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Abstract 

Viral marketing is a technique of reaching customers through social media and other 

platforms on internet. It is like traditional word of mouth communication but assisted by 

internet. The use of internet makes it fast and if used properly may bring great profit with 

little or no expenses as most of the channels used in viral marketing are free and therefore 

good for those organizations which have very limited budget for promotion. The reason 

for great success of viral marketing is the change in customer buying behavior these days. 

Presently customers usually ignore the advertising message at traditional media due to its 

paid and hyper nature but they don‘t resist the message passed along by friends or other 

acquaintances on their social networks. The present study is theoretical and 

comprehensive study of viral marketing, its scope, principles, pros and cons. 

Keywords: Internet ,Marketing, Messages, Promotion, Viral 

 

Introduction:  

With the advent of internet, every sphere of life has witnessed sea changes and it has 

dramatically transformed the way of communication also. Today Whatsapp, Facebook, 

Twitter, YouTube, and Instagram have created their own social communities and provide 

users a platform to share their information and opinions. This is also offering the 

marketers a new avenue to reach its wide range of customers quickly, effectively and in 

more cost effective manner than traditional method. Customers are now aware enough 

and understand the gimmicks and tricks of marketers and they usually ignore the 

traditional advertising messages. The present study is theoretical and exploratory in 

nature. 
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Objective of the study:  

Theoretical analysis of viral marketing, its nature, principals and characteristics. 

  

What is Viral Marketing? 

Viral marketing is involving the customers/ users to promote products and services 

without their awareness. It occurs online through ―posted reviews, web-based opinion 

platforms, boycott web sites, news groups, mail bags, discussion forums, personal e-

mails, chat rooms‖ and other formats including blogs and social networking sites (Datta, 

et al., 2005, p. 73). 

Hespos (2002) mentions that viral marketing ―stands for a company‘s activities to 

make use of customers‘ communication networks to promote and distribute products.‖ 

Just like virus spreads from one person to other, the marketing messages in viral 

marketing are spread from one customer to other using their own social networks. It is 

just like word of mouth canvassing, that is if a customers were satisfied they use to 

communicate their friends and those friends further communicate to other friends and so 

on but the process was slow. The internet has enabled its customers to pass the message 

like wild fire by using social networks, blogs, emails etc. It has also been called as 

―network-enhanced word-of-mouth‖ (Datta, et al., 2005). Thus the root of viral marketing 

emulates from WOM marketing but assisted by networks.  

Rebecca Larson opines ―Viral marketing takes the traditional roots of word of 

mouth marketing and exponentially expanded the reach through social networks, blogs, 

and other technological mediums. Viral marketing works because friends are better at 

target marketing than any database‖ (Rebecca Larson, 2009). 

Datta, et al., (2005) define viral marketing as ―marketing techniques that seek to 

exploit pre-existing social networks to produce exponential increases in brand awareness, 

through processes similar to the spread of an epidemic‖  

Porter and Golan (2006), clarify it further states ―Viral advertising is unpaid peer-

to-peer communication of provocative content originating from an identified sponsor 

using the Internet to persuade or influence an audience to pass along the content to 

others.‖  According to Justin Kirby ―the idea of viral marketing is to create a buzz around 

the product, to make people share and talk about your advertisement, without knowing 

that it is an actual advertisement‖ (Kirby, 2006). 
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 Gil-Or defines Viral marketing as a phenomenon in which messages are passed 

from one member to another inside a network framework just like viruses (Gil-Or, 2010). 

Viral marketing is very useful for those starts up ventures who have limited budget as it is 

cost very little with very astounding result in a very short period. (Nucifora, 2000).   

Azeez states (2001) 'Fundamentally, advertising and marketing budgets no longer stretch 

as far as they used to, and the perceived savings by going viral are too attractive to 

ignore.' 

A very comprehensive one is given in Michael Bryce‘s book Viral Marketing – 

Potentials and Pitfalls (published in 2005): 

―Viral marketing is a marketing technique that aims to exploit the network effects 

on the internet by offering a selected target audience an incentive relevant to their needs 

that encourages them to voluntarily pass on an electronic message to peers with similar 

interests, thereby generating growing exposure to the message‖. 

 

History of Viral Marketing:     

The first to write about viral marketing was media critic Douglas Rushkoff in his 1994 

book "Media Virus." The assumption is that if such an advertisement reaches a 

"susceptible" user, that user will become "infected".In 1996 Jeffrey Rayport, professor of 

Harvard Business School wrote an article ―The Virus of Marketing‖, where he named a 

new way of marketing: viral marketing or v-marketing. He asserts that virus as a 

―marketing program‖ one of the efficient ways to succeed with limited budget and time 

(1996). 

But it was recognized with the launch of the mail site hotmail.com in 1997. 

Hotmail‘s practice was to append an advertisement of itself on each message that is sent 

using their service. When a recipient gets interested and clicks on the ad, it will lead to 

Hotmail‘s website for him to sign up. This will go on and on, and the growth is similar to 

an exponential curve. The email got a huge number of subscribers in only 18 months 

(Kirby and Madsen, 2006). 

 

Types of Viral Marketing:            

1. Pass-along viral marketing 

This is the crudest form of viral marketing in which message at the bottom of e-mail.  

This type of viral marketing encourages the user to pass the message to others but it may 
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have a risk to be treated as a spam by e-mail providers and therefore it is essential that 

marketing message should not contain any word that may be tagged as spam. 

2. Incentivized viral marketing 

This is a type of referral marketing technique in which marketers offer rewards to users 

when they refer somebody to the company. However this technique is effective when the 

referred person need to take action in lieu of the reward to be given. 

3. Undercover Viral marketing 

As the name suggest, in this type of technique message is in disguised form as an unusual 

page, piece of news etc. Apparently readers do not understand that something is being 

marketed to them or the message is from marketer side and they pass the message to 

others. 

4. Edgy Gossip/Buzz marketing 

In this type of viral marketing marketers try to draw the attention of the public by creating 

some controversies/ publicities that lead gossip or discussion among public and the 

message is spread from one corner of world to other. 

5. User-Managed Database 

This is an organized form of viral marketing in which users themselves create and 

manage their own list of contacts through a database obtain by an online service provider.  

 

How Viral Marketing works: 

Viral marketing is based on traditional word of mouth communication-WOM, but the 

advent of internet has enhanced the power of WOM multiple times resulting more 

purchase because it generates advocacy.  

In viral marketing, the message can be forwarded to millions of people at one click of 

mouse, and that‗s why some marketing expert also call it as word of mouse marketing. In 

simple term it is referral marketing.  

The reason for success of viral marketing lies in the change of consumer‘s behavior who 

disbelieve one sided promotional campaign/ advertising one for all by marketers. They 

are now aware that advertising is paid form of promotion and marketers usually put their 

products or services in finest and convincing manner. ―People are more skeptical if 

someone is paid to speak about a product. (Dobele, Toleman & Beverland, 2005). 

Today consumer‘s buying decisions are influenced by positive reviews on social 

media and they seek advice of their friends, colleagues or peer members. And here the 
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viral marketing works as the message is forwarded by only these members. Rebecca 

Larson also opines ―Viral marketing works because friends are better at target marketing 

than any database‖ (Rebacca Larson, 2009). And that‘s why many businesses are 

embracing viral marketing to persuade their customers. Tedesco also asserts ―More and 

more business is going to transact via Twitter, LinkedIn, Facebook and other applications 

yet to be developed cautioning that this movement is too important to not be included in a 

corporate marketing and communications strategy. Social media is essentially a new 

format of word- of-mouth marketing‖ (Tedesco, 2009) 

For success of viral marketing, the message should be attractive and can be easily 

passes along. Although as Bazadona opined, it is not easy to create a successful viral 

message; if it is succeeded one can get a big success from a small investment (Bazadona, 

2000). 

Daniels (2001) states that marketing message should be interesting enough so that 

people may want to spread it and it is the greatest challenge before marketers. 

(Daniels,j,2001). Another expert of viral marketing, David Meerman Scott,  from the 

Wall Street Journal, suggests that viral message must have interesting web content, 

preferably free, funny, unique, and creative and if having  would be an advantage.  He 

further states that marketer should also have a group of people to start sharing viral 

marketing message with all the links. (David Meerman Scott, 2010)  

Rasmusson (2000) reveals that three things are required for successful viral 

marketing which are -the nature of the company's industry; the on-line tenure of the 

audience; and the topic of the message. Viral marketing will be successful only when 

benefit of receiving a viral message is great enough than the cost of passing along it. 

(Fadhley, 2000) 

Ward warns that marketer can create a message which can be passed along, but 

seeding-(initiating)  the message and what will happen afterward that is how the message 

is spread is not known.( Ward, E. 2000). Skrob also states ―The Company influences the 

message just in the beginning of the campaign, then when the virus is taking over the 

companies holds little control over to who the message is being spread to‖ (Skrob, 2005). 

However the success of viral message also depends on to whom the message has 

been targeted. In viral marketing, it is essential to target the right group and seeding the 

initial message through careful selection. 
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Roeger in his book ―Diffusion of Innovations‖ has categorized the population in 

five groups –Innovators, early adopters, majority, late majority and laggards and experts 

suggest that marketers should target their viral message to early adopters who constitutes 

13% of population but are more likely to adopt new and innovative products / services, 

ready to take risk and likely to give reviews and majority of population follow after going 

through their reviews. Early adopters can play a significant role in diffusion process of 

viral marketing and the marketers should target them (Roger, E. M,2003).  

Another categorization of people was made by Malcolm Gladwell in his book ‗the 

Tipping Point – How little things can make a big difference‘, published in 2000. Out of 

three laws given by Gladwell, In  The Law of the Few Gladwell states, "The success of 

any kind of social epidemic is heavily dependent on the involvement of people with a 

particular […] set of social gifts". Further Gladwell, states that this is the "80/20 Principle 

in economists: in any situation roughly 80 percent of the 'work' will be done by 20 

percent of the participants.  

Malcolm Gladwell describes people   as  

1. Connectors: connectors are those people who have large number of acquaintance 

across an array of social, professional, cultural, and economic circles and are in the 

habit of making introductions. They ‗are a handful of people with a truly 

extraordinary knack (…) for making friends and acquaintances‘  

2. Mavens: These are "information specialists", or "people we rely upon to connect 

us with new information‖. They collect knowledge, from the marketplace, and 

share it with others. Gladwell suggest that the Maven starts "word-of-mouth 

epidemics" as they have knowledge and communication skill.  

3. Salesmen are good "persuaders", or negotiators. These three are called as agent of 

changes by Gladwell.  

De Valck et al., (2009), researched different types of community members so that the 

viral marketing campaigns may be focused to the right target groups. According to 

researchers there exist six different types of member: 

1. The core member who are frequent visitors of website approximately five to six 

times a week for an hour, or daily for about an hour and a half. They visit, browse, 

retrieve supply and discuss information expertise. Educationally they are low but 

good social connections. 
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2. The Conversationalists are the members who visit the website 3-4 times a week 

for about half an hour and to discuss information. They are  mature member and 

are socially involved  

3. The Informationalists also visit the website 3-4 times a week for about half an 

hour to retrieve and give out information. They are also socially involved and 

mature members.  

4. The Hobbyists are also socially involved but educational level is relatively low. 

Their focuses are personal web pages, guest books and profiles.  

5. The Functionalists visit the website for half an hour once a week to retrieve 

information. They are not social but have the highest education level.  

6. The Opportunists are the people who visit the website less than once a week for 

about 15 minutes to retrieve information. They are also not socially involved in the 

community. 

There may beers who are  other types of categorization of the community 

members/population but the marketers who are going to create message for viral 

marketing, should know well in advance who may be targeted to diffuse /spread 

the message as the target group may be different according to products/ services. 

Keller and Berry sum it up in a good way: ―To succeed today, you need to connect 

with people who are at the center of the conversation… Specifically, you should make 

sure you are reaching the decision makers who are influential in others' decisions. 

Influentials are well connected; they have ties to a significantly larger number of 

groups than the average American‖ (Kiss & Bichler, 2008, p. 234). 

Dr. Ralph F. Wilson (2000), the editor of ‗Web Marketing today‘ suggests six simple 

principles to follow for effective viral marketing strategy: 

1. Viral message may generate great interest and accomplish its goal to spread fastly 

if it provides free product or services. According to Wilson 'free' attracts more 

attention.  

2. The message should be designed in such a manner that it may be transferred to 

others effortlessly and without degradation.  

3. Viral message will be successful if it spreads like wild fire and therefore it is 

important the transmission method must be rapidly scalable from small to large.  

4. Viral marketers should understand human motivations and behaviors and should 

take the advantage by creating messages accordingly. 
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5. From time immemorial, people use their own  networks of human interaction and 

exchange social values and plans for  the well-being of the individual of 

community In digital era also people have develop their own social network  and 

marketers must be able to identify and exploit these networks today . Marketers 

must learn to place messages within the communications that exist between 

people, because people in digital environments also develop network spread their 

messages.  

6. Wilson suggests to use others   articles or resources to make your message more 

reliable. 

Every coin has two sides and viral marketing is also not free of risks. The unsolicited 

email messages intended to be viral send by marketers may be treated as spam. The 

suggested way to make message viral is to make it funny, creative and interesting but 

perceptions of people are different and what may be funny for one may be boring for 

others. Further the viral message may be planned and seed (initiate) by marketers but 

once it spreads marketers has no control over it as where it is passed along and to what 

extent and in which way. Sometimes it brings reverse effect and cause negative publicity 

of products and services. These are the challenges for the marketers which have to be 

dealt wisely by marketers.  

 

Conclusions:   

Viral marketing is transforming the traditional efforts of advertising through word of 

mouth to word of mouse. As it is through internet, it is fast, inexpensive and has more 

potential to attract customers because of referral effect. The advertising is always viewed 

by customers with distrust as it  is paid but the reference by third party like peer group, 

friends and friends at social sites makes the message more trustworthy and this is the 

main reason of viral message success. And therefore marketers have a lot of hope with 

this new technique of marketing communication. However this technique is also not 

flawless. There are certain instances when viral messages failed to capture the attention of 

customers or it attained negative impetus. And therefore great attention has to be paid 

while designing the seed-the viral message and required to be targeted the right group of 

people. 
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