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Amid Lady Gaga’s goosebump-
inspiring national anthem, 
arguments over which music 

artist stole the halftime show and the 
Denver Bronco’s impeccable defense, 
some of the country’s largest brands 
battled both online and on-screen 
hoping to make a few touchdowns of 
their own. From Fortune 100 soft drink 
brands to somewhat less formidable 
internet service companies, Super Bowl 
50 had quite a variety of advertisers 
paying approximately $5MM for a mere 
30 second spot, hoping to wow one of 
the world’s largest TV audiences. Even 
the social channels themselves made 
sure they were on the frontline, with 
Facebook’s Sports Stadium, Twitter’s 
NFL-approved emojis and Instagram 
introducing 60 second spots just in 
time for the Big Game. In this white 
paper, we focus on how marketers 
fared on social media to determine 
what strategies worked best for             
specific outcomes.

Setting Up The Play
First, we hand-selected 12 brands that 
have a presence across Facebook, 
Twitter and Instagram: Acura, Avocados 
From Mexico, Axe, Bud Light, Coca-
Cola, Doritos, Mini USA, Squarespace, 
Taco Bell, T-Mobile, Persil ProClean and 
Pepsi. As you can see, we have a cross-
section of industries and company sizes, 
all who had anticipated showings during 
the Super Bowl. The goal was to scour 
over 9 thousand social posts and 1.7MM 
engagements in the week¹ leading up to 
the game to unveil which received the 
most interactions² with their own social 
content (note: this does not include 
retweets of other accounts’ content or 
general mentions).
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Drawing The Line Of (Social) Scrimmage
Of the brands we tracked, T-Mobile proved victorious across Facebook, Twitter and 
Instagram combined with 748.1K interactions for a 45.4% engagement market share. 
Game veteran Pepsi, long-time sponsor of the halftime show came in second with 268.8K 
engagements for a 16.3% market share. However don’t count out the mid-size brands yet, 
as Persil ProClean’s audience was most plugged-in to their content relative to size with 
an impressive 2,349.8 engagements per 1K users—more than 3 times the amount as any 
other. The runner up spot goes to Avocados From Mexico, who clearly got fans excited 
about guacamole with 706.7 engagements per 1K users.

THE FACEBOOK FACEOFF
With 63.7% of all engagements analyzed for these 12 brands, Facebook proved to be a 
social reach superstar. This share dropped slightly when isolating the analysis to the day of 
the Super Bowl itself, dropping to 42.2%. While a lofty opponent in total engagements, the 
channel proved weaker when looking at how active fans were relative to audience size, with 
27.8 engagements per 1K users, dropping to a mere 10.4 engagements per 1K users on the 
day of the big game.
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THE TWITTER TAKEOVER
As a social network Twitter is a special case, as its short-form communication structure 
perfectly aligns with live events like the Super Bowl. The channel went from accounting for 
23.6% of all engagements Super Bowl week, to just barely edging out The ‘Book for 42.6% 
of engagements on game day. As can be expected, Twitter users were most active relevant 
to size throughout the week, with 284.8 engagements per 1K followers and 267.5 on game 
day—10 times the amount of activity as other channel. Overall this is largely due to the fact 
that brands published on Twitter the most by far, posting 125.5 times as much as Facebook 
and 133.3 times as much as Instagram.
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AN INSTAGRAM INTERCEPTION
During Super Bowl week, social media’s fastest growing major network was able to 
produce well over 200K comments and likes. Instagram also saw a substantial increase in 
engagement market share on game day, going from 12.7% to 15.2%. Overall, Instagram 
users were in the middle in terms of audience activity, with 91 engagements per 1K 
followers Super Bowl week and 37.0 on the day of the game.
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Can Being A Tease Be A Good Thing?
Considering the Super Bowl is dubbed the biggest day for advertising in the U.S., we see 
brands pulling out all stops to try different strategies. Case in point, there are those that 
chose to offer only a teaser prior to their commercial air time, while others decided to 
release their full commercials online up to 2 weeks beforehand. Taco Bell for example, 
opted to create intrigue around its new menu item the quesalupa, keeping the contents 
of the bright green “mystery box” a secret from even the people who starred in the teaser 
spots. Squarespace went equally as ambitious, wooing sketch comedians Key & Peele to 
star in their #RealTalk campaign, offering only snippets via a dedicated URL. Persil ProClean 
also took an interesting approach, by offering a 15 second teaser and conducting a survey 
to users which revealed that 64% of people spilled food while watching the Big Game. All 
are creative, “go big” strategies, but how did they fare?

Brands that opted for full disclosure of their commercials ended up receiving more 
engagement per post on average, boasting 215.6 engagements for the week and 177.6 
on the day of the game. In contrast, “teaser” brands received an average of 131.1 
engagements per post Super Bowl week and 111.1 on game day. The teaser brands were 
able to get more of their audience base engaged in conversations online however, with 
an average of 628.4 engagements per 1K users which is 2.5 times the amount of the 
brands that released their full commercials. This trend continued on game day with 573.0 
engagements per 1K users versus 130.7 for full-disclosure brands.

As can be expected, the brands with pre-released commercials posted 1.4 times the 
amount as teaser brands, a trend which was flipped to the decimal on game day where 
teaser brands posted 1.4 times as their counterparts.
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Did Cracking Smiles Lead To Social Clicks?
In addition to the question of whether or not to distribute full commercials prior to kick-
off, brands also were faced with choosing a tone for their content. This year we saw quite 
a few brands choosing comedy to relay their message, while others opted to pull at the 
heartstrings. Notable comedies include Amy Schumer and Seth Rogan’s campaign for a 
Bud Light Party, Ant-Man and The Hulk battling over the last Coke, Drake adjusting Hotline 
Bling lyrics for carriers (T-Mobile) and Steve Harvey rejoicing in the fact that Verizon got 
something wrong instead of him (T-Mobile). While notable non-comedies include Pepsi 
offering a feel good montage of from the 60s to the present featuring soulful songstress 
Janelle Monae and Axe urging audiences to find their magic by expanding what it really 
means to be masculine.

In the end, comedies had an advantage in total activity, edging out more heartfelt brands 
with an average of 237.1 engagements per post versus 104.4. This gap widened on game 
day when comedies generated 262.1 average engagements per post compared to 56.6 
engagements for non-comedies. However in a social audience upset, the non-comedies 
produced 1.6 times the amount engagements per 1K users than the comedies with 496.9 
versus 310.3. Comedy brand audiences continued to remain active relevant to size on 
kick-off day, generating 434.9 engagements per 1K users compared to heartfelt brand 
audiences who produced 195.0.

Brands who went the comedy route also published a lot more, generating 1,375 more 
posts across all 3 social channels than their non-comedic counterparts. However on game 
day heartfelt brands made a comeback, out-publishing comedies by 1,240 posts.
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Big (Game) Brand Takeaways
If there’s anything to understand here, is that there is no “wrong” strategy, but in contrast 
only ones that align with specific business goals. When it comes to choosing your social 
channel focus, we’ve learned that Facebook is the best for massive reach, Twitter is great 
for creating conversations and interactivity and Instagram compliments the others with a 
smaller but more focused audience. To answer the question of whether “to tease or not to 
tease”,  brands looking for reach should release their commercials ahead of time so that 
engagements can climax during Super Bowl week. In contrast, marketers looking for high 
audience engagement should opt for the teaser route. Last but not least, brands looking to 
extend their message as far as possible should consider using comedy, while those looking 
for targeted audience engagement should take a more “feel-good” or emotional approach.
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About

Unified delivers technology and services to connect marketing data sets and optimize investments 
across the customer journey. Unified’s software empowers Fortune 500 companies and agencies 
to drive marketing success in the context of their business goals. The Unified platform transforms 
fragmented marketing data into actionable intelligence and real-time activation. Unified has offices 
in New York City, San Francisco, Los Angeles, and Chicago. For more information visit 
www.Unified.com.
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