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ARTICLE

Pandemic in the digital age: analyzing WhatsApp
communication behavior before, during, and after
the COVID-19 lockdown
Anika Seufert 1✉, Fabian Poignée 1, Tobias Hoßfeld1 & Michael Seufert 1

The strict restrictions introduced by the COVID-19 lockdowns, which started from March

2020, changed people’s daily lives and habits on many different levels. In this work, we

investigate the impact of the lockdown on the communication behavior in the mobile instant

messaging application WhatsApp. Our evaluations are based on a large dataset of 2577

private chat histories with 25,378,093 messages from 51,973 users. The analysis of the one-

to-one and group conversations confirms that the lockdown severely altered the commu-

nication in WhatsApp chats compared to pre-pandemic time ranges. In particular, we observe

short-term effects, which caused an increased message frequency in the first lockdown

months and a shifted communication activity during the day in March and April 2020.

Moreover, we also see long-term effects of the ongoing pandemic situation until February

2021, which indicate a change of communication behavior towards more regular messaging,

as well as a persisting change in activity during the day. The results of our work show that

even anonymized chat histories can tell us a lot about people’s behavior and especially

behavioral changes during the COVID-19 pandemic and thus are of great relevance for

behavioral researchers. Furthermore, looking at the pandemic from an Internet provider

perspective, these insights can be used during the next pandemic, or if the current COVID-19

situation worsens, to adapt communication networks to the changed usage behavior early on

and thus avoid network congestion.
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Introduction

The spread of SARS-CoV-2, the virus that causes COVID-19,
severely affected the daily lives of the human population all
around the world. The virus first appeared at the end of

2019 in China and spread around the globe in a few months due
to its high infectiousness. The associated disease COVID-19 could
turn out as a severe respiratory sickness with high mortality, such
that COVID-19 was declared a global pandemic in March 2020
(World Health Organization, 2020). As a reaction, many gov-
ernments enforced extensive measures to protect their citizens and
to control the spread of the virus. Probably one of the most drastic
but also most widespread measures was the so-called lockdown,
also known as stay-at-home orders or curfews, which was
enforced in different countries and territories in varying severity.
Some lockdowns just limited the time when people could leave
their homes, while others relied on total movement control. By the
end of March 2020, over 100 countries worldwide had instituted
either a full or partial lockdown, which affected the daily life of
billions of people (Dunford et al., 2020).

As the first global lockdown in the digital age, COVID-19
changed people’s habits on many different levels. Physical dis-
tancing, i.e., reducing human-to-human interactions to slow the
spread of the virus, had become commonplace. Note that,
although it is commonly also referred to as social distancing, it is
not actually meant to describe a limitation of people’s social
behavior, thus, we prefer the term physical distancing in this
work. With physical distancing, almost everything had to happen
at home, in particular education, work, entertainment, and also
social interactions. Thus, most of the working time as well as the
free time took place on the Internet, which resulted in a traffic
increase of 80% on media sites (Statista Digital Market Outlook,
2020). The media in-home consumption increased particularly
strongly in the area of news (67%), streaming services (51%),
television (45%), and mobile instant messaging (MIM) services
(45%) (Statista Digital Market Outlook, 2020). While the interest
in news was due to the monitoring of the current pandemic
situation, the increase in streaming services and television could
be attributed to entertainment. Also, MIM applications played an
important role to keep people connected during this challenging
time, in which it was not possible to meet in person. However,
while the effects of COVID-19 have already been studied
in related work for many areas, such as environment, psychology,
or Internet traffic, little attention has been paid to MIM
communication.

In this paper, we therefore investigate how communication
behavior in MIM applications has changed as a result of the
lockdown, but also as a result of the pandemic as a whole. For
this, we consider the most successful MIM application What-
sApp, which was the number one messaging application during
the lockdown, generating the highest amount of MIM network
traffic worldwide (Sandvine, 2020b). In particular, we answer the
following research questions:

RQ1: Has WhatsApp communication behavior changed dur-
ing the COVID-19 lockdown in March/April 2020?

RQ2: Are there lasting effects of the pandemic on commu-
nication behavior in WhatsApp?

Even before the pandemic, 40% of all messaging traffic on
mobile devices was caused by WhatsApp (Sandvine, 2020a).
Thus, WhatsApp is well suited to study the effect of the lockdown
and the pandemic on MIM communication behavior.

To answer the research questions, we utilize a large data set of
2577 private WhatsApp chats, including 25,378,093 anonymized
messages from 51,973 anonymized WhatsApp users, which was

collected using the tool WhatsAnalyzer (Schwind & Seufert,
2018). Using this data set, we evaluate the influence of COVID-19
and all resulting restrictions on WhatsApp usage behavior. First,
to address RQ1, we focus on the direct effect of the strict lock-
downs by comparing the communication behavior in March and
April 2020 with the same period in 2019 in terms of number and
type of sent messages, as well as communication activity during
the day. Second, to answer RQ2, we analyze the long-term
influence of the COVID-19 pandemic on WhatsApp commu-
nication in an entire pandemic year compared to the pre-
pandemic year. Our results confirm that the lockdown drastically
changed the communication behavior in WhatsApp. While some
of these effects were only visible for a short time, others persisted
even after the lockdown, which indicates that the COVID-19
pandemic has a long-lasting influence of people’s daily lives. We
think that the results of our work are of great relevance for
behavioral researchers as they show that even anonymized chat
histories can tell us a lot about people’s behavior and especially
behavioral changes during the COVID-19 pandemic. Further-
more, looking at the pandemic from an Internet provider per-
spective, these insights can be used during the next pandemic, or
if the current COVID-19 situation worsens, to adapt commu-
nication networks to the changed usage behavior early on and
thus avoid network congestion.

The remainder of this work is structured as follows. Section
“Related work” provides related work on the communication
behavior in mobile messaging applications as well as on the
influence of COVID-19 and the strict lockdown on different
areas. In Section “Collecting WhatsApp chats histories”, the
methodology of collecting private WhatsApp chats using the
collection tool is presented. Next, in Section “Effect of the lock-
down”, we evaluate the influence of the COVID-19 lockdown on
user communication behavior while in Section “Lasting Effect of
the Pandemic” the effect on the whole pandemic year is investi-
gated. Finally, Section “Conclusion” concludes this work.

Related work
MIM is one of the most used communication methods today.
Thus, several works exist on how people communicate with each
other and how this communication has been changing in the last
decade due to MIM applications, such as WhatsApp, Facebook
Messenger, and WeChat, which are currently the most popular
MIM applications (Tankovska, 2021). While the effect of the
COVID-19 pandemic on many different areas of life was already
investigated, the influence on the communication behavior in
MIM application has been neglected so far. In the following,
related works are briefly summarized by first focusing on research
about the usage behavior in MIM applications, and afterwards, by
presenting related work investigating the influence of COVID-19
on Internet and MIM use.

Usage behavior in MIM applications. Nowadays, it is impossible
to imagine our daily communication without MIM applications
and in some regions, such as Europe, it seems that MIM has
replaced traditional SMS (Pinchas, 2018). In this respect, Church
& de Oliveira (2013) compared the communication behavior in
WhatsApp with SMS communication by conducting interviews
and a survey. It was found that neither technology was a sub-
stitute for the other. However, the cost of SMS had a significant
impact on frequency of use and was therefore one of the main
reasons for switching to MIM apps, along with social influence.
Overall, SMS was seen as more privacy-friendly and formal, while
WhatsApp messages tended to be used for more social and
informal communications. Further research in the field of
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WhatsApp was done by Seufert et al. (2015) and Seufert et al.
(2016). Here, the authors focused on the communication within
group chats. Therefore, they conducted a survey and collected
private chat histories of 243 users to obtain first statistics of group
communication and modeled their behavior. The number of
messages per WhatsApp group and per user, the content and
language of messages, as well as, for the most active groups, the
number of messages per day was investigated by Garimella &
Tyson (2018) using a data set of public WhatsApp group com-
munication consisting of 178 public groups. In the work of
Christian et al. (2015), the communication behavior of more than
2400 WhatsApp users in Germany was evaluated over 1 month.
The authors found that WhatsApp was used for more than half
an hour per day, which accounted for around 20% of the
smartphone usage time.

Apart from the focus on WhatsApp, there is other research in
the area of MIM applications and communication within. The
offline face-to-face interaction was compared with MIM com-
munication by Knop et al. (2016). Their results show that offline
communication is preferred for sharing personal information
while the frequency of communication is significantly higher in
MIM. The influence of using MIM on the way people coordinate
everyday life was evaluated by Ling & Lai (2016). For this, they
questioned five focus groups in Singapore and Taiwan with a total
of 47 participants. The responses indicated that MIM apps,
especially WhatsApp, are commonly used for coordinating social
as well as working life.

Internet and MIM use during the COVID-19 pandemic. The
spread of COVID-19 is the first pandemic to occur in today’s fully
globalized and networked society. Even before the outbreak of
COVID-19, people were used to using digital media to get
information, stay in touch and participate in society. However,
the pandemic has significantly changed the way we use the
Internet and especially MIM applications, as it could be used as a
window to the world during the lockdowns. This can be seen, for
example, in the increased Internet traffic. Owing to the fact that a
lot of work was done from home during the lockdown and that
leisure time also had to take place while maintaining physical
distance, COVID-19 strongly influenced Internet traffic. This has
been investigated in numerous studies, for example, by Feldmann
et al. (2021), Lutu et al. (2020), Boettger et al. (2020), and Xia
et al. (2021). Feldmann et al. (2021) used data from a diverse set
of vantage points including one Internet service provider, three
Internet exchange points, and one metropolitan educational
network to evaluate the effect of global lockdowns on traffic shifts.
They showed that the traffic volume increased by 15–20% almost
within a week in the beginning of the lockdown. Furthermore, a
shift of traffic patterns was visible, e.g., during the day or on
different days of a week. For example, with the pandemic lock-
down in March, the workday traffic pattern shifted towards a
continuous weekend-like pattern of the pre-pandemic period.
This significant traffic increase was also measured by Xia et al.
(2021). Here, Facebook’s user-facing traffic from data center
regions to point-of-presence sites in four geographical regions
rose significantly as they measured a traffic surge of 86% in Asia,
78% in Europe, 65% in North America, and 70% in South
America during lockdown. Looking at mobile network traffic, the
situation is different, as was shown by Lutu et al. (2020). Using a
data set of a large commercial mobile network operator in the
UK, they found that the overall download traffic decreased by
20%, especially in densely populated urban areas where it even
decreased by 60%. In contrast, the mobile uplink traffic in sub-
urbanites increased by 10% as well as the voice traffic, which
increased up to 150%. By evaluating the traffic of Facebook’s edge

network serving multiple large social networks, Boettger et al.
(2020) showed that changes in traffic demand, user behavior, and
user experience over the course of the COVID-19 pandemic were
present. While an increase in the popularity of live streaming and
messaging applications was accompanied by a significant increase
in traffic for these products, the largest impact on traffic resulted
from relatively lower traffic growth for video products.

However, it’s not just the increased Internet traffic that shows
that messaging applications were an important part of many
people’s lives during the COVID-19 pandemic. As schools were
also closed due to the numerous lockdowns, new ways of
communication had to be found here as well. Multiple studies
from several countries, e.g., by Mawarni et al. (2020), Susilawati
et al. (2020), Setiawan & Iasha (2020), and Khan (2021), showed
that online learning with the help of the MIM application
WhatsApp proved to be an extremely effective method. Other
studies by Li et al. (2021) and Amosun et al. (2021) also showed
that MIM applications are used to help people navigate times of
physical distancing to tackle loneliness and increase well-being.

We have seen that the popularity of messaging applications
increased during the COVID-19 pandemic, but there is also an
influence of the pandemic on people’s communication behavior,
i.e., the way people communicate with each other. According to
Nabity-Grover et al. (2020), the pandemic has changed the
boundary of how and what individuals reveal about themselves
on social media. They argued that many people have shared
personal information on social media, such as health status and
preventive behaviors, e.g., wearing masks and purchasing
disinfectants, because they find that sharing such information
contributes to the public good. The interaction patterns of
individual influencers on the social media networks Instagram
and Facebook were investigated by Trevisan et al. (2021). By
analyzing and comparing engagement on the posts of these
influencers and evaluating the user activity, they showed that
there were changes in usage patterns before and during the
lockdown, showing an increase in activity and considerable daily
and weekly variation.

However, not only the communication behavior in social
networks, but also in MIM applications has changed as a result of
the COVID-19 pandemic, but there are hardly any studies on
this. Ohme et al. (2020) investigated smartphone news use and
MIM behaviors of Flemish adults during the begin of the
pandemic in February and March 2020. Using a smartphone
logging tool for Android phones they found that in March 2020,
the average numbers of communication via text messages and
messaging apps increased substantially compared to the pre-
pandemic month February. However, to the best of our
knowledge, no study has investigated yet in detail how the
communication behavior in MIM applications has changed
during the lockdown, and how these changes have evolved after
the lockdown.

The presented related works already gave interesting insights in
both, usage behavior in MIM applications and effects of COVID-
19 on Internet and MIM usage, showing how important MIM
applications were to people during the COVID-19 pandemic.
However, an in-depth analysis of the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic and the resulting lockdown on the communication
behavior in MIM applications is still missing. To overcome this
issue, in this work, we compare the way people communicate
using MIM applications before and during the pandemic using a
large data set including 2577 private WhatsApp chats.

Collecting WhatsApp chats histories
To obtain insights into the communication behavior in private
WhatsApp groups, a large data set of real chat histories is
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necessary. To collect these chat histories, the tool WhatsAnalyzer
(Schwind & Seufert, 2018) was used. This tool is a free to use
application for collecting and automatically evaluating WhatsApp
chats. It is based on a built-in feature in WhatsApp, which allows
to send an email with a text file containing the chat history. With
this feature, users can send a chat to our tool, where a unique
identifier is generated, system messages are detected, and the
remaining chat is anonymized to protect user privacy. The unique
identifier is based on a hash of the chat name and the email
address of the sender, which allows to easily detect whether a chat
was sent multiple times. To reliably detect system messages, we
supported only four languages: English, Spanish, German, and
Italian. However, users could change the system language of their
phone to one of these languages to obtain a compliant export
format.

As can be seen in Fig. 1, anonymization means that user
names, phone numbers, and message content are removed, and
only relevant information about the communication behavior is
kept. Moreover, a normalized version of the chat is stored for
further analysis, because export formats of WhatsApp greatly
vary due to system language, operating system, and/or WhatsApp
version. Finally, some basic statistic evaluations of the commu-
nication within that chat are calculated, e.g., the total number of
messages, the length of the shortest and longest message, and the
temporal distribution of all messages. As an incentive to use our
tool, these evaluations are sent back to the users, after they sent
their chat, to also provide them some analyses of their own
communication behavior. Note that users are, of course, informed
on our website that the anonymized chats are further analyzed for
research purposes.

All collected chat histories were sent voluntarily by people who
were interested in the resulting evaluations. This means that no
targeted study or recruitment was made. Our tool was only
advertised using a web page and social media and can easily be
found in popular search engines by people who want to get
insights of their WhatsApp chats. This tool in its current form
was published in 2017 and is well received as its database already
contains 7312 entries and continues to grow. After filtering out
incomplete data or chats, which were sent multiple times, 5891
chats remain with 116,441 different users and 75,910,808 mes-
sages. Since we investigate specific periods in our evaluation in
this paper, trimming the data set for these periods yields a subset
of 2577 private chat histories with 25,378,093 messages from
51,973 users. Although no information about the senders exists,
the collected data set allows to gain unprecedented, detailed
insights into the communication behavior in private WhatsApp
chat groups.

Effect of the lockdown
The worldwide lockdown in response to COVID-19 has restricted
billions of people, and thus, also changed their behavior on var-
ious levels. Therefore, the question arises (RQ1) if and to what
extent the lockdown has also changed the way we communicate
with each other using MIM applications. Thus, in this section, we
compare messaging behavior during the lockdown period 2020
with the same period in 2019 using the collected WhatsApp chats.

We define the lockdown start to be the 1st of March 2020 and the
end to be the 30th of April 2020. While there was no uniform
start of the lockdown worldwide, during these 2 months Mar/Apr
2020 media coverage for COVID-19 spread world-wide and first
governmental actions took place (Dunford et al., 2020).

For our evaluations, we consider just the small subset of chats,
which were active over the complete span of both periods. Here,
active means that the conversation was started before March
2019, and contains messages in both periods. This allows a paired
comparison of the pre-pandemic months Mar/Apr 2019 with the
lockdown months Mar/Apr 2020 within the same communica-
tion group. The total number of considered chats is 345, of which
250 are group chats with more than two active users. The total
number of active users within these periods is 8150 for the 2019
2-month period. Note that the number of different senders drops
by 46% for the 2020 lockdown period, resulting in 4378 users.
Reasons for this could be that users left the group chat or
remained inactive during this period, as our data only shows
users who actively participated in the group’s conversation.

Owing to the design of the tool and the fact that we did not
conduct a targeted study with recruited participants, we unfor-
tunately do not have any information about the senders or their
countries of origin, and therefore, cannot make any statements
about the differences between individual countries. Nevertheless,
in March and April 2020, there was a lockdown in virtually every
country in the world, so in our opinion, a distinction by country
is not necessary here to obtain insightful results.

Message frequency. To check whether a change in communica-
tion behavior has occurred as a result of the lockdown, Fig. 2
shows the total number of messages for each day from the
beginning of March 2019 until the end of April 2020. On the left-
hand side the background is colored for the Mar/Apr 2019 pre-
pandemic period, on the right-hand side the lockdown period in
Mar/Apr 2020 is highlighted. During the first period, the number
of messages never exceeds 9000 messages per day and averages at
7087 messages. Between the periods, the fluctuation stays roughly
between 5000 and 12,000 messages per day, having an average of
8429. However, in the lockdown period 2020 there is a massive

Fig. 1 Screenshot of a chat history as exported by WhatsApp (left), and its corresponding anonymized and normalized version (right). In the
anonymization process, user names as well as the content of the message is removed and only relevant information about the communication behavior is
kept, like, for example, the message type or the number of characters and emojis.

Fig. 2 Number of messages per day. The figure shows the total number of
messages for each day from the beginning of March 2019 until the end of
April 2020. On the left-hand side the background is colored for the Mar/
Apr 2019 pre-pandemic period, on the right-hand side the lockdown period
in Mar/Apr 2020 is highlighted.
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spike with a maximum at 21,785 messages per day, which is 2.58
times the average of the Mar/Apr 2019 period. This results in an
average number of messages per day of 13,787 during the lock-
down period. Towards the end of the lockdown period, the
message frequency drops to previous levels of activity. Looking at
the total sum of messages per period, the total number of mes-
sages almost doubles from 432,348 to 827,241, even though the
number of different senders drops from one period to the next.
Thus, it can be seen that a significant increase in the total number
of messages has taken place within the same WhatsApp chats.

The next question that arises is whether this sharp increase is
perhaps only due to certain chats, or whether the statement can
be generalized. Figure 3 shows the cumulative distribution
function (CDF) of the percentage of the average number of
messages per day per chat from the Mar/Apr 2020 lockdown
period compared to the Mar/Apr 2019 pre-pandemic period. For
each chat, this percentage is calculated as follows:

nMar=Apr2020ðlockdownÞ
nMar=Apr2019ðpre-pandemicÞ

;

where nx is the average number of messages per day for the given
period x. Thus, there is one sample per chat that shows the
percentage of communication for the Mar/Apr 2020 lockdown
period in comparison to the Mar/Apr 2019 pre-pandemic period.
Here, a value of 100% means that the number of messages is the
same in both periods. The Kolmogorov–Smirnov test for the
distribution of each period gives a p-value < 0.001, so we reject the
null hypothesis, which states that both periods have the same
underlying distribution. In all, 29% of the chats have a value
smaller than 100%, which means that in these chats, less messages
were sent in the Mar/Apr 2020 lockdown period than before. The
strongest decrease in messages was a reduction to 5.35% of the
messages in the 2019 period. This is a reduction by a factor of
almost 20. This is expected as conversations in WhatsApp chats
can become less active over time. However, for most of the chats
the activity increased significantly. In 50% of the chats, the
percentage is above 173%, which means that activity increased by
more than 73%. For more than 45% of the chats, the activity at
least doubled having a percentage above 200%. The maximum is a
454-fold increase for a single data point. It becomes clear that the
change in message activity is not caused by single instances but by
the majority of chats.

While not only more messages were sent, the proportion of
media sent, such as pictures or videos, also changes from one
period to the next. The Chi-square test for the frequency of the
observed message types in the different periods yields a p-
value < 0.001, thus, we reject the hypothesis that both samples
have the same underlying distribution. Furthermore, a paired t-
test is conducted for each media type where each chat constitutes

a pair that is formed from its share of messages during the
lockdown period 2020 and its counterpart in 2019. We apply
Bonferroni correction to account for the multiple comparisons
problem and reject the null hypotheses that the underlying
distributions are the same with a p-value < 0.001. These changes
in the share of media are shown in Fig. 4. Here, the share of each
media type for both periods is displayed. In total, there are still
more text messages sent than media but the share of media
messages in all messages increased by more than 18% from the
2019 period (15.35%) up to 18.14% of messages for the pandemic
period. There’s a slight increase in images as well as audio
messages. The share of video increases from 2.27% to 4.21% and
is one of the main factors for the increased overall media share.
The share of location messages is barely visible for the 2019
period but increases almost fourfold for the 2020 period. A reason
for that could be that due to government restrictions users were
not able to meet at known locations, but rather met in new, less
populated places and used location messages to find each other.
The share of contact messages is the only one decreasing from
one period to the next, which could be due to the fact that social
restrictions prevented meeting new people. Moreover, the share
of documents increased from 0.23% to 0.39% of all messages,
which could be an indicator for an increased professional or
educational use of WhatsApp.

Communication activity throughout the day. An important
metric for usage behavior of a communication service is the usage
throughout the day. Figure 5 (a) shows the share of messages per
hour in the Mar/Apr 2019 pre-pandemic period. It should be
noted that all chats are evaluated in their local time. Without
government restrictions in daily life, the usage of WhatsApp
increases throughout the day and peaks in the late evening. While
there is little usage during night-time, in the morning hours the
share of messages increases beyond 5% and peaks in the evening
(9 pm) at more than 7% of all messages. During the lockdown
period in 2020 this behavior changes significantly. Figure 5 (b)
shows the difference in time of day usage compared to the Mar/
Apr 2019 period. A Chi-square test resulting in a p-value < 0.001
rejects that the observed time of day for both periods belong to
the same distribution, and thus, indicates that the time of day
usage is significantly different in both periods. There are three
major characteristics visible in the figure: The first one is an
increase in night-time messaging. During the lockdown period,
from 12 am to 3 am increases are visible ranging from 0.27% to
0.77%. A reason for this could be psychological side-effects of the
lockdown restrictions, which have been associated with lower
sleep quality (Casagrande et al., 2021; Pinto et al., 2020). The
second one is an increase of messages around the middle of the
day, starting at 8 am and lasting until 3 pm. A maximum increase
of 1.45% is visible at 11 am. As a result, the mid-day hours

Fig. 3 Difference in average number of messages per day per chat. The
figure shows the CDF of the percentage of the average number of
messages per day per chat from the Mar/Apr 2020 lockdown period
compared to the Mar/Apr 2019 pre-pandemic period.

Fig. 4 Share of media for each period. The figure shows the share of sent
media messages (e.g., images, video, and gifs) in the pre-pandemic period
(left) compared to the pandemic period (right).
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represent peak usage for the Mar/Apr 2020 lockdown period. A
possible explanation for this could be an increased usage of
WhatsApp in professional working environments, home offices,
and the use of MIM application for school purposes. This overall
trend is in line with findings by Feldmann et al. (2021) who
reported an increase in mid-day Internet traffic. Third, the
increase of messages in the previous two areas comes at the cost
of a decrease in the evening hours of 0.70% to 1.46% in the time
from 4 pm to 10 pm. A possible explanation could be that as
people during the lockdown cannot attend social meetings and
other activities, messaging friends or family to arrange appoint-
ments may occur less frequently.

Our results show that the communication behavior in
WhatsApp significantly changed, which answers RQ1. Focusing
on the frequency of messages, we found that significantly more
messages are sent as the total number of messages is almost
doubled from Mar/Apr 2019 pre-pandemic period to Mar/Apr
2020 lockdown period. In addition, the lockdown period
2020 shows a massive spike, which is more than double of the
average of the pre-pandemic period. Furthermore, the proportion
of sent media files also changes from one period to the next, as
the share of media messages in all messages increased by more
than 18%. Considering the activity throughout the day, we
showed that the main communication times have shifted away
from the evening hours and towards mid-day, leading to a
maximum increase of 1.45% at 11 am and a decrease of up to
1.46% at 6 pm in the evening. Furthermore, more messages were
sent after midnight from 12 am to 3 am compared to the Mar/Apr
pre-pandemic period.

Lasting effect of the pandemic
Even after the hard lockdown period, there were still severe
restrictions for many people, so that the entire year from March
2020 to March 2021 was dominated by concerns about COVID-
19 and its consequences. So, the question (RQ2) arises whether
communication behavior changed not only during the hard
lockdown, but changes also could be observed during the full year
from the start of the pandemic. Thus, in the following, we analyze
changes in the communication behavior in WhatsApp when
comparing the entire pandemic year to the year before when there
was no pandemic. Furthermore, this allows to determine which
effects of the lockdown are temporal and which persist for a
longer time.

For our evaluation, we include all chats that are collected from
March 2019. The conversations were split into two periods:
Messages that were sent in the pandemic year (March 2020 until
February 2021) or messages sent in the pre-pandemic year before
(March 2019 until February 2020). In contrast to our previous
evaluation, here, some chats only appear in one of the two

periods. One reason for this is that some chats were collected by
the tool before the begin of the pandemic and thus, only include
messages of the pre-pandemic period. Thus, the data density
decreases over time. For the pre-pandemic year from March 2019
to February 2020, our data set includes 2039 different chats. Of
those, 64% are group chats. In total, more than 15 million mes-
sages by more than 38,000 users are analyzed for this period. For
the pandemic year from March 2020 onward, our data density
decreases by 29–39% with respect to the total number of tracked
chats, unique users, and messages. Nevertheless, the pandemic
period still contains 9.7 million messages from about 27,200
users. Since the number of chats in the pre-pandemic and in the
pandemic year differ significantly, we limit our evaluation to
relative statements as the comparison of absolute values (e.g., the
total number of messages) are not meaningful in this case.

As mentioned before, we had no insights into the users’
country of origin and thus were not able to compare the impact of
individual countries’ preventive measures during the pandemic
year on communication behavior. Nevertheless, we assume a
stable distribution of users’ country of origin in our data over
time. Thus, we compare both time periods based on our data,
which still allows to determine the lasting impact of the pandemic
on WhatsApp messaging behavior regardless of locally or tem-
porarily different preventive measures.

Message frequency. To examine whether the pandemic has
caused a lasting change in the usage frequency of WhatsApp
beyond the lockdown, Fig. 6 shows the mean number of daily

Fig. 5 Share of messages per time of day for the 2-month period 2019 and its changes in the lockdown period 2020. In (a), the bars show the
percentage of messages per time of day in the 2-month period 2019. In contrast, (b) illustrates the changes of the communication behavior from the pre-
pandemic period to the lockdown period 2020. Here, each bar shows the differences between the number of sent messages per time of day of both
periods.

Fig. 6 Average number of the mean of daily messages per chat per
month. In this Figure, each bar shows the mean number of daily messages
per chat per month with their corresponding 95% confidence intervals on
top (red). The trend of the pre-pandemic period (linear regression of the
means from March 2019 to February 2020) is marked as dashed yellow
line, while the lockdown period (March to April 2020) is highlighted
in brown.
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messages per chat, averaged per month with the corresponding
95% confidence intervals. The evaluation ranges from one year
before the lockdown (March 2019) to one year after the begin of
the lockdown (February 2021). The yellow line shows the linear
regression of the mean values per month of the pre-pandemic
year, where we can clearly see the trend of an increasing number
of messages per day. As already discussed in the previous section,
the Mar/Apr 2020 lockdown (highlighted in brown) stands out
with a significantly increased number of messages per day. After
this period, the average number of daily sent messages drops
again and falls below the trend of the previous year (dashed line).
Nevertheless, the number of messages is still above the respective
months of the pre-pandemic year. Towards the end of the period,
the average number of messages per day rises again and even-
tually approaches the trend of the yellow line. If we compare the
average value of the pre-pandemic period with that of the pan-
demic period (excluding the lockdown peak), the number of
messages increased noticeably from 41.02 up to 50.65. Overall, it
is clear that the pandemic, and especially the lockdown period,
had a strong impact on the number of messages per day, but also
that communication behavior stabilized again as expected
towards the end of the pandemic year.

Similar to our previous evaluations of the 2-month periods, we
also look at the share of media for each 1-year period in Fig. 7.
Again, the Chi-square test rejects the hypothesis of the same
underlying distribution with a p-value < 0.001. Furthermore, we
tested for each media type with a paired t-test and apply
Bonferroni correction. Since the number of chats is not the same
for both periods, we paired based on the days. We reject the null
hypotheses with a p-value < 0.05. In contrast to our previous
evaluation in Fig. 4, in which the media usage changed drastically
between the Mar/Apr 2019 pre-pandemic period and the Mar/
Apr 2020 lockdown period, the overall media usage is roughly the
same for both years, but the composition is slightly changed.
However, there is an increase in the proportion of users who
never send any media at all in the pandemic year. Messages
containing images decrease by 0.34%, audio remains almost
constant, while video increases by 0.14%. A more significant
change can be observed in the exchange of locations, which drops
from 1.69% to 0.75% when comparing both periods. The number
of contacts is affected even more and decreases from 0.06% to
only 0.01% of all messages. A reason for this drop in contact
exchanges could be that people have a reduced willingness to
meet new contacts, as the possibility of an infection still persists
after the initial lockdown period. In contrast, messages with
documents increase by 36% up to 0.50% of all messages. This is
another sign for increased professional information exchange
compared to the pre-pandemic year. Comparing the behavior of
the 1-year periods to the behavior seen in the 2-month periods in
Fig. 4, there is a normalization in image, audio, and video usage
when looking at the full-year pandemic period. In contrast to the

2-month periods, the number of location exchanges decreases.
The strongest relative changes for both comparisons are the
drastic decrease in contact messages and the rise in documents.
Nevertheless, the increase in media messages as well as the drastic
change in the distribution of media during the lockdown is shown
to have more or less equalized over the period of a full year.

Communication activity throughout the day. In contrast to the
media usage, the change in usage over the course of a day persists
for the one-year pandemic period. The three patterns of more
night-time and mid-day usage with a decrease in the evening that
we found in Fig. 5 can be identified as well although they flatten
slightly. The night-time pattern persists with an increase of 0.1%
to 0.2% for the pandemic year. The peak value for mid-day
message growth is again at 11 am with a value of 0.89%. Fur-
thermore, there’s a corresponding decrease in evening messaging
in the time from 4 pm to midnight for the 1-year periods as well.
This is evidence for a lasting change of user behavior and a
worrying development when linking the increased night-time
activity with sleep disturbances (Casagrande et al., 2021; Pinto
et al., 2020).

In general, messaging behavior can vary during the lifetime of a
chat due to exceptional events or conversations that can cause a
substantial increase in the number of messages per day. Figure 8
shows the share of days for each chat where the number of
messages was exceptionally higher than its mean. Here, we
defined the threshold to be two standard deviations of the
number of messages per day, which is a common approach to
detect outliers. For each pair of bars, the left bar (blue) shows the
behavior for the pre-pandemic period while the right one (yellow)
shows the behavior during the pandemic period. We performed a
Kolmogorov-Smirnov test on the samples of both periods. The
null hypothesis that both periods are from the same distribution
is rejected with a p-value < 0.001. In the first period, 7.6% of the
chats never exceed the threshold and therefore have a very regular
conversation pattern. Furthermore, almost no chat has excep-
tional high numbers of messages for more than 10% of days. This
is expected, as the threshold aims to detect outliers who by
definition do not occur too frequently. The highest probability to
pass two standard deviations is for 3–5% of the days, which
corresponds to 1–2 outliers per month. For the pandemic year the
probabilities for these shares decrease and instead the probability
increases at the edge cases. The number of chats which never
produce outliers with their messaging behavior is more than
double at 15%. As such, these chats have a very constant role in
the messaging activity of their users. This effect shows that during

Fig. 7 Share of media for each 1-year period. The figure shows the share of
sent media messages (e.g., images, video, and gifs) in the pre-pandemic
year (left) compared to the pandemic year (right).

Fig. 8 Share of days with exceptionally high number of messages than
mean. The figure shows the share of days for each chat where the number
of messages was exceptionally higher (two standard deviations of the
number of messages per day) than its mean. The values of the pre-
pandemic period are colored in blue while the values of the pandemic
period are marked in brown.
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the pandemic year and the need of physical distancing,
communication in WhatsApp became a more regular part of
people’s overall communication behavior. We speculate that
regular in-person communication is now more often comple-
mented by mobile communication. On the other hand, looking at
chats having a share of 7% of days and more with an
exceptionally higher number of messages than mean, an increase
for the pandemic year is visible. The share of days for 7% to 10%
equals 25 to 37 days of the 1-year periods. The main reason for
this change is the sudden spike in messages during the first
lockdown and is shown in Fig. 2. Furthermore, this trend is not
visible when excluding the Mar/Apr periods from the full-year
comparison. On the contrary, for the time after the lockdown,
analysis indicates that more chats developed a regular commu-
nication pattern.

To sum up, concerning RQ2 our evaluation shows that some
changes in communication behavior were also visible beyond the
lockdown, although other metrics have settled back to the initial
value of the pre-pandemic period. In particular, we saw during
the Mar/April 2020 lockdown that the media usage increased and
changed its distribution. However, this cannot be said for the rest
of the pandemic year, where media usage almost returned to the
pre-pandemic level. If we look at the activity per time of day,
however, we see that user behavior is still influenced by the
pandemic and that, in contrast to the pre-pandemic period, mid-
day continues to be the main communication time. By comparing
the share of days with exceptionally higher than mean number of
messages of the pre-pandemic and the pandemic year, the main
observation is that 16.5% of the chats show a very regular
conversation pattern having a 0% share of days with exceptionally
higher than mean number of messages, which is almost twice as
many as in the pre-pandemic year.

Conclusion
This work investigated the impact of the global COVID-19
pandemic on the communication behavior in the mobile instant
messaging (MIM) app WhatsApp. In particular, we collected and
evaluated a large dataset of 2577 private chat histories containing
more than 25 million messages from almost 52,000 users. Based
on this dataset, we investigated the short-term effects of the global
COVID-19 lockdowns in March and April 2020 on the com-
munication behavior compared to the same time span in the
previous year 2019 and show that the communication behavior in
WhatsApp significantly changed during the COVID-19 lock-
down. We found that message frequency severely increased in the
first lockdown months, reaching up to 2.58 times the average
number of messages per day compared to the previous period.
Moreover, the communication activity shifted during the day
towards more communication at mid-day between 9 am and
2 pm, surpassing the previous activity peak in the early evening
hours. In addition, more messages were sent after midnight from
12 am to 3 am compared to the pre-pandemic period, and the
overall distribution of message types changed.

Furthermore, we analyzed the long-term effects of the ongoing
COVID-19 pandemic by comparing the communication in the
entire first pandemic year from March 2020 to February 2021
with the same time span in the pre-pandemic year, i.e., March
2019 to February 2020. Using our data set, we were able to
confirm that there are both short-term and lasting effects of the
pandemic on communication behavior in WhatsApp. A short-
term effect could be observed for the number of sent messages,
which returned to the pre-pandemic level after the initial spike in
communication behavior in March and April 2020. In contrast, a
persisting change was visible in the WhatsApp usage time over
the course of the day. Finally, we noticed a shift towards more

regular communication. This means that the number of days with
exceptionally high numbers of messages drastically reduced in the
pandemic year. Thus, our results showed that the global COVID-
19 lockdown and the ongoing pandemic severely altered the
communication in WhatsApp chats compared to pre-pandemic
time periods. This is in line with related works, which docu-
mented the impact of COVID-19 pandemic on many different
areas of life. Nevertheless, in future work, it has to be checked for
the long-term effects, which of them persist and which aspects
return to pre-pandemic levels, not only for communication in
MIM chats, but for all affected areas of life.

Data availability
The data set analyzed during the current study is not publicly
available due to ongoing research in another project, but is
available after project end from the corresponding author on
reasonable request.
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