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SOCIALLY CONNECTED WHILE PHYSICAL DISTANCING 
THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON SOCIAL TV 
 
For years, consumers have turned to TV during times of crisis—to stay apprised of information 
or simply to lean into the power of entertainment and escape. It’s no different during COVID-19 
as media consumption has continued to increase among home-bound consumers who have 
taken a very real step back from social gatherings, according to ​recent Nielsen research​. In 
2020, we see this trend reflected in a deluge of social media activity about TV programs as 
consumers lean into the power of technology not just to view or listen, but to also fill a need to 
stay connected to friends, family and the world at large. 
 
And, according to a recent Nielsen study on social behavior as it pertains to the TV, as 
consumers keep close to home and to their TV sets, they’re using social media to stay 
connected now more than ever. The study found that the total volume of TV and 
COVID-19-related conversations on Twitter alone reached nearly 9 million since the start of 
2020 in the U.S.—a staggering 40X increase between January and March amid the peak 
novelty of the coronavirus pandemic.  
 

 
 

https://www.nielsen.com/us/en/insights/article/2020/staying-put-consumers-forced-indoors-during-crisis-spend-more-time-on-media/
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As more consumers shelter in their homes, they’re turning to social media to pass the time. And 
audiences have a lot to say about the new TV, streaming, and movie options at their fingertips. 
Despite there being a relatively consistent number of programs on air year over year, we’re 
seeing a sizable jump in social media activity across most TV genres. As expected, we see the 
biggest upticks in social buzz about talk and news programs, family movies and all streaming 
services.  
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But there is a glaring exception: live sports broadcasts. Recent suspensions and cancellation of 
major events like the NBA Finals, the Masters and the 2020 Olympics, have impacted sports 
enthusiasts of all kinds. But marketers and brands looking to connect with home-bound sports 
fans can keep tabs on their non-sports preferences using real-world social media behavior 
alongside Nielsen intel around ​Heavy Sports Viewers​. 
 
Now more than ever it is important for brands to find the right audiences, set the right tone and 
prepare for the future. Sports-heavy networks and advertisers have an opportunity to find 
aligned audiences in other TV programming and ride the momentum of recent increases in TV 
consumption. The overlap in social TV audiences is a way to identify and keep track of what 
these social sports fans are watching and talking about at scale. 
 
Sports networks and brands can look to the large footprint of social affinity data between sports 
fans and other TV programming to identify where to place ads in the absence of live sports 
content. Nielsen data shows that sports fans are flocking to sports adjacent documentaries 
across the board, as well as comedies. However, networks and brands can dive deeper to look 
at league audiences and the TV programs that niche fans are highly aligned with. This gives 
marketers and brands the knowledge for more finely tuned advertising strategies based on 
demonstrated behaviors on social media about TV.  

 

 

https://www.nielsen.com/us/en/insights/article/2020/during-covid-19-sports-viewers-are-still-a-scoring-opportunity-for-brands-and-media-owners/
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In these unprecedented times, social TV affinity data can shed light for sports advertisers and 
networks looking to understand the repercussions of recent cancelations on tight-knit sports 
communities. They can identify their super fans, keep track of these valuable groups, and make 
sure they’re engaging authentically wherever their audiences are tuning in. 
 
METHODOLOGY 

The insights in this article were derived from Nielsen Social Content Ratings:1/1/20 – 4/19/20.  

Interactions are a measure of total relevant social media activity on Facebook, Instagram Business Accounts, 
and Twitter. Social activity is measured from three hours before through three hours after broadcast, local 
time. Owned engagements for Facebook include comments, shares, and likes. Owned engagements for 
Instagram business accounts include comments and likes. Owned engagements for Twitter include retweets, 
quotes, replies, and likes. 

*Per Instagram policy and data availability, only accounts designated as "business accounts" are measurable. 
As a result, this contributes to a depressed share of individual accounts on Instagram. 


