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No matter where you are in the world, you’ll likely always remember where you were in 
2020. But in case you forgot, here’s a recap of everything that went down in the app 

universe this year. 

 

   

 



 

 

2021 is upon us, and whether you’re having some doubts about what the New Year will 
bring or looking forward to starting a new chapter, it’s a universal truth that 2020 kept us 
on our toes. The app universe wasn’t immune to the great ups and downs, either. 
COVID-19 hit travel apps hard, while offering a boost to gaming and food delivery apps. 
Apple announced that ad tracking would be an opt-in system on iOS 14, causing 
uncertainty for the future of re-engagement on iOS as a whole. We’d like to offer a 
summary of what happened in the app industry this year, and what we expect to happen 
when we ring in 2021. 

The ups and downs of apps amid COVID-19 
 
This was not a great year for the travel industry on the whole. In March, Apptopia 
compiled data from the top ten airline apps and found that DAU had decreased 6%. 
Travel and hospitality apps saw a 12% decline in traffic by May. Many travel apps such 
as Airbnb saw a pretty significant rebound in installs and DAU in the summer. However, 
with new lockdowns being imposed across Europe and rising case numbers across the 
world, the likelihood of holding onto these gains into 2021 is low. 

On-demand  

On-demand services and food delivery apps saw a period of growth during the 
pandemic. Initial shortages of drivers were quickly patched up as people began ordering 
in rather than going out. Our internal data showed that in France and the US, there was a 
61% spike in downloads from the week of March 9 to the week of March 16, and a 60% 
increase from the week of January 20 to the week of March 23. As regulations were 
relaxed over time, app downloads began to reach normal levels again, but it’s expected 
that they’ll continue to receive in-app revenue as long as social distancing remains 
advisable. This quarter, our partners in on demand and delivery in France generated 
around $4 million in in-app revenue compared to around 226,000 dollars in Q3. We 
expect this trend to continue into 2021. 
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Food delivery app installs globally 
 

 

Ecommerce 

Ecommerce apps got a boost during the pandemic. With individuals less willing and able 
to go out shopping, Appsflyer found that there was a 25% increase in ecommerce app 
installs in Q2 2020 vs. Q1 2020. Business of Apps has reported that this was the most 
profitable Black Friday on record for mobile shopping apps. Users generated 50% more 
in-app revenue this Black Friday than on Black Friday 2019. The 2020 holiday season is 
expected to build on these gains.  

 

Monthly distribution of ecommerce app installs in EMEA  

 

Distribution of EMEA ecommerce app installs from January 2019 to June 2020. Source: Business of Apps / Appsflyer  
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Entertainment streaming and video apps 

Streaming apps saw mixed results. Video streaming soared across all geos, but audio 
streaming didn’t see many changes. In April, downloads for video entertainment 
streaming apps jumped 218% from January 2020. On the other hand, audio streaming 
app installs remained relatively the same. There was a small jump at the end of March, 
but ultimately there was only a 10% increase between the beginning of January and the 
end of April. Some sources even reported that use of audio streaming apps had 
decreased anywhere between seven and 10%, citing a drop in gym visits and time in 
transit as a potential cause. 

 
Digital entertainment and audio streaming installs globally 

 

 
 

 
Video conferencing app downloads dominated the app universe, with Zoom becoming 
the app of choice for educational institutions and remote work globally. TechCrunch 
reported that video conferencing app downloads were 90% higher in the week of March 
15 than the 2019 average.  

Gaming apps 

Gaming apps saw huge download numbers at the start of the pandemic. We reported 
that installs were up 43% between the beginning of Q1 and March of 2020.  
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Gaming app installs globally 

 

 
Appsflyer found that in-app purchase revenue increased 25% during the initial COVID-19 
lockdowns. Casual games were the driving force behind this increase, with a 55% 
increase in revenue. In-app purchase revenue continued this upward trajectory, reaching 
67% between February and August. They also found that non-organic installs for hyper 
casual games increased 250%. Appsflyer attributes this growth to marketers using the 
COVID-19 install spikes to their advantage, and understanding that it was essential to 
capitalize on already high demand. 

Changes to ad tracking on iOS 14 
Apple announced it would change its ad tracking policy to become an opt-in system 
rather than opt-out. It’s as of yet undetermined how the changes will affect the world of 
retargeting, but what’s certain is that the industry will have to fundamentally change. 

 

Example of what happens on iOS 14 when a user opens an app: 1. The user clicks on the app, 2. A pop-up appears asking, “This game 
would like permission to track you across apps and websites owned by other companies. Your data will be used to deliver personal 

offers and advertising offers to you. Don't allow. Ok.” 
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Once a user downloads iOS 14 and opens an app, they’re prompted with a pop-up that 
will ask if they’d like to opt in to ad tracking. If the user responds positively, their IDFA 
(identifier for advertisers) can be collected for retargeting. If they respond negatively, 
their IDFA cannot be collected. This is the overall idea behind the ATT framework, or Ad 
Tracking Transparency framework. But so far there’s a significant amount of gray area in 
terms of how the pop-up can be shown to users, leading to significant confusion for 
marketers and advertisers alike. 

When news first broke, we ran our own internal study with a leading casual gaming 
company to evaluate the opt-in rate for iOS 14. Quite a bit has changed since our initial 
predictions. Apple has continued to make adjustments to their initial announcement, so 
our study isn’t as relevant today as it was when it was first released. As of December this 
year, Appsflyer outlined several different possibilities for IDFA collection. We released a 
myth busting white paper to attempt to demystify the state of retargeting on iOS 14. 

In early December, Apple announced that it would remove apps that do not ask users’ 
permission for IDFA collection from the App Store. It remains to be seen how and when 
this will be enforced, but Apple has sent a clear statement that they plan to greatly 
reduce the capacity for retargeting on iOS. Advertisers and retargeting partners must 
begin working on creative solutions to mitigate the weakening of iOS.  

Cybersecurity and governments entering the app game 
With increased traffic comes increased security risks. At the onset of the pandemic, 
several apps were overwhelmed by their sudden popularity and were plagued by security 
issues. Zoom was notorious for Zoom “bombings,” wherein outside parties would enter 
the call via a public link and wreck havoc. Questions about the lack of end-to-end 
encryption among video conferencing apps also caused concern for cybersecurity 
experts. The fact that these apps were now taking the place of nearly all in-person 
meetings only exacerbated initial security weaknesses. For the time being, Zoom has 
implemented new security features to make its platform more trustworthy, but the reality 
of long-term virtual life is that cybersecurity will be a subject on everyone’s mind. 
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Countries and states also got into the app creation game with contact tracing apps. 
Security concerns were focused on early roll outs, with deficiencies found in Qatar, India 
and apps developed at the state level in the US. France’s AntiCovid app (formerly 
StopCovid) saw a lukewarm reception when it was first released in May. It’s since 
reached nearly 12 million downloads. The app functions via bluetooth and alerts users if 
they’ve come into contact with another user who has reported a positive test in the app. 
It also offered a platform for residents to create a lockdown attestation, statistics about 
the virus in France, and a way to share and report a positive diagnosis. According to the 
latest app data as of writing, around 23,000 individuals have been notified of exposure to 
COVID-19 since the app’s creation in June. Despite privacy concerns from some, it’s likely 
that use of contact tracing apps will continue to be encouraged until populations are 
sufficiently vaccinated. 

What a year, right? 
2020 has been quite a ride for the app universe. Thanks to our dedicated teams working 
from home and our creative problem solving, we’ve been able to help our customers 
mitigate the effects of this tumultuous year on their businesses. We’ve continued to 
optimize our clients’ re-engagement strategies to drive performance, revenue and user 
retention. COVID-19 is here to stay until vaccination becomes the norm, IDFA collection 
will likely continue to be a contentious subject in app retargeting, and questions about 
cybersecurity aren’t going anywhere fast. With all of this in mind, the first months of 2021 
are likely to look a lot like 2020. But being part of an ever-changing industry is as exciting 
as it is unpredictable, and we feel well prepared to continue fueling our clients’ 
businesses for years to come.  
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