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2019-2020: Duolingo Had a Problem

hallen e O The Question: How do you make language learning

culturally relevant when competitors (Babbel, Rosetta
n a Stone, Memrise) have bigger budgets and similar products?

Despite being a leading language-learning app,
Duolingo struggled to ditferentiate on social media:

X Generic educational content
X No brand personality

X Product-first approach

X Forgettable in feed

The Reality: Users wanted to be entertained, not
sold to. Early TikTok content flopped because it
focused on features instead of fun.

The turning point came in September 2021...



The Opportunity:
TikTok's Billion-User Moment

Entertainment-first

content wins l BILLION Gsinrziizf;\:ls
ACTIVE clculy on leTok

(not educational lectures)

W Kok
AUTHENTICITY TIK 1Ok "IF PEOPLE ARE ON THE

OVER POLISH” TIKTOK APP, THEY'RE NOT
Mascots and characters ()N ()URS

can drive engagement - zarap Global Socil Media Manager

T'he Question: What if we stopped trying to teach on social media and
started entertaining instead?




DUOLINGO’S STRATEGIC BET

Traditional Edu-Tech

e Serious educational
e Product features
e Polished Content

Duolingo's Bet

Strateqgic Bet e Make Du.o a creator
e Personality over

TikTok Reality: broduct

e Controlled chaos

e Fun chaotic
e Entertainment
e Raw. authentic

The Strategic Bel: Transform Duo the Owl from passive mascot
into an unhinged ereator with his own personality, participating
in trends like a person, not a brand.




THE STRATEGY - EMBRACE THE CHAOS

Instead of repurposing educational content, Duolingo made a radical shitt:

The Formula That Changed Everything:
DUQ + TRENDING SOUNDS + FUNNY/CHAQS = VIRAL SUCCESS

© Duo as character 4 Fast execution  Jd Trending sounds s Entertainment > Education

@ Platform - specific content = Community -first % No fear of cringe

The Result: “Duo” became a
\.' ‘, cultural icon, not just a mascot.
L




Duolingo’s Platform-Specific Strategy

Duolingo doesn't repurpose content - they create FOR each platform.

)

©)

Follower Count

16.8M followers

1.2M followers

Growing (430% T in Shorts views)

Engagement Rate

16.5% avg engagement

4% avg engagement

Underutilized opportunity

Strategy

Unhinged Duo content, trends,

memes, chaos energy

Polished but playful Reels,
carousels, brand aesthetic

Music videos, serialized content
("Living With Lily"), long - form vlogs

Cadence

Daily (sometimes multiple)

Few times /week

Occasional uploads

Tone

Close friend (raw, chaotic)

Colleague (relatable, fun)

Entertainment (produced, storytelling)

The Bottom Line: Same brand voiee, different executions. TikTok = reach.
Instagram = engagement. YouTube = depth (and biggest gap).




What Makes Duolingo's Content Go Viral:
Six Recurring Content Themes

Menacing Duo

‘Do your lesson or else’
Duo looming over users
Passive-aggressive
notifications

Why it works: Leans into
existing meme

Thirst Traps

Duo twerking, "attractive’

poses
Obsession with Dua Lipa
Butt-lift surgery content
Why it works: Absurdist
humor, self-aware

Trend Hijacking

Participating in every viral
dance/challenge

Using trending sounds
within hours

POV formats, cultural
moments

Why it works: Algorithm
boost, cultural relevance

Pop Culture Moments

Barbie, K-pop, Squid Game,

Brat Summer

Charli XCX concerts,
celebrity reactions

Major events (Super Bow],
holidays)

Why it works: Borrowed
interest, massive reach

Chaos/Absurdist Humor

Random, unhinged content
Breaking fourth wall
Completely unexpected
moments

Why it works:
Unpredictability =
shareability

Community Engagement

Witty comment replies (in
character)

Duetting user content
Celebrating user wins
Why it works: Makes
users feel seen, drives

loyalty




SUPERBOWL 2024

o Conce?t: Ssec. ad: Duo with
butt-litt by Dr. Miami;
Simultaneous push
notification to 99 % of users
Innovation: First multi-
screen experience Super
Bowl ad

e The Result: One of most
talked-about ads despite
fraction of cost

MAJOR CAMPAIGNS:
HOW DUOLINGO BROKE THE INTERNET

"BUTTCEPTION"

"DUO IS DEAD"

EARLY 2025

e Concept: Killed off mascot;
ocial blackout with cryptic
messages; App icon changed
to reflect campaign

e The Result: Massive viral
moment, millions of views,
earned media coverage

e The Payoff: Obviously Duo
|came back - built into brand
ore

"DUO ON ICE"

APRIL 1, 2024

e Concept: multi-platform
rollout; Fake live show
announcement with full
]i)_roduction.

 The Result: Viral campaign,
users genuinely disappointed
it was fake

e Why it Worked: So
outrageous it seemed
believable - perfect April
Fools

These aren't random stunts - they're caleulated risks tied to

cultural moments and brand lore. The formula: absurd coneept + full commitment = millions in
earned media for a fraction of traditional ad costs.
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The Results: Explosive Growth Across Social Media

Social Media Performance:

TikTok Followers 50k 16.8M +33,500%
\ TikTok Engagement Rate ~6% (industry avg) 16.5% 3x industry average /
§ Monthly Active Users 40.5M 116.7M +188% /
Daily Active Users ~14M 50M+ +257%
§ Paid Subscribers ~3M 9 5M +217% ‘
80% of new users come from organie social channels.
The strategy didn't just create viral moments - it built a user acquisition engine with 16.5%
' engagement (3x competitors) that directly drove app growth and subscriptions.

—— U\ N/



The Results: Explosive Growth Across Business Impact

Business Impact:

2023 2024 2025

(projected)

 Revenue: ~$250M * Revenue: $53TM  Revenue: $748M e Revenue: ~$964M
* YoY Growth: N/A * YoY Growth: +44% e YoY Growth: +41% * YoY Growth: +40%

-4 80% of new users come from organic channels

4 10M+ users have streaks of 1+ year Total lati .
4 960M cumulative downloads (2024) oral cumuiarive revenue.

£ Top-grossing education app on App Store & Google Play S1.8B+
4 YouTube Shorts views: +430% YoY (2024)

The Bottom Line: Social media beecame a user acquisition engine,
not just a marketing channel.




Platform-Native Content

e Not repurposing - creating FOR
each platform

e TikTok # Instagram #
YouTube

e Understanding platform culture
and audience expectations

o WhP/ it Matters: Same content
performs differently across

latforms. Duolingo optimizes

or each.

Controlled Chaos

e Looks random but is strategic
e Trend monitoring team + fast
execution (hours, not days)

e A/B testing everythin
e Why it Matters: Speed +
strategy = cultural relevance.

Consistent Character

e Every post feels "in character’

Why DuolingojsiStrategy: Works:6{GoielPrinciples

Duo has a personality: chaos
gremlin, menacing, lovable

e Even CEO appears in skits

Why it Matters: People follow
personalities, not products.

No Fear of Cringe

Willing to be weird, take risks

e Not worried about

"professionalism’
Trust In creative team
autonom

Why it Métters: Breakthrough
content requires risk - taking.

Community-First

e Engaging in comments (witty,
in-character)

e Celebrating users, making fans
feel seen ;

e User-generated content
encouga ed ’

e Why it Matters: Two-way
conversation builds loyalty (not
broadcasting).

Entertain > Educate

e Social media isn't for teaching -
it's for reminding users to open
the app

e Education is byproduct, fun is
the product

e Why it matters: "When you see
an owl twerking on TikTok, the
first thing that comes to mind is,
'Oh, I haven't done my Duolingo
today.” — CMO Manu Orssau



Why WHY DUO IS HARD TO COPY
C Ompetitors First-mover in unhinged edu-tech -

Detined the category
, O Duo is a cultural icon - 3+ years of
can t Repllcate character development
Community built around chaos - Users

. expect and love the unhinged content
e Babbel: Too corporate; serious content Operational head start - Competitors are

e Rosetta Stone: Traditional Marketing 2-3 years behind in execution
that's out of touch with Gen Z

e Memrise: Cute but doesn't stand out

e Busuu: Educational focused

Authenticity - Copying now would look
inauthentic

e Babbel engagement rate: "2% (vs. DUOLINGO'S ADVANTAGE:
Duolingo's 16.5%

e Rosetta Stone TiLTok: 100K followers (vs.

. /[\)Auohf?g?'sé 16{-8/‘/\) ot o vt Built the unhinged brand over
emrise: sate content = low virality years. Can't be copied overnight.




WHAT MARKETERS CANLEARN FROM DUOLINGO?

1. Don't Be Afraid to Break Category Norms: Edu-tech doesn't have to be serious. Your category's "rules” might
be holding you back.

2. Character > Company: People follow personalities, not corporate accounts. Give your brand a face (mascot,
spokesperson, or distinct voice).

3. Speed Matters: Duolingo posts within hours of trends emerging (not days or weeks). Cultural relevance
requires speed.

4. Let Your Community Lead : Fans made Duo a meme (threatening notifications). Duolingo leaned in instead of
tighting it.

5. Platform-Native Content Wins: Stop repurposing. Create FOR each platform's culture and format.

6. Entertainment IS Marketing: Platform-Native Content Wins: Stop repurposing. Create FOR each platform's
culture and format.

7. Give Your Team Autonomy: Duolingo's social team has freedom to experiment without layers of approval.
Trust your creatives.

The Bottom Line: Duolingo proved that with the right strategy, even "boring" products
can become cultural phenomena. It's not about budget - it's about bravery.




THE DUOLOGS: DUO’S TRAVEL DIARIES

A character-led cultural celebration campaign

The Concept:

Duo visits his friends around the world
during their cultural celebrations. Each
character acts as a cultural
ambassador, teaching Duo (and users)
about their heritage, traditions, and
language - all through Duolingo's
signature chaotic humor.

"ONE DUQ. MANY FRIENDS. ENDLESS CULTURES.” &

The Core ldea: Duo's friends show him their world. He's excited, he's messy, he gets it
wrong - but he learns. And so do users.




Why Existing Characters?

Brand Equity Already Exists

e No intro needed; characters &
personalities already established

Authentic Cultural Representation

e Characters designed with cultural
backgrounds; organic cultural ambassadors

Proven Character Content Success
e campaign scales previous success globally

Cost-Effective Execution

e Existing voice actors and design assets;
[mmediate implementation possibe

Strategic Foundation: Leveraging Duolingo's Character Universe

How It Works

Duo = The Learner
e Lovable tourist visiting friends; entushiastic

learner through Duo-style chaos
Characters = The Teachers

e Cultural ambassadors; Patient but playful
educators; Share heritages & traditions

Cultural Celebrations = The Classroom

e Real holidays tied to moments that matter
to communities; educational + entertaining

Multi-Platform = The Delivery

e shortform moments on TT/Insta; cultural
storytelling on Youtube; inapp course
promotions, cultural badges, &rewards

T'he Mission: This campaign celebrates the diversity already built into Duolingo's universe
while expanding character storylines beyvond the app - and filling the YouTube content
gap identified in the analysis.



O
Platform

Strate
ContentFlow

Content Timeline Per Celebration:

1 Week Before: Announcement

3-5 Days Before: Teasers

Event Day: Full activation (shorts + vlog)
2-3 Days After: Wrap-up + language
CTA

YouTube vlogs become evergreen
content - users ean revisit The DUOLOGS
anytime to learn about celebrations
yvear-round.

Format: 10-15 second Videos

Cadence: Daily posts during event week
Content: Duo meets character — Cultural
Mistake — learns lesson — Quick puns &
humor — User Challenges

Tone: Fast, chaotic, shareable

Format: 3-5 min viogs

Cadence: One vlog per celebration
Concept: Full cultural tour — Traditions
explained — Food, music, celebration —
Heartfelt Insights = Complete Celebration
Tone: Educational + entertaining

Format: Course integration

Cadence: Limited-time promotions
Content: Featured language courses; 2x XP
bonuse; cultural badges; Character stickers;
Goal: Language engagement



The DUOLOGS: Osear's Cinco de Mayo

WHY OSCAR?

Oscar brings artistic and cultural

depth to the celebration - exploring

Mexican art, murals, and traditions
through his educator lens.

e Art teacher

e appreciates
culture and
history

e patient
educator

# Mercado: Duo tries to order
tacos, mispronounces everything.
Oscar gently corrects.
Mural Art Walk: Showcase
famous Mexican murals and
explains Cinco de Mayo's historical
significance

Mariachi Plaza: Oscar
introduces Duo to mariachi music.
Duo tries to play trumpet, honks
terribly.
B Celebration: Street party with
papel picado, fireworks, dancing.

CONTENT

TikTok Short (10 sec):

Duo covered in salsa after
taco fail, Oscar laughin
Caption: "Duo’s Spanis
needs work @&
#TheDUOLOGS’

YouTube Vlog (4 min):

"The DUOLOGS: Oscar's
Cinco de Mayo Tour”

Full cultural journey
— CTA: "Learn
Spanish with Oscar
on Duolingo!”

TikTok captures the chaos (salsa everywhere) and YouTube provides the context (why Cinco de Mayo
matters). The DUOLOGS work across platforms because each serves a different learning need.




THE DUOLOGS: LIN § LUCY'S LUNAR NEW YEAR

WHY LIN § LUCY? THE TOUR CONTENT

Multi- generational celebration is Dumpling Making: Lucy teaches TikTok Short (10 sec):

erfect for family-focused the ancient family recipe. Duo tries to e Duo's dumplings falling apart,

ﬁoliday. The three-generation ';"V'Srsﬁvnﬂg'r'ggs' they fall apart Lucy and Lin laughing

dynamic of Lucy, Lin, and Duo © Red Envelope Tradition: Lucy e (Caption: "Duo’s got a lot to
(eager learner) Is perfect for Lunar explains £L€1 - red envelopes with learn " & #TheDUOLOGS'
New Year's emphasis on family money for good luck. Lin shows Duo

and honoring ancestors. how to write "f&" (fortune) in .
8 Chinese characters. YouTube Vlog (5 min):

@ Lantern Festival Prep: Lucy and Lin "The DUOLOGS: Three

hang red lanterns together. Lucy -
shares stories of past Lunar New Generations Celebrate Lunar

Years. terribly. New Year

< Dragon Dance & Fireworks: Family traditions = CTA:

Massive celebration through city "Learn Mandarin with Lin &
streets. Dragon dance, firecrackers, Lucy on Duolingo!”

family reunion dinner,

Pairing characters (Lin %Lucy} creates dynamie storytelling. The DUOLOGS can feature
solo guides OR character teams - flexible format, endless combinations.




THE DUOLOGS: VIKRAM'S DIWALI

WHY VIKRAM? CONTENT

Vikram's welcoming
Bersonality embodies
iwali's spirit of joy,

light, and new
beginnings. His
genuine kindness
makes every mistake
Duo makes feel like a
learning opportunity,
not a failure. Perfect
teacher for a
celebration about
spreading light and
positivity.

< Diya Lighting: Vikram teaches Duo
about diyas - symbols of light over
darkness. Duo tries to arrange them in
traditional patterns, accidentally
knocks several over.

% Rangoli Art: Vikram shows Duo
how to create rangoli. Duo
enthusiastically pours colored powder
everywhere. Colors explode in chaos.
%% Sweet Treats: Vikram introduces
traditional sweets: gulab jamun, jalebi,
barfi. Duo tries to make them, creates
colorful disasters.

Celebration of Lights: Full Diwali
celebration - thousands of diyas lit,
fireworks over the city, family
gathering, traditional dress.

TikTok Short (10 sec):

Duo covered in colored
rangoli powder, Vikram
laughing Warmlg

Caption: "Duo brought the
colors! @ < #TheDUOLOGCS®

YouTube Vlog (4 min):

"The DUOLOGS: Celebrating
Diwali with Vikram’

Festival of Lights

journey — CTA: "Learn
Hindi with Vikram on
Duolingo!”

India is a massive ﬁrowth market for Duolingo. The DUOLOGS spotlight high-priority markets
through culturally relevant characters - entertainment that drives strategic business goals.




Year-Round Engagement Opportunities

Cinco de Mayo
Lunar Ne arnival

W @ .y,

|
Christmas <<

Oktoberfest
Dia de Ios muetros Diwali

oyl

Each cultural eelebration can be a standalone DUOLOGS episode featuring different
characters. Not sequential, not forced - just authentic moments tied to real holidays that
matter to communities worldwide.




The DUOLOGS: A Recurring Annual Campaign

@5)

Expansion Opportunities Flexible Frameworks

Additional characters available: ﬁ e Start with 6 -8 moments, scale to 12 +

: . based on performance
e |lunior + Eddy: Thanksgiving (USA). p : .
father-<on tréditions giving (USA) e Characters can appear in multiple

e Lily: Halloween or indie music festivals . Eglﬁ?;?ﬁgo dnusc(eOr?g\?vr c:hgg:c):(tlce:?s *a'SFrance)
(UK /USA), alternative culture

e Bea: Going on an African Safari Duolingo expands universe

e Falstaff: Wildcard appearances, comic
relief in any celebration
e Zari celebrating Eid with family

Each DUOLOGS episode is standalone econtent that lives on YouTube forever. Unlike
one-off stunts, this campaign builds an evergreen library of cultural content that
drives language learning vear after vear.




STRATEGICFIT § EXPECTED IMPACT

Builds on Strengths Fills Key Gaps

Leverages proven Strategy: e YouTube: Shorts views +430% but followers lag -
e Chaos humor already in brand DUOLOGS create sustained presence
e Entertainment first approach with Duo as the star  International Focus: Centers 90% non-US user base

° |_|V|ng with |_||y shows character content works ° Recurring Strategy: Annual celebrations = sustainable
cadence (not one-off stunts)able, scalable format

« Evergreen library: Content lives on YouTube forever

Drives Business Goals Differentiated Strategy

e Acquisition: Cultural communities see themselves  Can't be copied: 10 characters with backstories since
represented 2020

e Engagement: +20% starts in featured languages during e First-mover: No edu-tech competitor does character-
celebrations led cultural content

 Retention: Annual hooks - "What's the next DUOLOG?" « Operational advantage: Existing voice actors, design

e Monetization: Course promotions + character merch assets - immediate execution
expansion « Brand equity: Users already love these characters

The DUOLOGS turn Duolingo's diverse character universe into a sustainable content engine that fills
the YouTube gap, celebrates international users, and creates emotional connection beyond app utility.




Social:

e TT/IG views: 5SM+ per DUOLOG

 Engagement rate: Maintain
]50/0+

e Hashtag #TheDUOLOGS: 50K+
posts

Youtube:

e Views per vlog: IM+

e Subscriber growth: +25% YoY

e Watch time: 3+ min avg (80%
completion)

Community:

e User-generated content
e Earned media: $5M+ value

Course Engagement:

e Featured language starts: +30%
during celebration
e Paid subscription conversions

User Aquisition:
e App downloads: +15% in
featured countries

e Organic referrals: 80%+ of new
users

Retention:
e Recurring DUOLOG viewership
e Streak maintenance
Monetization:
e Premium subscriptions: +10%

e Cultural badges, XP boosts
e Character merchandise sales

Sentiment:

* Positive mentions: +25%
(cultural representation)

e NPS: +10 points in featured
markets

Awareness:

* |nternational brand awareness:
+200/o

e Share of voice: Maintain #1 in
edu-tech

Long-Term:

e Press coverage (major outlets)
e YouTube follower gap closes
e Evergreen content value

Success = High enﬁagement + course starts + cultural impaect. If The DUOLOGS drive

language learning t

rough celebration, entertainment becomes education's best friend.




Mitigating Risk: Anticipating Objections (1/2)

Our Mitigation Strategy

Concern

Cultural Sensitivity Risk
I Misrepresenting traditions, stereotyping,
getting culture wrong

1.Hire cultural consultants per celebration; 2. Work with local creators (co-create

content); 3. Characters guide, don't mock; 4. Internal review with cultural advisory
board

Character Overload

I Too many characters weakens Duo’s
brand

1.Duo always stars - characters are guides; 2. Clear hierarchy maintained; 3. Test
with 3 DUOLOCGs before scalingl 4. Monitor Duo brand tracking metrics

Execution Complexity

I Multi-platform production demands are
high

1.Phased rollout: 3 celebrations Year 1, scale to 6-8 Year 2; 2. Reuse assets
(voiceovers, character animations); 3. In-house production (already have creative
team); 4. Template-based approach for consistency

Market Backlash Risk

I Incorrect portrayal alienates community

1.Cultural consultants review ALL content pre-launch; 2. Beta test with community
members; 3. Monitor sentiment real-time during launch; 4. Prepared response plan
If concerns arise

Continued on next slide >




Mitigating Risk: Anticipating Objections (2/2)

Concern

Our Mitigation Strategy

Engagement Risk

I Users might not connect with format

1."Living With Lily" already proved demand; 2. Start with 3 high-confidence
celebrations (proven interest); 3. A/B test formats (solo vs. paired characters);
4. Pivot based on performance data

Budget Overrun Risk
I Production costs (cultural consultants, local
creators, multi-platform) exceed projections

1.Fixed budget per DUOLOCG; 2. reuse existing assets; 3. phased investment
(prove ROI before scaling)

YouTube Algorithm Risk

I Long-form content doesn't get
recommended, fails to close follower gap

1.Cross - promote from TikTok (where we dominate); 2. optimize
titles /thumbnails for search; 3. leverage existing “Living With Lily"
subscriber base

Biggest mitigation: Start small (3 DUOLOGs), learn fast, scale smart. Cultural
authenticity is non-negotiable - if we can't do it right, we don't do it.




Any

Questions?




APPENDIX: SOURCES

Duolingo Social Media Strategy:
e RivallQ, "The Secrets Behind Duolingo's TikTok Marketing Strategy” (November 2023)
e Brand24, "Duolingo Social Media Strategy: How Effective is it? Report [2025]" (September 2025)
e Socialinsider, "Duolingo's TikTok Strategy: Insights & Data" (August 2025)
e Content Grip, "What marketers can learn from Duolingo's TikToEE strategy’ (April 2025)
e Sprout Social, "How Duolingo Created a Formula for Success on TikTok” (May 2024)
* Digital Native, "How Duolingo Grew lts TikTok to 6.6M Followers™ (May 2023)
o Adweek, "Hi! It's Duo: The /\%arke’ring Strategy Behind the Internet's Favorite Green Menace"” (April 2025)
e NoGood, "Duolingo Social Media Strategy: Unhinged Stunts" (March 2025)

Business Metrics & Growth:
Business of Apps, "Duolingo Revenue and Usage Statistics (2025)"
Electroig, "Duolingo Statistics By Revenue, Users and Facts (2025)" (November 2025)

e Duolingo Investor Relations, "Shareholder Letter Q4 /FY 2024" (February 2025)
* Duolingo Investor Relations, "Q3 2025 Earnings Report” (November 2025)
e Statista, "Duolingo Inc. Annual Revenue 2024" and "Quarterly Revenue 2024"

Viral Campaign:
e Stryve Digital Marketing, "Duolingo perfected the multichannel marketing campaign” (August 2025)
e Content Grip, "Why Duolingo's silence on social could be a bold strategy” (May 2025)
e Euronews, "Nothing lost in translation as Duolingo sees robust growth in 2024" (February 2025)

Character Information:
. Du0|o|ome’r, "Duolingo Character Names - The COMPLETE Guide" (April 2022)
e Duolingo Blog, "How Zari, Beaq, Lily, Lucy, and Lin came to life" (March 2022)

This case study was developed for portfolio purposes. All data is from publicly available sources.




