
 

 

TITLE OF CASE STUDY: Activating The Awesome: The Comedy Central Brand Re-

Engagement 

 

Business Situation and Objectives   

In 2011, Comedy Central launched a bold new brand re-engagement in tandem with the 
launch of its new development slate.  The goal of the new look was to demonstrate Comedy 
Central’s focus on Millennial men and to signal a creative shift in an effort to re-gain young male 
viewers.  This re-engagement was inspired and shaped by the results of two comprehensive 
research studies.  

Since Comedy Central’s launch in 1991, our creative target has always been Men 
between the ages of 18 and 34.  For most of the last twenty years, that group has been 
occupied by those belonging to Generation X.  Starting in 2008, the balance between 
generations shifted as Millennials, aging into that group, assumed a greater majority of that 
demo.  As of today, 18-34s are now almost entirely comprised of Millennials (those born after 
President Ronald Reagan first took office), while Generation X now cover most of the 35-49 
demographic.  This shift doesn’t just speak to a generational change; it represents a seismic 
shift in who our core audience is and how they relate to our content.  Comedy Central launched 
a large-scale consumer study to fully understand today’s humor experience through the eyes of 
the new target audience, Millennials.   

Meanwhile, in 2009, coming off the network’s highest rated year in network history, 
Comedy Central experienced unprecedented ratings declines among P18-49, driven by our core 
Men 18-34 (namely, Millennials).  By the summer, the network’s primetime cumulative audience 
had lost over a million of these young guys compared with the prior year.  To find out why we 
were losing Millennial viewers, Research launched the “Lapsed Viewer Study” to speak directly 
to those who had left.     

Armed with these two landmark research studies, the Millennial Humor Experience 
and the Lapsed Viewer Study, Comedy Central made the strategic decision to launch a brand 
re-engagement, establishing a new visual, editorial and voice identity for Comedy Central 
across all of its platforms to better connect with a new generation of viewers.   

The Comedy Central Creative team began working on the brand re-engagement in early 
2010 with an official launch date of 1.1.11.   Somewhat uniquely, rather than creating a large 
scale brand campaign to introduce the new look and feel, Comedy Central chose to unveil it 
more organically - within existing plans for new shows launching in 2011.  By co-opting the 
show promotions, creative was able to more closely align the brand to the programming and 
communicate the new look through the shows themselves.   Beyond that, and perhaps most 
noticeably, we unveiled a new logo, a huge departure from the old one which was little changed 
for the first 20 years.  

 

Objectives 
To reinforce Comedy Central’s position as the leader in comedy for Millennial Men 
To launch new original series to high ratings, especially with Men 18-34 
To grow Comedy Central’s audience across all platforms   
To signal change to a new younger audience (we’re not your father’s Comedy Central) 
To grow our social media fan base by enlisting Millennials as our brand ambassadors 

 



To reinforce Comedy Central’s position as the leader in comedy, the marketing strategy 
for this campaign was to fully embrace Millennials as our target audience and speak 
authentically to them by reflecting their humor experience.  In order to achieve this, we had to 
deepen our marketing presence on multiple platforms, particularly online and across social 
media and also establish a presence on farther reaching devices like game consoles and 
mobile.  Further, we sought to connect our brand image to our new slate of shows by featuring 
our own Millennial talent as the face of the brand. 

 

Research Story  

The two studies, the Millennial Humor Study and the Lapsed Viewer Study, inspired and 
shaped the new look and feel of the Comedy Central brand, internally referred to as the brand 
re-engagement.  These two studies provided a blueprint for how and where to reach our target 
audience; how to speak in their authentic language; how to reflect their experience; how to 
match their sensibility and how to inspire them to connect to the brand, talent and shows.   

The Millennial Humor Study incorporated some of the deepest qualitative work done to 
date by Comedy Central Research.  Working with Sterling Insights and Miner & Co Studio, we 
spoke with well over 100 Millennials as well as dozens of Generation Xers in almost 20 markets.  
We took an ethnographic approach, spending hours with them and their friends in their homes, 
hanging out at their favorite haunts, even left Flip-cameras behind to allow the conversation to 
continue by asking them to record their thoughts and examples of what makes them laugh over 
the course of a two week period.  We held ‘Jokus Groups’, a researcher’s pun on focus groups, 
in which  we hosted a group of comedy fans at comedy clubs in New York and the South Beach 
Comedy Festival in Miami to talk to them before and after shows.  We also created a Digital 
Purist Panel; enlisting comedy fans who said they accessed their comedy content almost 
exclusively online or via other non-linear platforms in an effort to see what the future of comedy 
might look like.  Some of the richest insights came from a series of Generational Conflict Groups 
in which we brought a group of Millennials and a group of Generation Xers together to discuss, 
define, and defend their generation’s humor experience.  As always, Research backed up the 
qualitative findings with a hefty quantitative piece, enlisting Nielsen Entertainment Television to 
conduct an online survey of 2,000 respondents, two-thirds of whom were Millennials and one-
third Generation X.  The goal was to find differences and nuances across generational humor 
lines so that we knew how to speak in a distinct Millennial voice.    

The Lapsed Viewer Study also involved in-depth ethnographic interviews and buddy 
group conversations, and once again we worked with Miner & Co. Studio.  This time, we 
reached out to lapsed viewers, respondents who had once upon a time been heavy Comedy 
Central viewers but had reduced or stopped watching the network altogether.  Dozens of 
interviews were conducted in 5 markets; each market was targeted specifically because of a 
sharp drop in viewership.  The findings from this were paired with quantitative information 
gleaned from our Comedy Central brand tracker conducted by IpsosCT (then OTX).  Finally, to 
bring all of this information to life for Comedy Central executives we hosted a full day “Audience 
Immersion” in which our senior team and key creative team members were brought face to face 
with a panel of our current and past viewers.  By tearing down the one-way mirror and giving 
both sides unprecedented access to one another, the conversation was honest, deep, and 
revealing.   

   

The Millennial Humor study uncovered that Millennials have a unique relationship to 
comedy content fueled by technology.  Access to comedy content has become ubiquitous and 
literally at their finger tips 24 hours a day.  When asked their favorite source for comedy, 
Millennial men named several:  TV (81%), online (77%), social (64%), game consoles (55%), 
and mobile devices (47%). In order to mirror the Millennial comedy experience, Comedy Central 
needed to have placement at every touch-point for every new show launch and every time we 
wanted to reach out to this audience. 

 



 

The Lapsed Viewer study suggested that Comedy Central was beginning to lose ground 
on some core traits, including ‘surprising’, ‘edgy’, ‘outrageous’, and ‘provocative’.  But the most 
worrisome was the sharp decline in the number of Young Guys who were willing to say that 
“Comedy Central is for People like me”.   

With viewership taking an unprecedented dip, brand tracking metrics showing a decline 
in brand relevance, and a new development slate that needed to be promoted to break through 
the clutter to our target audience, the marketing team called upon research for guidance.  The 
Research team showed that Comedy Central had to re-introduce themselves to this new 
generation in a big way and that an entirely new approach to messaging was needed to reach 
them because standard series launch efforts simply would not do.  We needed to re-launch our 
brand for the Millennial generation.   In 2011 Comedy Central set out to re-engage with their 
audience in a multi-million dollar initiative that resulted in both a new look and a new way to 
speak to our consumers in promotion. This encompassed all platforms in media: On-Air, Print, 
Digital, Mobile devices and DTO. 

 

The re-engagement took shape in the following ways:   

 

Research Finding #1 

For Millennials, good comedy is all about the punchline with a greater interest in fast 
paced jokes than the arc of a story line.  They have a strong appreciation for obvious yet 
layered humor, preferring to hit a subject head on.  Another significant takeaway from the study 
revealed that what Millennials value most is humor.  Unlike previous generations, humor, not 
music, is their number one form of self-expression.  9 out of 10 Millennial Men say that their 
sense of humor says more about who they are as a person than anything else. Knowing this, it 
became clear that Comedy Central had to reflect their unique relationship with comedy as an 
expression of who they are.   

 

Marketing Execution 

Under research guidance, quick comedic moments within the promotions took center 
stage over more traditional day/date/time information.  An emphasis was given to engaging 
rather than informing the viewer trusting that Millennials, who have access to any and all 
information at their fingertips, would figure out on their own when and where to watch the 
shows.  We also knew from the research that the number one reason why Millennials share a 
commercial was because the content is funny.  Therefore, the goal for every promo and 
interaction shifted from “make them watch” to “make them laugh”.   

We also heard that Millennials share funny content because “it says something about 
who I am”.  As a marketing execution, we put a big emphasis on releasing viral clips in 
anticipation of the show premieres.  The main criteria for each clip had to be “is this clip 
postworthy?” Meaning, does it reflect our audience so well that they would be compelled to post 
it on their Facebook Wall?  Realizing that viral clips held social currency for this generation, the 
Tosh.0 blog did not go on hiatus at the end of the first season, but rather both it and the 
Facebook page were continuously feed exclusive and post-worthy content to fans to keep 
engagement strong in anticipation of season two.    With this in mind, Tosh.0 has proven to be a 
multiplatform hit, resulting in some of the highest trafficked weeks while the show is out of 
season.  

 

Research Finding #2 

Millennials respond to humor that feels personal and authentic, finding that hilarity in 
everyday life speaks more to their experience than artificial, overly crafted narratives.  Research 
found that the majority of Millennials believe that they and their friends are just as funny as 



professional comedians (63% agreement) and are drawn to talent who look and sound like them 
and situations that reflect their experiences.  To give this further depth, our research found that 
Millennial guys would rather be stuck in an elevator with their favorite comedian (62% 
agreement) than their favorite musician (23% agreement) or their favorite athlete (15% 
agreement).  In the Lapsed Viewer Study, it became clear that Comedy Central didn’t have a 
strong enough marketing footprint in the social media space in order to capture the attention of 
these multiplatform consumers.  As one respondent said “If, I, a college Junior don’t know what 
shows are on Comedy Central right now, you’re doing something wrong.”  We heard that we 
were behind our competitors when it came to offering content across multiple platforms that 
were relevant to them. Connecting all of these pieces, we knew we had to link our talent to this 
audience in a deeper way.   

 

Marketing Execution 

A big tenant of the rebranding efforts was to more closely align our Millennial talent to 
the brand in order to mirror our young audience.  While Comedy Central has always been loud 
and proud about Jon Stewart and Stephen Colbert, Daniel Tosh, of Tosh.0, and the young cast 
of Workaholics became the prominent new faces of the brand in on-air promotion. Additionally, 
promotions took a new approach in how they talked about the shows from week to week.  We 
abandoned the standard episodic format, in favor of using viewer-generated videos and other 
“of the moment” pop culture references that resonate with Millennials to create a more youthful 
environment.  In a bold move, we also stepped away from the older skewing voice over artist 
who represented Comedy Central for so many years.  Most importantly, we enlisted our talent 
as promotional vehicles.  For every new show launch, we featured a live chat with key talent 
during the show’s premiere, enabled talent to promote premieres on Twitter, and helped build 
their fanbase through re-tweets from @ComedyCentral.  Lastly, we negotiated a social media 
component into every talent deal. 

 

Research Finding #3 

Research discovered a key difference in Millennial sensibility that sits in stark contrast to 
that of Gen Xers.  Millennial humor is rooted in celebration and redemption, a big departure from 
the previous generation’s preference for cynicism and irony.   

Comedy helps this generation do what they do best, connect.  Our research revealed 
that 87% of Millennials agreed that if all they knew about someone was that they shared a 
similar sense of humor; that would be enough to know that they could be friends.  In fact, 3 out 
of 4 Millennials say that is essential for their friends share their sense of humor, twice the rate of 
those who needed to share a similar taste in music and three times the number who said they 
had to share similar tastes in sports.  Just as it is a litmus test for friends, guys prefer brands 
that match their sense of humor, once again outranking music and sports.  They’re looking for 
brands that can help them make friends and provide fuel their social fodder by giving them 
something funny to say. 

 

Marketing Execution 

In order to reinforce our tastemaker status and more closely align our messaging to 
Millennial sensibilities, communications are rooted in celebration and “making fun”. In this case, 
“making fun” doesn’t mean cynically mocking others but rather ridiculing with redemption.  (You 
get knocked down but you get back up again…laughing.)  Further, we needed this new 
generation to help us cultivate our awesomeness by enlisting them to share the brand as much 
as experience it.  In order to achieve this, digital and social took a much greater role with the re-
engagement.  We shifted an unprecedented share of the overall marketing spend to digital and 
social media.  

 



To give this further depth, Comedy Central jumpstarted the #hashtag on screen trend 
that has caught on throughout the industry. According to Twitter themselves, the Comedy 
Central Roast of Donald Trump was the single deepest integration of a hashtag to date and 
has been touted as an example by Twitter as a #bestpractice.  (Source:  Twitter.com)    

The Comedy Central Roast of Charlie Sheen took it a step further for a truly integrated 
digital co-viewing experience.  On the night of the special, the comedycentral.com homepage 
featured a Twitter-Tracker so viewers could follow all the conversations surround The Roast; a 
‘burn meter’ in which viewers could vote on which comedian had the biggest burns or meanest 
jokes then share those clips on their Facebook walls; and a live “Charlie-cam” showing Charlie 
Sheen’s reactions to the jokes throughout the show.  And for this, Comedy Central won the 
“Social Media Influencer Award”.  (Source:  Facebook). 
 

Business Results  

The network enjoyed significant ratings increases in 2011.  In fact, primetime ratings 
have rebounded to their 2nd highest levels in the network’s history (behind only 2008). Further, 
our key millennial cohort, M18-34, are leading the charge, showing gains of +22% since 2009 
with overall P18-49 ratings up +12%.  (Source:  Nielsen Media Research: Prime M-Su 8p-11p, 
Most Current Data, 12.27.10-12.25.11 vs. 12.29.08-12.27.09) 

Digitally, 2011 stands as Comedy Central most successful year online to date.  Our sites 
attracted an average of 10 million unique visitors per month, up +13% vs. the prior year.    
Further, Comedy Central was the dominate brand in the Humor category, ranking #1 for the 
majority of 2011, ahead of competitors such as Break.com, Cracked, FunnyorDie, and 
CollegeHumor.  (Source:  comScore Media Metrix ) 

Furthermore, Comedy Central grew its social media fanbase by leaps and bounds this 
year.  Overall, Comedy Central ended the year with over 76 million total fans across Twitter, 
Facebook and the various newsletters and SMS lists.  This was up +77% from the start of the 
year, adding roughly 3 million new fans per month.  (Source:  Facebook Insight, Twitter.com) 

The solid year was spurred by the continued rise of Tosh.0, which averaged 4.3 million 
total viewers across its third season (up +63% from the prior year) and was the #1 comedy 
series in cable among adults 18-34.  The purest of multiplatform hits, the Tosh.0 blog grew to a 
weekly average of nearly 2 million unique visitors by season's end.  2011 also saw the launch of 
Comedy Central's newest millennial-centric hit, Workaholics, which averaged 2.0 million total 
viewers across two seasons in 2011 and was the #1 new comedy of the year in all of television 
among men 18-24 and the #1 new comedy in cable among adults 18-49 and men 18-34. 

In September, the network premiered the Comedy Central Roast of Charlie Sheen to 
over 7.65 million total viewers for its premiere, standing as the most watched- telecast in the 
channel’s history. 

Well established series also saw a boost in 2011.  The year-long "Year of the Fan" 
celebration of the historic 15th season of the South Park, averaged 3.6 million total viewers and 
was the #1 comedy series in all of television among men 18-24 ( up +29% vs. prior year). In 
Late Night, history was made as The Daily Show with Jon Stewart finished as the #1 late 
night talk show among adults 18-49 across the full calendar year, the first time any talk show 
other than The Tonight Show has finished as the leader in this key demographic.  Together 
with The Colbert Report, Comedy Central’s late night talk shows were the Top 2 most-watched 
and highest-rated late night talk shows in all of television with adults 18-34, adults 18-24, men 
18-34 and men 18-24.  (Source:  Nielsen Media Research, premieres only, most current data).   

The individual promotion campaigns for each of these series and specials were directly 
influenced by the new overall brand marketing strategy.    

Finally, brand tracking metrics are also on the rise.  The percent of M18-34 who agreed 
that “Comedy Central is for people like me” has risen with each wave of the tracker, gaining 
20% point since the beginning of 2010. 

 

http://www.thedailyshow.com/
http://www.colbertnation.com/home

