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How COVID-19 Transformed the Local Search Landscape

COVID-19 shook the global economy, and local search metrics reflect that impact right down to 
the individual store level. As the pandemic began to affect North America in early 2020, we saw 
an immediate impact on the 400 global enterprise organizations with more than 200,000+ brand 
locations we monitor. 

In this guide, we share aggregate Google My Business (GMB) performance metrics to help 
enterprise brands understand the consumer behavior and local search conversion trends that shaped 
the local business environment throughout the pandemic and into the start of 2021. 

Executive Summary

Total searches, views, clicks, and local 
search conversion actions (clicks to 
call, clicks to website, and clicks for 
driving directions) shed light on how and 
when consumer anxieties, lockdown 
measuring, social distancing, and 
caseloads impacted brands at the local 
level throughout the year. 

For the purposes of this study, we 
categorized locations and their data into 
six primary verticals, which include: 
financial services, business services, 
restaurants, retail, healthcare, and 
hospitality.

All verticals experienced a substantial dip in total views from February until April 2020. While all 
metrics reflected it, the greatest decline was in total views. May and June 2020 brought a rapid 
recovery across most verticals as the initial lockdown eased and by Q4 2020, the percentage of 
growth/decline in many verticals became more cohesive, seeming to move together across metrics.

Total views and searches shared percentage change patterns, while click metrics were more volatile, 
especially in terms of driving directions. In particular, total views may be the best metric of “recovery” 
across all verticals as most seemed to be working their way back towards pre-pandemic January/
February 2020 numbers as time goes on.

Let’s begin by examining how COVID-19 impacted local search and conversion metrics, then explore 
the impact on specific verticals.
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How COVID-19 Transformed the Local Search Landscape

The Coronavirus pandemic had a rollercoaster effect on local search behavior in 2020 as shifting 
public health recommendations, stay-at-home orders, and COVID-19 rates of infection collectively 
impacted consumer behavior. Total searches and total views across all industries reflected the 
progression and impact of the global pandemic. 

How COVID-19 Impacted Local Consumers’ 
Search Behavior

March and April brought drops in total clicks, but they were extremely small compared to other 
metrics. As the pandemic wore on and even routine outings became fraught with questions about 
store closures and safety measures, consumers’ informational needs grew. This is reflected in 
relatively high total clicks from May onward.

Local Search Trends Map Consumer Concerns & Informational Needs

March and April 2020 brought dramatic declines in total searches as many workplaces closed and 
Americans were advised, or ordered, to shelter in place. 

Local searches began to rebound sharply in May as restrictions lifted in some areas, a trend that 
stayed strong into June. Throughout the rest of the year, search volume and total search views waxed 
and waned as regions of the United States experienced waves of COVID-19 cases and responded in 
turn.
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How COVID-19 Transformed the Local Search Landscape

Clicks to call skyrocketed in March for 
most verticals, with financial services 
peaking in April and business services 
peaked in May. Phone call clicks showed 
the most volatility among verticals until 
August.

With all the uncertainty about what 
constituted an “essential business,” people 
may have been verifying whether a 
business was open during the early months 
of the pandemic. Things seemed to calm 
for the remainder of the year.

Phone Call Clicks

Website Clicks

As the pandemic closed down the 
economy, website clicks were high in 
March and April. 

Growth began to soften in May, remained 
relatively stable through the summer, and 
then dropped in September and remained 
consistent in October. There was another 
drop in November and a rebound in 
December.

Driving Direction Clicks

Clicks for driving directions plummeted 
in May and June as delivery became the 
preferred shopping fulfillment method for 
many. 

As local businesses launched online 
shopping and curbside pickup options 
and many reopened (albeit some on 
a restricted basis or with capacity 
limitations), requests for directions from 
local search picked up again.
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How COVID-19 Transformed the Local Search Landscape

Search views for the financial services vertical were strong in early 2020, prior to COVID-19 
reaching the US. We saw a large decline in views from March until May and although this metric has 
steadily risen since, it is not back to pre-COVID figures.

Total searches and clicks have been on the same rebound trajectory but have surpassed January 
2020 numbers. 

Financial Services 

Searches and Views

The financial services vertical saw unusually 
high growth in total searches in July compared 
to other verticals. 

This may be because as the pandemic 
threatened jobs and the economy, consumers 
sought more information to aid in their unique 
financial situation.

Financial services continued to have an inverse 
relationship with business services for much of 
2020 until Q4. 

Clicks and Conversion Actions

Unlike other verticals that saw a sharp decline in 
April, click and conversion actions for financial 
services peaked in April, perhaps in part due to 
the arrival of the first federal stimulus payments. 
The percentage change growth remained high 
initially into May before a sharp decline even as 
other verticals began to see positive growth. 

Clicks and conversion actions for driving 
directions hit a low in April before peaking in 
July and falling off again. Clicks to the website 
remained consistent throughout. 
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The business services sector as a whole was hit hard by the global pandemic and has continued to 
struggle since. What started as a strong year in terms of views plummeted in March, only beginning 
to regain traction in June. 

Local searches and views took a huge hit in March and April 2020. The business services vertical 
recorded the largest percentage changes for all metrics, rocketing up in most metrics in May 2020.

Business Services 

Searches and Views

It was the only vertical to peak dramatically in 
May, and three businesses primarily seem to 
account for this spike in total views:

• A leading beauty franchise had a 462%   
 month over month increase
• A leading hair care franchise enjoyed a   

 317% month over month increase 
• A leading logistics company had a 180%   

 month over month increase. 

While only the percentage change of total 
views is listed here, each of these business 
services saw massive gains in their other 
metrics.

Clicks and Conversion Actions

All click metrics, with the exception of driving 
directions, showed much lower growth during 
March than in other verticals. 

In fact, growth declined while all other verticals 
grew in April. This is in keeping with the impact 
of the stay-at-home order and many businesses 
having to close their doors.

Clicks for driving directions regained traction in 
June and have been on the rise since mid-year, 
indicating consumers are once again interested 
in driving to a business service.
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How COVID-19 Transformed the Local Search Landscape

Without question, sit-down restaurants were among those hardest hit by the fallout from COVID-19. 
In many states, public health regulations forced restaurants to pivot to delivery and takeout only, 
which aligns with the decrease in search behavior.

As a result, views and clicks were down all of 2020. Only clicks to phone calls and clicks to website 
metrics have surpassed pre-COVID metrics. 

Restaurants 

Sit-Down Searches and Views

The percentage growth in December was near 
the bottom of most metrics, which is likely 
connected to elevated winter COVID case 
rates (although it could also be seasonal).

Total Searches and Views have yet to return to 
pre-pandemic levels for this vertical.

Sit-Down Clicks & Conversions

Clicks for driving directions plummeted in April 
and May as many restaurants were forced to 
close their doors. Not knowing yet just how 
long the pandemic would last, many dine-in 
establishments had simply closed temporarily 
and were not yet offering curbside pickup, 
takeout, and delivery.

At the same time, we saw an increase in clicks 
to call and clicks to website as local customers 
sought out the most up-to-date information 
about the status of their favorite sit-down 
restaurants.
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How COVID-19 Transformed the Local Search Landscape

Restaurants (continued)

Quick-Serve Searches and Views

Like their sit-down counterparts, quick-service 
restaurants were hit hard by COVID-19. Total 
views took a sharp decline in March before 
making a comeback in June and then holding 
steady. 

Searches have been on the rise since August. 

Quick-Serve Clicks & Conversions 

Total clicks from local search increased 
dramatically in May as consumers sought to 
support local restaurants and many became 
more comfortable with getting food to go. Much 
of this can be attributed to increased clicks for 
driving directions, which spiked to a far greater 
degree than for sit-down restaurants. 

Clicks to websites and clicks to call remained 
relatively stable, likely because consumers don’t 
necessarily need to order ahead at quick-service 
establishments. Their most pressing needs are to 
ensure the location is open and find out how to 
get there.
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In the same vein as the restaurants and business services sectors, retailers were initially hit hard by 
COVID-19. Overall, retail showed the most consistent performance in 2020, with limited drops and 
gains in many metrics. 

Retail clicks saw the smallest declines across all verticals, with clicks to website and driving directions 
experiencing only small drops throughout the year, but as of December 2020 were on the rise.  

Retail

Searches and Views

Total views and searches both plummeted in 
March and April 2020 before slowly starting to 
rally in May (not the sharp rebounds enjoyed 
by businesses in other verticals).

From October-December 2020, total views 
had surpassed pre-pandemic levels. Total 
searches have also been trending upwards, 
reaching their peak in December 2020 due in 
large part to holiday shopping. 

Of all verticals, retail experienced less 
turbulence than other verticals affected by 
COVID-19. 

Clicks and Conversion Actions

As expected, clicks for driving directions fell 
from February to April as many locations were 
closed due to the pandemic. However, retail did 
not experience the same sweeping highs and 
lows as other verticals. 

This could be because of all verticals, retail 
is where shoppers are most comfortable 
with e-commerce and home delivery. As 
businesses were able to reopen, the retail sector 
experienced sharp growth, while other verticals 
dropped or stagnated. 
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The healthcare industry, to no surprise, had one of its strongest years in terms of local marketing 
metrics. Searchers were eager to find more information regarding the COVID-19 virus and where 
they could be treated. 

In turn, healthcare didn’t see the dramatic declines in views, searches, clicks, and conversions that 
other verticals experienced. 

Healthcare

Searches and Views

Views for healthcare facilities took a dramatic 
dip in April of 2020, as the majority of the 
nation were under strict orders for individuals 
to remain at home unless shopping for 
essential items. COVID-19 tests were hard to 
come by without doctor approval, which may 
contribute to the decline in views and searches.

Searches began to quickly rebound in June 
and have been steadily gaining traction since. 
Searches nearly recovered by November to 
pre-pandemic figures. Views also continue to 
rebound, however not as drastically as searches 
have.

Clicks and Conversion Actions

Clicks and conversions were on the rise 
throughout most of 2020. Searchers took action 
when visiting healthcare listings, whether calling 
a location to get more information, visiting their 
website, or finding driving directions.

Clicks to phone calls and clicks to websites far 
surpassed pre-pandemic numbers, and clicks 
to driving directions were very close to what 
we saw at the beginning of 2020. Healthcare 
providers and facilities can take comfort 
knowing that the searchers visiting their listings 
are taking action to become potential patients.
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The hospitality industry was perhaps one of the hardest hit at the onset of the pandemic due to 
warnings against travel and tourism.

While February and March were hard-hitting months for the hospitality industry, we saw views and 
searches slightly recover in June, as hotels became a necessity for essential workers who were on the 
frontline combatting the virus. 

Hospitality

Searches and Views

After starting the year off strong in January, 
both searches and views plummeted in March. 
By June both searches and views started 
making a slow comeback, and have remained 
steady since. This is likely because tourists are 
still apprehensive to travel given the anxiety of 
flying in a crowded plane. 

As travel restrictions begin to lift, we anticipate 
the hospitality industry will begin to see their 
search and view metrics continue to slowly gain 
traction.

Clicks and Conversion Actions

Total clicks started off strong in 2020 and 
declined sharply in April and May, recovering 
to nearly pre-pandemic figures July through 
September. Declines in November and 
December were on trend with 2019, when total 
sales and passenger trips between October and 
November declined 17% and 16%, respectively.

Conversion actions took a dramatic dip in 
April and May, however we began to see them 
largely recover in July through September. While 
fewer consumers may have been searching and 
viewing hotel listings, the ones who were were 
taking action in the early part of 2020 and then 
again July through September.

https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20201217005948/en/US-Travel-Agency-Air-Ticket-Sales-Slow-Down-in-November
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Without question, COVID-19 had a massive impact on the local search landscape in 2020. Across 
the over 200,000 locations in all verticals that Rio SEO tracks, local searches were volatile, with 
initial drops, recovery, more volatility, and a gradual return to pre-pandemic levels.

Hospitality local marketing metrics have nowhere near recovered to pre-pandemic figures, however 
we continue to see them slowly rise with time.

Virtual healthcare visits rose in 2020, as well as the need for healthcare brands to display new safety-
related attributes in their local listings. In fact, there was a 154% increase in telehealth visits during 
the last week of March 2020, compared with the same period in 2019, a trend that became highly 
popular in the healthcare industry in 2020 as patients opted for virtual visits rather than in-person. 

Many searchers were seeking more information related to where they could get a COVID-19 test 
and if an appointment is required to get a COVID-19 test. More recently, many are curious to know 
where they can get the COVID-19 vaccine, if eligible. 

The verticals that were able to pivot to respond to the uncertain economic climate weathered the 
pandemic storm better, but no sector was left untouched and unaffected. 

We will continue to assess and share ongoing search data for all of the aforementioned industries on 
a monthly basis on our local marketing blog.

Conclusion

Rio SEO simplifies complex local marketing by empowering enterprise brands with software solutions 
that engage customers throughout the search ecosystem. Our heritage as search experts combined 
with our first-class service drives tangible results for some of the nation’s most recognizable brands.

858.529.5005
www.rioseo.com
info@rioseo.com

https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/69/wr/mm6943a3.htm
https://www.rioseo.com/blog/
https://twitter.com/Rio_SEO
https://www.linkedin.com/company/rioseo/
https://www.facebook.com/RioSEO/
http://www.rioseo.com

