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We carried out in-depth social 
listening to map out life during 
lockdown and how the major 
themes of conversation played 
out on social. We analysed the 
emotional state of the internet, 
discovered new online behaviours 
and looked to the future to find out 
what people were planning. 

By understanding the mindsets of 
people throughout the pandemic, 
we can provide actionable 
recommendations around how 
brands can play a role supporting 
consumers in the shift back 
to normality - whatever that 
normality looks like.

Analysis covers the period 01 
January - 31 May 2020, carried 
out using BrandWatch in global 
English across 14 markets: 
Australia, Brazil, Canada, France 
Germany, Hong Kong, Italy, Japan, 
Singapore, South Korea, Spain, 
the UAE, the UK, and the USA. 



During COVID-19 there’s been a polarisation 
of positive & negative emotions at the 
expense of neutral sentiment
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People Experienced  
A “Coronacoaster”  
Of Emotion

Before the pandemic there was a slow and gradual 

dominance of neutrality on social. Many thought that 

in the age of cyber-bullying, polar politics and cancel 

culture narratives, the internet would reflect this 

conflict. But it didn’t. What we saw is that people were 

less likely to offer a more pointed opinion - perhaps out 

of concern of being shot down.

During the pandemic we have witnessed the rise of more 

emotionally polarising content. Things like everyday 

optimism, random acts of giving and good news stories 

to counter the negativity dominating traditional media.

Along with positivity, there’s been a lot of lows as the 

pandemic gripped (and continues to grip) certain 

regions. On an individual level, one day you’re thriving 

in lockdown then suddenly weepy with anxiety the next.
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Some Good News, a web series created and hosted 

by American actor and filmmaker John Krasinski on 

YouTube. The YouTube and Instagram accounts have 

amassed more than 3.6M followers since the pandemic 

started. The most watched episode has over 12M views.

Captain Tom raised over £32m for the NHS from 1.5M 

people who were moved to tears by his viral challenge.

Sam Smith posted about the various “stages of 

quarantine meltdown” in an Instagram post to 

15M followers.

While home-schooling has left most parents tired 

and emotional.

Some Good News

Captain Tom

Sam Smith

Homeschooling

Understanding Shifting Attitudes, Behaviours & Values



The growing use of the ‘pleading face’ and the 
‘thinking face’ emoji represents an appetite for 
more nuanced ways to express ourselves online
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Emoji Use Reflects 
These Extremes  

Use of emoji has grown 36% on last year, and 15% in 

lockdown.

The ‘pleading face’ shot up the charts over the last year, 

and jumped to 3rd place in April 2020 vs 10th in April 

2019. Similarly, the  ‘thinking face’ emoji entered the top 

10 during lockdown.

The laughing emoji was still the most used emoji: ‘joy’ 

emoji are by far the most commonly used on Twitter, and 

these have increased 17% from pre to post lockdown. 

Expressions of sadness (28%) and anger (26%) 

increased in lockdown. Unsurprisingly the two most 

popular emoji used in discussions directly related to 

COVID-19 were 😷 (+42%) and 😷 (+36%).
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A missed opportunity for governments to 
build trust & goodwill with their electorates
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Government Is Viewed 
In Consistently 
Negative Light

People looked to government and major organizations 

during the crisis to offer direction and support.

The data shows that most countries have neutral 

feelings and little change in sentiment vs Q4 2019 

towards their governments, suggesting most people 

cannot evaluate the success of the COVID-19 response 

because they have nothing to compare it to.

It feels as though it is a missed opportunity for some 

governments to begin to build trust. 

The Hong Kong government had the biggest increase 

of negativity as citizens feel the city is losing its 

autonomy.

Source: Brandwatch | January 2020 - May 2020 | Coronavirus Conversations | Automated Sentiment | English Conversations | Selected Markets

Sentiment Of Governments During  
The Pandemic Vs. Q4 2019

Understanding Shifting Attitudes, Behaviours & Values



7

5G conspiracies have been around for a while, but the 

sheer volume around their connection to COVID-19 on 

social has propelled the into the mainstream.

Numerous public figures, none of whom are officials or 

politicians, have circulated speculation that COVID-19 

was made in a lab in Wuhan.

Bill Gates received false accusations of creating the 

“Plan-demic” because of his work of creating vaccines 

for Polio through his foundation.

5G Conspiracies Made in Wuhan

Bill Gates

During uncertain times people look to lay 
the blame elsewhere, with social providing
access to many alternative narratives

Misinformation Fuelled 
Conspiracy Theories
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Influencers and 
celebrities have 
been found to be 
responsible for 
69% of social media 
engagement with 
misinformation.

Oxford Reuter’s Institute, 2020
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During uncertain times people look to lay 
the blame elsewhere, with social providing
access to many alternative narratives

But The Internet Was 
Quick With Its Clapbacks

Parody accounts have popped up 

mocking the 5G conspiracy theorist.

Whilst Billy McLean was the man responsible for a 

WhatsApp audio clip that claimed the Ministry of 

Defence was about to requisition Wembley Stadium to 

cook the world’s biggest lasagne.

Which was duly picked up and shared by Man City and 

England right back, Kyle Walker.
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As people’s worlds narrowed to their immediate 
surroundings, so did conversations

Despite The Noise, 
People Focused On  
The Important Things

Much of the conversation early on in the lockdown 

focused on how the health systems around the world 

coped under the increasing strain, quickly falling away 

throughout April and May.

Politics saw an uptick in conversation as the Black Lives 

Matter protests across the world saw others fret about 

the ability to maintain social distancing rules and keep 

the spread of Coronavirus under control.

Family remained an important talking point as well as 

education and personal well-being (including taking 

better care of mental health during lockdown). To deal 

with these matters close to home support networks 

sprung up. People created Google Docs filled with tips 

and resources for neighborhood/community planning 

that were shared, including advice for setting up 

mutual groups, how to be a Pod (group lead) and how 

to support the most vulnerable in your neighbourhood 

(see next page for examples).

Bigger societal issues - such as environment and data 

privacy - feature less prominently currently although we 

expect these to increase as track and trace takes effect.

Change Of The Pandemic Themes Over Time

Source: Brandwatch | January 2020 - May 2020 | Coronavirus Conversations | Automated Sentiment | English Conversations | Selected Markets

Understanding Shifting Attitudes, Behaviours & Values



11

New hobbies, the natural environment  
and supporting the local community

Life Slowed Down & 
People Appreciated  
The Simple Things

People are taking to more traditional pastimes and 

hobbies and moments of self-care.  For example  

baking bread. There have been 32M+ images of 

sourdough images on Instagram.

People appreciating the beauty of the natural world 

on social whilst others shared images of wildlife 

“reclaiming” towns and cities during the pandemic.

Local tool kits were templated and shared out of  

Google Docs, including tips for things like personal 

preparation, supporting the most vulnerable 

populations in your community.
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People quickly adapted to the pandemic through the 
digitalisation of their professional and personal lives

They Were Quick To Adapt 
To The New Circumstances 

Source: Brandwatch | January 2020 - May 2020 | Coronavirus Conversations | Automated Sentiment | English Conversations | Selected Markets

Shared Vs Individual  
Experiences During Lockdown

Shared Experiences Broken 
Down By Most Popular

Both shared and individual experiences saw falls 

in the conversation as people simply got on with 

it. Conversation around Zoom parties increased 

throughout April and May but some of the novelty wore 

off and we saw negativity spring up with 13.5% of the 

conversation linked to fatigue.

Streaming parties fell away from 21% of the conversation 

in April to 12% in May. Online dating jumped from 1% 

in April to 12% of the conversation - suggesting this 

new behaviour might be around for a while or simply 

demand for a date increasing as lockdown dragged on. 

Online gaming was a constant throughout with 7% of 

conversation M-o-M.
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Source: Brandwatch | January 2020 - May 2020 | Coronavirus Conversations | Automated Sentiment | English Conversations | Selected Markets

UK-based fitness influencer, Joe Wicks set the Guinness 

World Record for the most viewers of a fitness stream on 

YouTube as he brought parents and children together 

for a daily workout. His subscriber base has quadrupled 

from 800k to 2.46m during lockdown.

People recreated cancelled real-world events, such as 

Eurovision, through digital platforms.

People used online and video games such as  

Animal Crossing as a way to pass time, build new 

realities and get together and socialise.

Whilst online dating became truly online from 

beginning to end.

World Records

Eurovision

Building New Realities

Online Dating
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Only 1.3% of COVID-19 conversation  
focuses on life after the lockdown 

And People Continue  
To Focus On The Here 
And Now  

Source: Brandwatch | January 2020 - May 2020 | Coronavirus & Post Coronavirus Conversations | English Conversations | Selected Markets

All COVID-19 Vs. Post-COVID-19 Mentions

Conversations about #lifeafterlockdown are few and 

far between - even now. This is surprising because 

we might have expected to see planning for the future 

become more prevalent as lockdowns were eased. 

But with no specific resolution date for the end of the 

pandemic, there’s no reason to plan.

The weeks between 24 February and 09 March saw the 

fewest conversations with 0.5% of people talking about 

the future. 

Most western markets find themselves in the the 

readjustment phase of the pandemic with uncertainty 

around when things will return to normal, making future 

planning a very difficult thing to achieve. 

Total Mentions 
M4
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Those That Do Talk About Life After Lockdown, 
Talk About Major Life Changes Ahead

Lockdown Provided  
Time For Re-evaluation   
 

Time to reset, start a new and 
return to Normality++
For some, lockdown has provided a time to reflect 

and figure out how they would like to live their lives 

in the future. Would they like to be closer with family 

members, start a family or switch to a more fulfilling 

job?  When people talk about life after lockdown over 

10% of the people talk about these major life changes 

and decisions. There’s also a sense of doing things 

with a greater purpose - of hitting the gym extra hard 

or redoubling your efforts to learn a new language. 

Time to see the world
For others, quarantine has left them itching to get out 

a see the world. Living in an experience economy with 

little to experience IRL has left some determined to 

make up for lost time when restrictions are fully lifted. 

Reconnecting  
People long for the day they’ll be reunited with their 

loved ones, especially those who have family members 

in hospital called out for the situation to be over soon. 

Time to reset

See the world

Reconnecting with loved ones

Starting a new family

Hitting the gym extra hard

0% 3% 5% 8% 10% 13%

Source: Brandwatch | January 2020 - May 2020 | Coronavirus & Post Coronavirus Conversations | English Conversations | Selected Markets
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Source: Brandwatch | January 2020 - May 2020 | Coronavirus Conversations | Automated Sentiment | English Conversations | Selected Markets

Looking to reset and start life after lockdown with 

a new purpose and fresh intensity.

People are missing holidays and long to return to 

holidays, trips and global festivals when things return 

to some normality.

Memes about reconnecting with family are rife 

during the lockdown as people focus on those 

closest to them.

Reset

Missing Holidays

Reconnecting
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Brands need to 
plan, not just for 
themselves,  
but to support  
the shift back  
to normality.
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While People Aren’t 
Looking To The Future, 
Brands Should

Play a role in keeping 
the public safe
The immediate need for consumers coming out of 

lockdown will be to maintain personal safety. Brands 

that can help make people feel secure or provide 

practical options for protecting individuals and 

families will be sought after. 

Reflect the evolved values and 
beliefs of your consumers
As people re-evaluate their lives and focus on the 

things that matter, they will look to brands with 

purpose that reflect their values and shared beliefs. 

It’s not enough for brands to only be “cool”. There 

will be an expectation brands should have helped 

during the pandemic and throughout the easing of the 

lockdown. 

Support new behaviours  
and communities  
Brands that help people maintain positive  behaviours 

developed in lockdown - exercising more, being 

less wasteful, more resourceful - or supporting new 

communities that have sprung up during lockdown will 

be appreciated.

Offer hope and positivity  
Finally, the pandemic has been a traumatic experience. 

Content that provides hope, optimism and an escape 

from reality will provide some relief from negativity 

people have lived through.
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Brought to you by:

In association with:

For more, go to Covid19Monitor.org, where you’ll find the 

live monitor that tracks real-time consumer sentiments 

throughout the COVID-19 recovery period. You’ll find data 

compiled from across countries and industries, showing 

trends and shifts in people’s attitudes and mindsets 

following the pandemic - not in an effort to predict the 

future, but rather monitor consumer pulse points that may 

ultimately indicate behavior changes.

19Understanding Shifting Attitudes, Behaviours & Values




