ons become savvy regarding the u�liza�on of digital technologies and resources.

In fact, businesses can leverage the change in traffic by restructuring their approach and retarge�ng

audience. Since YouTube has experienced a 21% increase in traffic due to COVID-19, brands can try 

producing more video content to reach consumers on heavily populated sites. Similarly, a change in the ad 

strategy and op�miza�on approach will allow organiza�ons to make the most of increased Google Display 

Network traffic.

Implications for the ‘Next Normal’
There is no doubt that the pandemic has changed the modern way of life, perhaps forever. The trends 

discussed above indicate a shi�ing reality that individuals, businesses, and governments need to get used to. 

The ‘Next Normal’ is likely to be driven by digital capabili�es and automa�on throughout the world. The 

trends we observe at present are likely to be accelerated as we head further into the future.


