
and the growing audiences 
giving them a hand

PUPPET INFLUENCERS

 1021 TREND EXPLODER // SEPTEMBER 2026

Analyzing the emerging trend of comic, educational, and 
entertaining puppet-led creators and where it’s headed
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Trend Exploder: 

TLDR 01 Defining the Trend
A look at the new wave of 
puppet creators acting as 
independent influencers.

06 Core Appeals
Analyzing anonymity, emotional 
connection, analog warmth, 
and production advantages.

02
Global Momentum and 
Commercial Success
Examining global 
momentum and mainstream 
presence.

07 Brand Opportunities
Real-world case studies of 
major brand integrations.

03
The New Wave
How today’s creators are 
different from traditional 
formats.

04

The Origin Story
The evolution of digital puppetry 
in entertainment and social 
media.

05

08 Strategic Takeaways
Actionable insights on 
nostalgia and community 
loyalty.

09 Trend Exploder 
Evaluation
A subjective rating of the 
trend’s impact.

Creator Spotlight
A deep dive into South Korea's 
Tinypuppetsound and a list of 
creators to watch.



*Based on the 12 puppet creators identified by 1021 Creative listed  
on ‘Creators to Watch’  (Page 9). Source: Tubular, January 1 2026 - 
September 18, 2026.

950M +
views across Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube.*

Since the beginning of the year, puppet 
creators in 1021’s “Creators to Watch” list 
have collectively seen

This is not just a rerun of classic brand 
mascots or fictional TV characters. 
Instead, these original puppets act as the 
face of independent creators, building 
dedicated fandoms of all ages, pitching 
products, and leveraging their cultural 
credibility to secure brand deals, just like 
human influencers.

01. WHAT ARE WE SEEING?

A NEW WAVE OF PUPPET CREATORS IS EMERGING ON 
YOUTUBE, TIKTOK AND INSTAGRAM. 
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02. ORIGIN OF THE TREND: 

PUPPETRY REACHES MASS AUDIENCES THROUGH TV & ENTERTAINMENT 
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1955
Created by Jim Henson in 
1955, the Muppets completely 
redefined television by 
transforming simple puppets 
into beloved, world-famous 
personalities. Their 
groundbreaking humor and 
heartfelt storytelling proved 
that puppetry wasn't just for 
kids, permanently shaping 
global pop culture and 
prime-time entertainment.

1969
Debuting in 1969, “Sesame 
Street” revolutionized 
children's television by 
proving that broadcast media 
could be a powerful tool for 
early childhood education. By 
blending Jim Henson's iconic 
Muppets with catchy music, 
diversity, and heartfelt life 
lessons, the show set the gold 
standard for educational 
entertainment and impacted 
generations of viewers 
worldwide.

2003
Debuting in 2003, “Avenue Q” 
turned puppetry’s reputation 
on its head, bringing adult 
themes, razor-sharp satire, 
and heartfelt humor to 
Broadway. By pairing visible 
human puppeteers with 
irreverent characters to 
tackle the gritty anxieties of 
young adulthood, the 
Tony-winning hit changed the 
boundaries of puppetry and 
modern comedy.

1997
Debuting in 1997 on”Late 
Night with Conan O'Brien,” 
Triumph the Insult Comic Dog 
utilized puppetry for satire 
within late-night TV comedy. 
Created by Robert Smigel, the 
cigar-chomping hound's 
chaotic encounters with 
celebs and fans proved that 
simple puppetry can take 
heat off of delivering some of 
pop culture's sharpest satire.
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2010
By the 2010s, puppets 
inevitably made their way 
onto social media where 
content has evolved from 
simple, low-budget skits to 
highly produced, genre- 
agnostic entertainment over 
the last 15 years. Early 
pioneers like ”Glove and 
Boots” brought Muppet-style 
edutainment and comedy to 
YouTube, bridging the gap 
between puppetry on 
traditional TV and platforms.

02. ORIGIN OF THE TREND: 

EARLY SOCIAL MEDIA FUELS NEW PUPPETRY CONTENT
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2011
By 2011,”Don't Hug Me I'm 
Scared” went viral, combining 
“Sesame Street” aesthetics 
with psychological horror to 
attract an enormous adult 
audience. In the mid-2010s, 
more channels gained a 
following; SuperMarioLogan 
(SML) became wildly popular 
for their skits, while Arlo 
debuted in 2014 as a furry 
blue monster providing 
earnest, deep-dive Nintendo 
game reviews.

2026
In August 2026, YouTube 
comedy veteran Rudy 
Mancuso revived his channel, 
Awkward Puppets, after a 
two-year hiatus. Instead of his 
former sketch comedy 
content, Mancuso gained 
400K+ views on his re-debut 
video by pivoting to podcast 
interviews with celebrities, 
demonstrating puppetry’s 
adaptability to the times.

2020
Moving into the 2020s, the 
medium continued to be used 
in highly produced formats 
like Watcher’s “Puppet 
History” (2020), proving that 
puppetry could be a versatile, 
enduring tool for digital 
storytellers to connect with 
millions of viewers.



03. EARLY TRACTION AND SIGNALS: 

HOW WE’RE SEEING 
PUPPETS SHOW UP TODAY
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Global Momentum

Just like the U.K.’s crocheted friend niko, engaging new characters are 
appearing across regional markets, including the U.S., Japan, and South 
Korea. The international spread points to a broader shift in creator culture 
and audience preferences, rather than a localized viral moment.

Mainstream and Commercial Presence

Puppet creators are breaking out of niche social feeds and into mainstream 
pop culture. In Japan, creators like PUPPET SUNSUN have transformed into a 
full-blown cultural icon, landing national media appearances and major 
commercial partnerships with brands like 7-Eleven Japan. Similarly, 
stop-motion star Tiny Chef turned its TikTok and Instagram virality into a 
collaboration with IKEA.

The “Spokespuppet” Era

Beyond entertainment, puppets are taking on complex political and social 
commentary. Activists and movements use characters like Summer of Ludd’s 
Gowanus, an anti-tech Gen Z figurehead, to tackle heavy topics while 
maintaining anonymity and leveraging absurdism to attract media attention. 
While Gowanus is not a creator, their emergence signals that puppets are 
increasingly preferred by young people to represent their movements and 
amplify their messages.

PUPPET SUNSUN

“The Tiny Chef Show” Gowanus

niko



04. HOW IS THIS NEW WAVE DIFFERENT? 

PUPPETS ARE GIVING MAIN 
CHARACTER ENERGY

7

For years, puppets have been used as props or side characters within sketch comedy 
and parodies. Today, puppets are the main hosts and front-facing talent of channels built 
around dedicated content niches.

Instead of relying on traditional skit formats, this new generation of creators are jumping 
on viral dance challenges, participating in trending audio clips, and building  reach 
through modern content formats like ASMR and POV (first-person scenarios). 

Using a puppet is no longer just a comedy trope. Creators are adopting puppets as their 
primary identity to engage with and build loyalty within their specific communities. 

By stripping away the constraints of personal identity, they can build an instantly 
recognizable personal brand that cuts through feed noise and focuses on entertainment. 

While the utility of puppet channels has expanded, the classic skit format remains alive. 
Driven by millennial and Gen Z nostalgia, creators like Hogarakana Yatsura are leaning 
into low-fi visuals and absurdist humor, proving that the original format still resonates 
strongly with viewers.

Hogarakana Yatsura

Tinypuppetsound

JUJU Japanese Teacher

Lash Puppet Futbol



Source: Tubular. 

11K FOLLOWERS
across YouTube and Instagram

In just two months after their launch, 
Tinypuppetsound gained

05. CREATOR SPOTLIGHT

WHO YOU SHOULD BE TUNING INTO
TINYPUPPETSOUND With a growing presence across YouTube 

and Instagram, Tinypuppetsound is a cozy 
indie music project from South Korea where 
a lineup of puppet DJs spin curated mixes 
while engaging in chill everyday activities. 
Blending a playful aesthetic with catchy 
sounds, their Red Room Series mixes genres 
ranging from French house to lounge beats.
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https://www.youtube.com/@tinypuppetsound


Market: South Korea
Vertical: Music

Market: Philippines
Vertical: Edutainment

Market: Mexico
Vertical: Sports

Market: Japan
Vertical: Comedy

Market: U.S.
Vertical: ASMR

Market: U.S.
Vertical: Edutainment

Market: Japan
Vertical: Comedy

Market: U.S.
Vertical: Food & Comedy

Market: U.S.
Vertical: Gaming, ASMR

Market: N/A
Vertical: Music, Comedy

Market: U.S.
Vertical: Mental health, Comedy

Market: U.K.
Vertical: ASMR

05. CREATORS TO WATCH
Tinypuppetsound Lash 

Puppet 
Futbol

PUPPET SUNSUN LIL MAJESTIK

“Tagalog with Miki” 
(Airlearn)

niko “The Tiny Chef 
Show”

Cosmo 
Whispers 
ASMR

Hogarakana 
Yatsura

“Puppet History” SkullChefASMR “I’m Happy 
You’re Here”
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Anonymity Without Losing 
Personality

Puppets act as a visual privacy 
screen, letting creators build a 
recognizable persona and brand 
while protecting their true identity.

Stronger Emotional Connection

Puppets can give voice-over-only, faceless 
channels a physical and emotional presence, 
using body language and eye contact to 
engage viewers as on-screen talent would do.

Analog Appeal 

In an era dominated by AI and CGI, 
physical puppets stand out as nostalgic, 
handcrafted, and highly original props 
offering a refreshing human touch.

Alternative to Animation

Hand puppetry can provide all of the 
expressiveness and energy of traditional 
2D animation without the technical skill 
or team production costs.

The rise of faceless creators and avatar personas — such as 
silent vloggers, VTubers, and animation storytime creators 
– marks a shift toward content creation where on-screen 
visual identity is removed from the real performer without 
compromising on audience connection. 

06. TREND EXPLORER

WHAT’S 
THE APPEAL?

01

02

03

04



Brands like Domino’s, Toyota, 
and Twix have already put out 
commercials this year using 
puppets as an eye-catching 
main visual.

The language-learning app 
Airlearn markets by teaching 
multiple languages through 
separate, cross-platform 
channels targeted to adults, 
each taught by a puppet.

Puppets recently appeared in 
media like the series “Star Trek: 
Strange New Worlds” and the 
promotional material for popular 
video game Cuphead.
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07. TREND EXPLORER

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN 
FOR BRANDS?

A number of brands have already used puppets in promotional 
material this year, but few brands have harnessed the potential of 
partnering with puppet-led creators. 

There’s still a growing opportunity for brands to partner 
with emerging puppet creators across various verticals.
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08. TREND TAKEAWAYS:

THE POINT 
OF PUPPETS

In an age when younger generations are familiar with the 
pitfalls of being an online star, puppets are a fresh, new way 
to become a faceless creator and maintain anonymity.

CREATORS MAINTAIN PRIVACY

Viewers connect with the analog, tactile, ”no-AI,” physical 
nature of these faceless creators more than faceless 
creators who use digital avatars like VTubers and 
hand-drawn animated personas. 

HANDCRAFTED CONTENT = MORE VISCERAL CONNECTION

Puppets are primed for positive sentiment due to evoking 
nostalgia, friendliness, and expressiveness. By using 
puppets to make content not strictly for children, creators 
can subvert audience expectations in a fresh way.

PUPPETS ARE FOR ANYONE

Creators in various markets and verticals are adopting 
puppets as a primary on-screen avatar as a way to 
facelessly engage with audiences.

PUPPETS ARE VERSATILE



PROJECTED LONGEVITY 
The likelihood that the trend will sustain audience interest 
over time.

Puppets have a proven history of success across digital 
media. Paired with the broader rise of the "faceless 
creator" economy, puppet avatars function as evergreen 
IP that can be piloted by different talent over time.

NOVELTY
The degree of structural, thematic, or visual freshness 
the concept brings to modern media consumption.

Puppets are established online, but creators now treat 
them as main channel talent rather than comedy props. 
They act as influencers executing brand deals, ASMR, and 
POV videos like human peers. 

CREATOR SCALABILITY 
The capacity for a trend’s ecosystem to expand through 
broader creator adoption

Low startup costs make puppetry an easy entry point for 
camera-shy creators who want a physical presence on 
screen. However, scaling still demands unique content 
angles and distinct performance skills.

ADAPTABILITY 
The flexibility of a trend format to pivot across diverse 
content niches and commercial opportunities.

Puppet creators adapt easily across diverse niches like 
indie music, sports, and edutainment. Full creator IP 
ownership allows fast pivots into viral trends and brand 
partnerships.

09. TREND 
EXPLODER 
EVALUATION

MASS APPEAL 
The ability of the trend to attract and retain broad, 
cross-generational audiences beyond niche fan bases.

Nostalgia and analog charm drive multigenerational 
views. However, appeal remains segmented as content 
ranges widely from cozy lifestyle vlogs to ASMR and 
political commentary.

PUPPET INFLUENCERS
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1021 Creative
Human-led and tech-enabled, 1021's cultural intelligence engine keeps global 
brands in tune with the audiences and users they serve. We're global, but our 
people are local — identifying and tracking microcultures and macro trends as 
they emerge in every major region of the world.

With 12 years of interpreting culture and fandom, we are the call brands make 
before the brief. We operate alongside in-house teams to align strategy, shape 
campaigns, interpret the data, and activate for outcomes.

Learn more about us at 1021creative.com or reach out with any questions.

http://1021creative.com
https://www.1021creative.com/contact

