Duolingo: When Viral Marketing Backfires
Chapter 16 Teaching Case and Instructor Discussion Guide
Primary focus: Chapter 16 — Promotion Using Earned Media, Owned Media, and Social Media
Secondary focus: Chapter 15 — Advertising     |     Suggested discussion time: 30–40 minutes
Teaching approach: Students read the existing Duolingo case opener before class. The instructor then introduces the AI-first controversy as a new development, asks students to imagine themselves on Duolingo’s marketing team in May 2025, and leads discussion before revealing what the company later did.
Part 1. Introduce the crisis
STUDENT-FACING MATERIAL  |  3–4 MINUTES
Duolingo’s AI-First Controversy
By early 2025, Duolingo had become one of the world’s most recognizable brands on social media. Millions followed the outrageous antics of Duo, its green owl mascot. Its content attracted attention, encouraged sharing, and generated free publicity.
Then something unexpected happened.
On April 28, 2025, Duolingo CEO Luis von Ahn publicly announced that the company was adopting an “AI-first” strategy. Artificial intelligence would play a larger role in how Duolingo operated and developed its language-learning products.
The announcement included several important changes:
Duolingo would gradually stop using contractors for work that AI could handle.
Teams would be expected to consider automation before adding employees.
Employees’ use of AI would become part of performance evaluations.
The company would use AI to develop language-learning content more quickly.
The response was not what Duolingo expected. Thousands of angry social media comments criticized the company for appearing to prioritize technology over people. Some consumers threatened to delete the app or cancel subscriptions. Others worried that AI-generated lessons would reduce the quality of language instruction.
The criticism spread across social media and attracted substantial news coverage. Ironically, the same social media audiences that had enthusiastically shared Duolingo’s humorous posts were now sharing complaints about the company.
Duolingo’s CEO later acknowledged that his original announcement had lacked sufficient context. The company reduced its provocative social media posts and began emphasizing more positive messages.
DECISION POINT: Imagine you are on Duolingo’s marketing team in May 2025. Your CEO wants the company to continue adopting AI, but the brand’s reputation is under pressure. What should you do?
Source note: Duolingo’s April 2025 announcement and subsequent clarification; Fortune coverage (June 2025) and Q2 2025 earnings discussion. The scenario summarizes documented controversy without assuming all criticisms were accurate.
Part 2. Discussion questions and instructor notes
INSTRUCTOR-ONLY MATERIAL
Stage A. Understanding what went wrong
8–10 minutes | Questions 1–3
Question 1. How did the characteristics of earned media and social media contribute to Duolingo’s success—and also make the AI controversy more damaging?
Chapter connections: Earned media; consumer word of mouth; social sharing; credibility; lack of message control.
Duolingo’s earlier campaigns encouraged consumers to distribute its content, often at little additional cost to the company.
Media organizations covered events such as Duo’s fictional death because they were unusual and entertaining.
Consumers often pay attention to other consumers’ opinions, making word of mouth influential.
Duolingo cannot control what people say about its brand.
The same ability to spread content rapidly can amplify negative reactions.
Negative stories about layoffs or AI replacing people may attract more attention than the company’s original explanation.
Instructor follow-up: Is unfavorable earned media necessarily more credible than a company’s own communications? Why might consumers believe a negative TikTok video more readily than an official Duolingo statement?
Key teaching point: Earned media can be valuable because it comes from outside the organization, but the marketer sacrifices control over the message.
Question 2. Duolingo spent years building a community of highly engaged followers. Why might those followers have reacted so negatively to the AI announcement?
Chapter connections: Brand communities; social media engagement; electronic word of mouth (eWOM); customer relationships.
Duolingo’s followers had developed an emotional connection to Duo and the brand.
Many viewed Duolingo as a fun, accessible, and socially responsible educational company.
The AI announcement may have seemed inconsistent with that image.
Highly engaged fans can become passionate critics when they believe a company has violated their expectations.
People felt they had a voice because Duolingo had actively encouraged conversations with its audience.
Public criticism also allowed users to signal beliefs about AI and employment.
Instructor follow-up: Would Duolingo have experienced the same intensity of backlash if it had never developed such a strong social media personality?
Key teaching point: Social media engagement builds relationships, but those relationships come with expectations. A loyal community is not necessarily an uncritical community.
Question 3. Was Duolingo’s original AI announcement primarily a failure of public relations, a failure of social media marketing, or something else?
Chapter connections: Public relations; corporate communications; managing publicity; integrated marketing communications.
The announcement was a corporate communication that quickly became a public relations problem.
Duolingo may have focused heavily on operational efficiency and insufficiently on consumer concerns.
Parts of the announcement were open to interpretations the company said it had not intended.
The company’s approachable brand personality contrasted with the businesslike announcement.
Marketing could help explain the AI strategy clearly and consistently without necessarily changing it.
Students might argue the problem was substantive: Better promotion cannot overcome genuine concerns about working conditions or educational quality.
Instructor follow-up: Could a more carefully written announcement have prevented the backlash, or did Duolingo have a fundamental problem with its strategy?
Key teaching point: Public relations includes communicating organizational decisions and maintaining stakeholder trust, not just securing favorable publicity.
Stage B. Developing an immediate response
10–12 minutes | Questions 4–6
Question 4. Should Duolingo temporarily stop posting its outrageous, humorous social media content?
Chapter connections: Social media strategy; brand personality; audience engagement; message appropriateness.
Arguments for reducing the humor:
Provocative posts could make the company appear insensitive to concerns about employment and educational quality.
Humorous posts might attract more negative comments and prolong the controversy.
A more serious tone could demonstrate that Duolingo is listening.
Arguments against reducing the humor:
Duolingo’s distinctive personality is one of its greatest marketing assets.
Abandoning that personality might alienate existing followers.
Reducing posting could allow critics to dominate the conversation.
Humor may provide a way to acknowledge and discuss the problem.
A reasonable recommendation: Temporarily reduce provocative humor while communicating directly about the controversy; gradually reintroduce humor as trust improves.
Instructor follow-up: Should Duolingo delete negative comments? Under what circumstances, if any, would that be appropriate?
What actually happened: Duolingo did reduce its edgier posts. On the August 2025 earnings call, von Ahn said the company shifted toward more positive content and believed social media sentiment had improved.
Question 5. How could Duolingo use its owned media to respond to the crisis? Which communication channels would you recommend?
Chapter connections: Owned media; websites; blogs; email; apps; content marketing; direct communication.
	Owned medium
	Recommended use

	Company blog
	Explain why Duolingo is adopting AI and how it will protect learning quality.

	Website
	Provide an FAQ on employees, contractors, and AI-generated content.

	Email
	Update subscribers when relevant, without overwhelming them.

	Duolingo app
	Show users how new AI features improve learning.

	Company-controlled social accounts
	Publish explanatory videos and respond to questions.



A more sophisticated answer distinguishes audiences: current users, paying subscribers, prospective customers, employees, and contractors have different concerns.
Instructor follow-up: Would you send a push notification to every user explaining the AI controversy? That could expose previously unaware consumers to the controversy.
Key teaching point: Owned media provides considerable message control, but consumers must still choose to pay attention; it may lack the perceived independence of earned media.
Question 6. What could Duolingo do to generate more favorable earned media? Could it simply launch another outrageous marketing stunt?
Chapter connections: Publicity; media relations; credibility; newsworthiness; third-party endorsement.
Invite independent language educators to evaluate its AI-generated lessons.
Demonstrate how AI makes language learning available to more people.
Share reliable evidence about learning outcomes if available.
Allow journalists to interview employees and product developers.
Highlight ways human educators and AI work together.
Encourage satisfied users to share authentic experiences with new features.
Question whether another attention-grabbing stunt would improve perceptions rather than just generating more publicity.
Instructor follow-up: Which would be more effective at rebuilding trust: a funny video from Duo or an independent review by language teachers? Why?
Key teaching point: The goal of earned media is not always maximum attention; credibility, relevance, and favorable perceptions can matter more than impressions.
Stage C. Rethinking the promotion strategy
10–12 minutes | Questions 7–8
Question 7. Should Duolingo change the balance of its promotion mix? What roles should earned media, owned media, social media, and paid advertising play going forward?
Chapter connections: Integrated promotional tools; strengths and limitations of media; consistent communications. Secondary: Chapter 15 advertising.
	Promotional tool
	Strategic role

	Earned media
	Build credibility through independent reporting, reviews, and newsworthy product improvements.

	Owned media
	Explain the AI strategy, demonstrate benefits, and retain existing users.

	Social media
	Rebuild community trust, encourage participation, and restore brand personality.

	Paid advertising (Ch. 15)
	Reach new audiences with controlled messages and encourage app downloads.



Students might recommend less dependence on organic viral content; challenge them to consider whether increased advertising solves a credibility problem.
Instructor follow-up: Can Duolingo buy its way out of this controversy through paid advertising? What can advertising accomplish that earned media cannot, and vice versa?
Key teaching point: The tools complement one another through different combinations of control, credibility, reach, targeting, and cost.
Question 8. How should Duolingo measure whether its new promotion strategy is working? Are likes, shares, and views sufficient?
Chapter connections: Social media metrics; engagement; campaign evaluation; communication objectives. Secondary: Chapter 15 advertising effectiveness.
Awareness: impressions, reach, media mentions, and brand recognition.
Engagement: comments, shares, conversations, and user-created content.
Sentiment: favorable, unfavorable, and neutral conversations.
Brand attitudes: trustworthiness, educational quality, and social responsibility.
Behavior: downloads, active users, lesson completion, and continued use.
Financial outcomes: paid subscriptions, customer acquisition costs, and revenue.
More engagement is not necessarily favorable: an angry viral post might draw millions of comments while harming the brand. Improved trust may not immediately generate downloads.
Instructor follow-up: Suppose social impressions decline 25% but brand favorability and paid subscriptions increase. Would you call the strategy a success?
Key teaching point: Measures should reflect promotional objectives, not just impressive totals of views or likes.
Part 3. Reveal what Duolingo actually did and how it worked
INSTRUCTOR-ONLY DEBRIEF | 5 MINUTES. Save this section until students have made recommendations. Use the content from the blog post sections, “How Duolingo’s promotion mix has changed” and “What do the latest numbers tell us.” And ask one final discussion question: Did Duolingo make the right decisions? Which of your recommendations would you continue, and which would you change after learning what actually happened?
Part 4. Quick exercise: Identify the media
Ask students to classify the following examples. Instructor answers appear in the second column. Note that the categories can overlap.
	Example
	Instructor answer and rationale

	Duolingo publishes its AI statement on its corporate blog.
	Owned media. Duolingo controls the content and channel.

	The Wall Street Journal publishes an independent article criticizing the AI strategy.
	Earned media. The news organization controls its coverage.

	A customer posts a TikTok video complaining about AI-generated lessons.
	Social media / earned exposure. Independent user-generated content; categories overlap.

	Duolingo pays a creator to make a favorable TikTok video about a feature.
	Paid media / social media. It is sponsored content on a social platform.

	Duolingo emails subscribers to try an AI conversation feature.
	Owned media. Company-managed direct communications.

	A user shares a screenshot of their 500-day learning streak.
	Social media / earned exposure. Voluntary sharing by the user.



Teaching nuance: An independent TikTok post is social media and can generate earned exposure. A paid influencer post combines social and paid media. An unpaid post on Duolingo’s official TikTok is brand-controlled social content on a platform it does not own.
Teaching objectives
Explain opportunities and risks associated with earned media and social media.
Identify how owned media helps companies communicate directly with customers.
Evaluate public relations in responding to negative publicity.
Recommend integration of earned, owned, social, and paid media.
Choose appropriate measures of promotional effectiveness.
Sources and suggested classroom use
The accompanying Duolingo case opener is the assigned pre-class reading and covers the fictional death of Duo, regional Super Bowl ad and push notifications, user memes, and cross-platform engagement.
Fortune (June 9, 2025), Duolingo AI-first controversy: 
https://fortune.com/2025/06/09/duolingo-ceo-surprised-backlash-ai-first-company-announcement/ 
Duolingo Q2 2025 earnings call transcript: 
https://www.fool.com/earnings/call-transcripts/2025/08/06/duolingo-duol-q2-2025-earnings-call-transcript/ 
Business Insider (April 2026), change in TikTok strategy: 
https://www.businessinsider.com/duolingo-resets-unhinged-marketing-tiktok-strategy-2026-4 
Duolingo Q3 2026 SEC filing:
https://www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/data/1562088/000162828026069692/duol-20260930.htm 
Closing small-group assignment
Make Question 7 the culminating activity. Each group makes three recommendations: What should Duolingo STOP doing? CONTINUE doing? START doing? They must support their proposals with at least two Chapter 16 concepts and identify how they would measure success.
Central lesson: A company can create content and encourage conversations about its brand, but it cannot control what consumers say or how those conversations spread.
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