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This study conducts an investigation of viral advertising by develop-
ing and testing a model to integrate the influence of three types of
video ad appeals (humor, sex, or information), ad sources (known
or unknown), attitude toward the ad, attitude toward the brand,
and demographics on intentions to forward an ad and purchase a
brand. The model is tested by collecting data from a sample of
national online consumers. The findings demonstrate the importance
of ad appeals for both attitude toward the ad and viral intentions.
Attitude toward the ad is also found to be a significant influencer
of viral intentions, and mediator of the relationship between ad
appeals and viral intentions. The study also found support for a posi-
tive relationship between viral intentions and purchase intentions.
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INTRODUCTION

Online marketing represents the business trend of contemporary times and a
way for consumers to share brand information, and provide referrals
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and feedback to businesses and other consumers (Datta, Chowdhury, and
Chakraborty 2005; Porter and Golan 2006; Vollmer and Precourt 2008). While
there are numerous benefits included in using the Internet for marketing, the
viral potential of advertising messages (i.e., viral advertising) is one of the
most influential (Chu 2011; Eckler and Bolls 2011; Porter and Golan 2006).
A number of firms such as Evian, Dove, Frito-Lay, GoPro, Red Bull, BMW,
and Volkswagen, have begun to utilize viral ads because of the many benefits
that they may entail. Viral advertising allows consumers to control the pro-
cess and decide for themselves if an ad is worth watching=forwarding to
others or not. Thus, video ads that go viral improve a brand’s or product’s
potency (Vollmer and Precourt 2008).

Nevertheless, the data suggest that a large proportion of viral campaigns
do not go viral. Previous research has noted the necessity to study the nature,
characteristics, and evaluation of viral advertising and the most efficient use
of communications among consumers, especially in social networks, as a
means of multiplying a brand’s popularity (Chiu et al. 2007; Grifoni,
D’Andrea, and Ferri 2013; Taylor, Lewin, and Strutton 2011). As the popular
media primarily reports on the overnight success stories of only a few viral ad
campaigns and rarely reports on the more typical failed viral campaigns, it
creates misperceptions that it is easy to create a successful viral advertising
campaign. Nelson-Field (2013) suggested a need to understand why some
viral advertisements are shared and others are not, as less than 5% of viral
campaigns succeed. A similar need has also been echoed by advertisers
(Valos, Ewing, and Powell 2010). Some attempts have been reported in the
academic literature aimed at improving the understanding of why some cam-
paigns go viral and others do not. For example, Aaker and Smith (2010) pro-
posed the ‘‘dragonfly effect’’ as a possible theoretical explanation, noting that
the dragonfly is the only insect able to propel itself in any direction when its
four wings are working in concert. In this manner, synchronized ideas can be
used to create rapid dissemination of content through social media. Other
authors have looked at seeding strategies, meaning the careful selection of
initial target consumers and placement for a viral message (Hinz et al.
2011; Libai, Muller, and Peres 2013). Research has also focused on other fac-
tors that may influence the success of viral campaigns, such as product type
(Schulze, Schöler, and Skiera 2014), audience size (Barasch and Berger
2014), and brand characteristics (Lovett, Peres, and Shachar 2013).

The current study uses a framework that captures the process of viral
advertising in three sub-processes: (1) getting an audience’s attention via a
specific advertising appeal (humor, sex, or information) and source (known
or unknown) of a viral ad; (2) keeping the audience interested, by studying
the influences of attitude toward the ad (Aad) and attitude toward the
brand (Ab); (3) factors influencing behavioral intentions of forwarding
the ad, also referred to as viral intentions (VI), as well as purchase inten-
tions (PI) for the advertised brand. The study integrates all three
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sub-processes in a framework shown in Figure 1. Viral advertising includes
different forms, such as a link to a video ad on YouTube, transmitted to
peers through e-mail, text message, or social media. Viral advertising is
usually personal and=or may come from an identified sponsor. Most of
the well-known viral ads circulating online are ads paid by a sponsor com-
pany, launched either on their own platform (company webpage or social
media profile) or on social media websites such as YouTube, Vimeo, or
DailyMotion (Petrescu and Korgaonkar 2011). Viral advertising is defined
as paid or unpaid electronic (e-mail, web, or social media) distribution of
business or user generated advertisements from consumer to consumer
(Petrescu and Korgaonkar 2011; Plummer et al. 2007).

This article analyzes a number of factors that may influence the success
of viral advertising campaigns, including the type of advertising appeal, the
message source, and the role of VI in the advertising framework, as well as
their impact on PI. A study such as this should serve to benefit both research
and practice by shining new light on viral marketing communications, which
has become a very current and beneficial topic in the field of marketing.

The remainder of this article will be structured as follows. First, the con-
ceptual framework and hypotheses are developed. Second, the methodology
is described. Third, the results of the empirical field experiment study exam-
ining key factors influencing viral advertising success are presented. Fourth,
the authors discuss the study’s contributions to the marketing literature.

FIGURE 1 Conceptual framework.
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Finally, the article concludes with a discussion of managerial implications
and possible directions for future research.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

This research focuses on key elements likely to influence VI and PI depicted
in the conceptual framework in Figure 1. The following section provides
rational for the hypothesized links in Figure 1.

AD Appeals

Consumers are more willing to forward an ad if it has a higher degree of utili-
tarian and hedonic values, is more engaging, entertaining, and=or highly
emotional (Berger and Milkman 2012; Botha and Reyneke 2013; Chiu et al.
2007; Phelps et al. 2004; Taylor et al. 2011). Berger and Milkman (2012) as
well as Henke (2013) found that individuals who experience emotional
engagement are more likely to forward a marketing message, while other stu-
dies found enjoyment to be a key element for viral videos (Chen and Lee
2014). According to a study performed by Porter and Golan (2006), besides
funny and humorous ads, other types of appeals used by viral advertisers
include sex, nudity, and violence. Consumers are more willing to forward
an ad if it has a higher degree of utilitarian and hedonic values, is more
engaging, entertaining, and highly emotional (Chiu et al. 2007; Dobele
et al. 2005, 2007; Phelps et al. 2004; Simmons 2007; Stanbouli 2003). This
is why ads containing naked pictures or jokes in addition to information
are the most common in the viral world (Horovitz 2009). For these reasons,
the current study analyzes three of the most popular ad appeals used in the
most popular viral ads circulating online: sex, humor, and informative
appeals. Although many other appeals such as fear, greed, and altruism
among others could have been studied, these were not included because
of minimal popularity of the video ads posted online with those appeals.

HUMOROUS APPEALS

Published research and practice have generally shown that humor has a sig-
nificant positive effect on attention and recall, with the potential to increase
processing and comprehension (Chattopadhyay and Basu 1990; Scott, Klein,
and Bryant 1990; Weinberger and Gulas 1992). Some of the most memorable
ads on the American market were based on a humorous appeal, including
the Bud Light and Joe Isuzu commercials (Alden, Hoyer, and Lee 1993). Stu-
dies on direct marketing showed that many advertisements, such as infomer-
cials, are enjoyable, even funny or humorous, given their need to attract and
maintain attention (Korgaonkar et al. 1997). For these reasons, the authors
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hypothesize, according to previous literature, that humorous ads will posi-
tively influence Aad.

H1a: Humorous ads positively affect Aad.

In a viral context, a humorous ad appeal, including variations of comedic
violence, is one of the most frequently forwarded content types, due to its
capacity to spark strong emotions (Brown, Bhadury, and Pope 2010; Phelps
et al. 2004). A study in the context of forwarding e-mails as opposed to
videos showed jokes=humorous e-mails were the second most forwarded
e-mails, representing about 40% of all forwarded e-mails (Phelps et al. 2004).

The positive effects of humor on advertising stem from its capacity to
improve consumers’ moods, creating joy and satisfaction, with the potential
to transfer these feelings to the brand (Cline, Altsech, and Kellaris 2003).
Hence, the funnier consumers think an ad is, the higher their intention to for-
ward the ad will be. Thus, the authors hypothesize:

H1b: Humorous ads positively affect VI.

Sexual Appeals

Studies show that a sexual ad will attract significant initial attention and will
also retain this attention for longer periods of time in comparison to other
types of ads (Liu, Cheng, and Li 2009). Sexual ads also increase consumers’
recall and recognition of an ad, a brand, and key messages found within an
ad (Shimp, Wood, and Smarandescu 2007). The evocation of positive emo-
tions and excitement can subsequently reflect in improved Aad and the adver-
tised brand. In this context, Reichert, Latour, and Ford (2011) have noted that
sex appeal has the potential to lead to positive attitudes toward the brand and
the ad, and can even prove more persuasive than other ads, because it cap-
tures attention for a longer time. In conformity with previous research, the
authors hypothesize that sexual appeals will lead to an improved Aad.

H2a: Sex appeals in advertising positively affect Aad.

The influence of sex appeals on behavioral intention is especially important
in the context of viral advertising, where sexual content has the potential to
increase forwarding intentions. In the context of viral advertising, most of the
e-mails forwarded by consumers and thus considered viral according to
Phelps and colleagues (2004) included some type of sexual appeal. The evo-
cation of positive emotions and excitement can subsequently reflect in
improved Aad and Ab. In this context, Reichert and colleagues (2011) have
noted that sex appeal has the potential to lead to positive attitudes toward
the brand and the ad, and can even prove more persuasive than other ads,
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because it holds attention for a longer time. Given the previous literature
review, the authors hypothesize that advertisements including sexual appeals
will be more likely to be forwarded by consumers.

H2b: Sex appeals in advertising positively affect VI.

INFORMATIVE APPEALS

Informative appeals involve the central route to persuasion and often attempt
to influence consumers based on logic, reason, and evidence of a product’s
benefits. Because they are factual in nature, these types of appeals are nor-
mally not as entertaining or interesting as emotional appeals. However,
informative appeals can be very useful and are well liked by consumers
(Tellis 2004), thus they still have the potential to create a positive Aad. There-
fore, the authors hypothesize:

H3a: Informative appeals positively affect Aad.

While informative appeals are well liked, they nevertheless may lack the novelty
needed to motivate consumers to forward these ads to members of their social
network (Berger and Milkman 2012). Regarding the application of emotional
versus informative appeals in advertising, the issue is complex and includes
many nuances (Muehling and McCann 1993). For example, Edell and Burke
(1987) found that individuals’ attitude toward an ad is influenced by the inter-
action of various ad types, such as informational versus transformational. They
concluded that feelings influence Aad, especially when the ads are transforma-
tional, rather than informational. The current authors conjecture that while con-
sumers may demonstrate a positive attitude toward ads with informative
appeals, they may still be far less likely to pass along these ads due to the lack
of high excitement about their content. Thus, the authors hypothesize:

H3b: Informative advertisements negatively affect VI.

AD Source

Source credibility refers to how trusted the communicator is perceived to be
in the respective domain under discussion. Usually, known sources have a
significant influence on consumer behavior because they are perceived as
having no self-serving intentions, or nothing to gain, from the consumption
recommendations they make (Cheung, Greenacre, and Freeman 2014; Chiu
et al. 2007). This is why messages coming from known sources are perceived
as more credible, and consumers perceived social networks as valuable
sources of information (Akar and Topçu 2011; Chiu et al. 2007; Phelps et al.
2004; Xiao, Zhuang, and Hsu 2014). Therefore, in the context of viral
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advertising, it stands to reason that consumers will be much more receptive
to ads coming from known sources. Thus, the authors hypothesize:

H4a: Messages received from known sources will lead to a more positive
Aad than messages received from unknown sources.

Moreover, research has shown that consumers who have strong ties with the
advertiser (i.e., know the advertiser well) and who have a strong influence on
others are more likely to participate in the success of viral ads (Liu-Thompkins
2012; Vázquez-Casielles, Álvarez, and Del Rı́o-Lanza 2013). Along these lines,
individuals should be more willing to forward advertisements if those ads
come from a known source, rather than an unknown source. This is especially
true in an online medium as it reduces the chance of scams, spam, or malicious
viruses attached to the videos. Therefore, the authors hypothesize:

H4b: Messages received from known sources will lead to higher VI than
messages received from unknown sources.

Demographics and VI

User demographics are an integral part of marketing and advertising research,
having an impact on numerous aspects such as target segments, buyer pro-
files, or reactions to advertising. Therefore, age, gender, and education were
chosen as the select user characteristics to be included in the model.

Age

Researchers have found that younger individuals evaluate advertising more
positively than older consumers (De Gregorio and Sung 2010; Muehling
and McCann 1993). Research also noted that younger consumers are more
likely to be heavier Internet users than older individuals (Korgaonkar and
Wolin 1999). Given this information and the fact that viral advertising usually
contains provocative, controversial content, accompanied by humorous or
sexual appeals (Cruz and Fill 2008; Porter and Golan 2006), it stands to rea-
son that the main target for viral ads seems to be younger individuals. Thus,
the authors hypothesize:

H5a: Age is negatively related to VI.

Gender

In the context of gender, women rather than men are more likely to use e-mail
to keep in touch with their contacts and to forward e-mail messages to their
social group (Phelps et al. 2004). Vollmer and Precourt (2008) also supported
this claim of gender differences.
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Additionally, in a market maven study, Goodey and East (2008) concluded
that gender differences in word-of-mouth can come from different needs and
motivations the two genders have. For example, females were more likely to
engage in word-of-mouth behavior because of satisfaction with the product,
desire to talk about it, and intention to help others. Furthermore, research on
consumers’ susceptibility to interpersonal influence also notes that this individ-
ual characteristic is generally greater for women rather than men (Churchill and
Moschis 1979). Therefore, given women’s increased likelihood of forwarding
e-mail messages and word-of-mouth participation, they should also be more
likely to engage in viral advertising. Thus, the authors hypothesize:

H5b: Women have higher VI than men.

Education

Regarding education and advertising, a review of Muehling and McCann
(1993) concludes that there is an inverse relationship between individuals’
education level and Aad, with better-educated consumers usually liking
advertising less. Research on market mavens reaches a similar conclusion
that they tend to be slightly less educated than other consumers in general.
Finally, research on product placement, for example, also found that edu-
cation level is inversely related to attitudes toward placement of ads (De
Gregorio and Sung 2010). Given these findings, a similar relationship should
be present in the context of viral advertising. Thus, the authors hypothesize:

H5c: Less educated consumers are more likely to forward a viral adver-
tisement.

Finally, the study includes income as a covariate variable influencing consu-
mers’ intention to purchase the advertised product. Due to the easy access to
the Internet for all categories of consumers, including low-income users in
the United States, the authors do not consider it as a significant influence
on consumers’ intention to engage in viral activities and forward ads; how-
ever, as shown by previous research (Phelps et al. 2004) and common
knowledge, the authors consider income as an important determinant of con-
sumer PI. Hence, it is included as a covariate.

AAD, AB, and VI

Muehling and McCann (1993) reviewed thirty-seven studies showing that
individuals’ Aad had a direct influence on Ab. Previous research also
supports the mediated effect of Aad on intentions (such as PI), through its
influence on Ab (Biehal, Stephens, and Curlo 1992; MacKenzie, Lutz, and
Belch 1986). Confirming previous studies, the first relation of interest is that
of the relationship between Aad and Ab.
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H6a: Aad positively affects Ab.

Aad is a key variable measuring consumers’ opinion about a specific adver-
tisement, including their liking=disliking of it. Previous literature showed the
significant relationship between attitudes and behaviors, finding attitudes as
predictors of consumer behavior in relation to a product or service (Mitchell
and Olson 1981). In the context of viral advertising, Aad should be the key
predictor of consumers’ VI, since individuals are willing to pass along ads
that they like and appreciate.

H6b: Aad positively affects consumers’ VI.

MacKenzie and Lutz (1989) defined Aad as a predisposition to respond in a
favorable or unfavorable manner to a specific advertising stimulus during
an exposure occasion, in agreement with the Fishbein and Ajzen (1985)
definition of attitude. In this context, Aad refers to a specific exposure to
a particular ad, not to advertising in general, which will be the view used
in this research project. Aad is considered a function of feelings and
thoughts about the ad (Bagozzi, Gopinath, and Nayer 1999; Laczniak and
Carlson 1989; MacKenzie et al. 1986). MacKenzie and colleagues (1986)
saw Aad as purely affective, with no cognitive or behavioral component,
and situational bound.

In conformity with previous literature, this study analyzes the mediating
role of Aad between ad characteristics (ad appeals and ad source) on the one
hand and VI on the other hand. In this context, the authors hypothesize that
Aad will mediate the relationship between the advertisement appeal or the
ad source and VI.

H7: Aad mediates the relationship between (a) humor appeals and VI,
(b) sexual appeals and VI, (c) informative appeals and VI, and (d)
ad source and VI.

Given the importance of Ab on consumers’ behavioral intentions, as noted by
the studies reviewed in this section, the authors also include this variable as a
predictor of consumers’ VI regarding the advertisement they just viewed.
Based off of previous research mentioned in this section, and considering
that consumers are more likely to forward advertisements for brands that
they like, it is estimated that Ab will positively influence the behavioral vari-
ables in this model, (i.e., VI and PI) (Biehal et al. 1992; MacKenzie et al.
1986). Therefore, the authors include Ab as positively related to consumers’
viral and PI.

H8a: Ab positively affects consumers’ VI.
H8b: Ab positively affects consumers’ PI.
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VI and PI

Research and practitioner articles have discussed the economic benefits of
viral advertising not only to build widespread brand awareness, but also to
help generate consumer interest, product trials, and sales (Kirby and Marsden
2006). Viral advertisements are about touching a vital nerve point in consu-
mers in order to exponentially increase the diffusion and impact of the mess-
age (Shukla 2010; Welker 2002). Their key point is to make consumers
associate the good feelings experienced from the ad with the sponsor (Porter
and Golan 2006).

There are also examples from practice regarding the estimated effect of
viral ads on company sales. For instance, the now famous ‘‘blend everything’’
commercials from Blendtec have led to an estimated 800% increase in sales
(Truong 2010). Thus, just like positive word-of-mouth, viral advertising is
thought to motivate and lead consumers to product trial and acquisition.
Thus, the authors hypothesize:

H9: VI positively affect consumers’ PI.

METHODOLOGY

Pretest

Pretests of nine different video ads from Europe were conducted to select
three videos with the three appeals (i.e., humor, sex, and information) for
use in the final study. The pretests were designed to also make sure subjects
in the United States were not aware of the brands or the specific ads in order
to control for preexisting brand and ad perceptions. Pretests were also con-
ducted to ascertain the validly and reliability of the measures to be used in
the final study. The pretest sample included 368 usable responses, with a
minimum of thirty-five responses for each of the seven commercials, using
a sample of undergraduate and graduate business students.

Measures for VI were adapted from the intention to recommend (Chiu
et al. 2007; Maxham and Netemeyer 2002) and intention to purchase scales
(MacKenzie et al. 1986). Additionally, the study asked the respondents to
click the Facebook ‘‘Like’’ button if they liked the video. If they clicked ‘‘Like’’
at the end of the survey, they were asked to provide a list of e-mails if they
wanted to forward the ad to any of their contacts. This was another measure
of VI separate from the VI scale that was included in the questionnaire. Based
on the pretests, the commercials with the highest score for ad appeals were
from Ariel for informative appeal, Agent Provocateur for sexual appeal, and
Zazoo Condoms for humorous appeal. The videos were presented in the
context of a Facebook webpage.
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Ad source was manipulated by telling the respondents to consider that
they received the video from either a known or unknown source on
Facebook. All items were measured using five-point semantic differential
scales. The validity and reliability of all measurement scales used in the final
study are reported in the Appendix.

Sample Main Study

In order to test the study’s hypotheses, data were collected from a random
national consumer sample of 400 individuals provided by the Internet survey
research firm Qualtrics. The sample included a heterogeneous display of
respondents regarding different demographic variables. After eliminating the
missing data observations, the usable sample includes 388 full responses.
The distribution of responses on demographic variables, including gender,
age, education, income, ethnicity, and location, showed a heterogeneous
and nationally representative sample. Table 1 shows the sample characteristics.

Data Analysis and Results

This section focuses on analyzing the data obtained following the application
of the field experiment. First, factor analysis was conducted to assess the fit of
the scales measuring the variables in the model and to assess the fit of the VI
scale. The results are reported in the Appendix. Following the scale assess-
ment procedures, MANOVA, chi-square, regression, and structural equation
modeling were used to test the hypotheses proposed in the previous
sections.

Ad Appeals and Ad Source

In this section, the effects of ad appeals and ad source, as well as the relation-
ship between Aad and VI are reported. MANOVA was used to assess the
effects of the three ad appeals (humor, sex, and informative), and the two
ad sources (known and unknown) on Aad and VI. The results of the overall
MANOVA procedure are presented in Table 2.

The F-test significance notes that ad appeals have a significant influence
on both Aad and VI, and differ regarding the effects of the three types of
appeals. However, ad source (known or unknown) is insignificant for both
variables (Aad and VI), demonstrating a lack of support for Hypothesis 4.
In order to test Hypotheses 1–3, a multiple comparison adhoc procedure
with MANOVA, using the LSD method, was performed. The results are pre-
sented in Table 3. The informative ad has the highest effect on Aad, followed
by humorous and then sexual appeals, respectively. Regarding VI, humor is
the most effective, followed by informative and sexual appeals, respectively.
Overall, the analysis finds support for Hypotheses 1a and b, 2a and b, and 3a.
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TABLE 1 Sample Demographic Distribution

Frequency Percent

Gender:
Male 207 53.4
Female 181 46.6
Total 388 100.0

Age:
18–25 113 29.1
26–34 88 22.7
35–44 71 18.3
45–64 102 26.3
65 and older 14 3.6
Total 388 100.0

Educational background:
Some high school 29 7.5
High school 114 29.4
Undergraduate studies 134 34.5
Graduate studies 79 20.4
Postgraduate studies 32 8.2
Total 388 100.0

Yearly household income:
Less than $40,000 179 46.1
$40k–$80k 132 34.0
$81k–$120k 49 12.6
$121k–$160k 12 3.1
More than $160k 16 4.1
Total 388 100.0

Ethnicity:
White (Non-Hispanic) 280 72.2
African American 31 8.0
Hispanic American 24 6.2
Asian American 26 6.7
American Indian 5 1.3
Other 22 5.7
Total 388 100.0

TABLE 2 MANOVA Results for Ad Appeal and Ad Source

Effect Value F Sig.

Known Pillai’s Trace .013 2.452 .088
Wilks’ Lambda .987 2.452 .088
Hotelling’s Trace .013 2.452 .088
Roy’s Largest Root .013 2.452 .088

Appeal Pillai’s Trace .119 12.112 .000
Wilks’ Lambda .884 12.159 .000
Hotelling’s Trace .128 12.206 .000
Roy’s Largest Root .094 17.955 .000

Source Dependent Variable Type III Sum of Squares df Sig.
Known Att. Ad 2.514 1 .104

Viral Intent .001 1 .977
Appeal Att. Ad 23.511 2 .000

Viral Intent 33.155 2 .000
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Tests were then run regarding two behavioral intention items:
(1) whether the respondents clicked the ‘‘Like’’ button as representing Aad
and (2) whether they provided any e-mails to which they want the ad for-
warded, representing viral behavior. As Tables 4 and 5 show, the results of
the chi-square are similar to previous findings (i.e., ad appeal is significant
for both liking the ad and forwarding the ad).

In the same context, to test the mediating role of Aad between ad
appeals, ad source, and VI, the three-step regression technique, as recom-
mended by Baron and Kenny (1986), was used instead of structural equation
modeling.

In testing for mediation, Aad was regressed on ad appeal and ad source.
The results of the first regression are shown in Table 6. Ad appeal had a sig-
nificant influence on Aad, with all three appeals positively influencing it,
again providing support for Hypotheses 1a, 2a, and 3a. Again, ad source
was insignificant.

The second regression procedure regressed VI on ad appeals and ad
source. As in the previous analysis, ad appeal significantly influenced Aad,

TABLE 3 MANOVA Multiple Comparison for Ad Appeal

Dependent variable (I) Appeal Mean (J) Appeal Mean difference (I–J) Sig.

Att. Ad Humor .1313 Sex .4696140� .000
Info �.0913563 .453

Sex �.338 Humor �.4696140� .000
Info �.5609703� .000

Info .22 Humor .0913563 .453
Sex .5609703� .000

Viral Intent Humor .33 Sex .7060390� .000
Info .2809870� .020

Sex �.37 Humor �.7060390� .000
Info �.4250520� .000

Info .052 Humor �.2809870� .020
Sex .4250520� .000

�The mean difference is significant at the .05 level.

TABLE 4 Chi-Square with Ad Liking

Pearson chi-square Value df Asymp. sig. (2-sided)

Ad liking vs. ad appeal 11.338 2 .003
Ad liking vs. ad source .480 1 .488

TABLE 5 Chi-Square with E-Mail Forward

Pearson chi-square Value df Asymp. sig. (2-sided)

E-mail forward vs. ad appeal 10.597 2 .005
E-mail forward vs. ad source .625a 1 .429
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with all three appeals positively influencing it, once again providing support
for Hypotheses 1b and 2b. At the same time, ad source was again insignifi-
cant. The third step in the mediation testing involves regressing VI on ad
appeals and source, as well as on Aad. The results are presented in Table 6.

In order to find a mediation relationship, the effect of the independent
variables (ad appeal and ad source) must be less in this equation than in the
second. This was the result shown by the regression procedure in Table 6.
This supports Hypotheses 7a, b, and c, that Aad is a mediator between ad
appeal and VI. The results do not find support for Hypothesis 7d, since ad
source is not significant on either Aad or VI. The results in Table 6 also show
a significant positive relationship between Aad and VI, providing support for
Hypothesis 6b that Aad will influence consumers’ intention to forward an
advertisement. An R-square of 0.51 also underlines the importance of Aad
in explaining VI.

VI and PI

The last part of the comprehensive conceptual model focuses on the relation-
ship between VI and classical advertising variables, such as Ab, and consu-
mers’ intentions to forward an ad, in order to investigate if they also
positively relate to intentions to buy the advertised brand. In testing this part
of the conceptual framework, structural equation modeling (SEM) was car-
ried out using LISREL 8.8. Tables 7 and 8 present the goodness-of-fit and
SEM path coefficient results.

As recommended by numerous researchers, a combination of
goodness-of-fit indices was used to assess the fitness of the model. The
CFI and NFI fit into the most restrictive guidelines presented by Hu and
Bentler (1999), who recommended values equal or higher than 0.95.
Although the model’s RMSEA of 0.1 indicates only a marginally acceptable
fit (Browne and Cudeck 1992), the SRMR of 0.06 fits into the most restrictive
guidelines presented in the literature (Hu and Bentler 1999). Given that most

TABLE 6 Regression Test for Mediation

Variable

Regression 1: Aad on Ad
appeal and Ad source

Regression 2: VI on Ad
appeal and Ad source

Regression 3: VI on Aad,
Ad appeal, and Ad source

Standardized beta
coefficients

Standardized beta
coefficients

Standardized beta
coefficients

Source known 0.08 0.001 �0.053
Humor 0.219�� 0.333�� 0.184��

Informational 0.262�� 0.199�� 0.021
Aad 0.679��

F 9.287�� 11.993�� 102.115��

R2 0.068 0.086 0.516

N¼ 388; ��p< .01; �p< .05.
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of the selected goodness-of-fit statistics fit within the most restrictive cut-off
recommendations, the model fits the data analyzed. As Table 8 and Figure 2
show, from the three demographic variables hypothesized to affect VI, only
education was significant, providing support for Hypothesis 5c. Since higher
levels of education were coded with higher values, the results indicate that
less educated consumers are more likely to forward a viral ad. Hypotheses
5a and b related to age and gender were not supported. The covariate vari-
able income was not found to be significantly related to PI.

The SEM results also provide support for Hypothesis 6a, noting a signifi-
cant positive relationship between Aad and Ab. Hypotheses 8a and b were
also supported, showing significant positive effects of Ab on both VI and
PI. The key relationship that was not tested in the previous literature, the
influence of VI on PI, was also supported by the analysis. All the effect sizes
are seen in Figure 2.

TABLE 7 SEM Goodness-Of-Fit Results

Global goodness-of-fit statistics

Chi-square 693
Degrees of Freedom 134
Comparative Fit Index (CFI) 0.96
Normed Fit Index (NFI) 0.95
Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) 0.1
Standardized root mean square residual (SRMR) 0.06

TABLE 8 SEM Path Coefficient Results

Ab VI PI

Aad path coeff. .98
SE (.1)
t value 10.31

Ab path coeff. .84 .42
SE (.06) (.07)
t value 14.05 5.86

VI path coeff. .43
SE (.07)
t value 6.39

Age path coeff. �.04
SE (.03)
t value �1.22

Gender path coeff. �.08
SE (.09)
t value �.95

education path coeff. �.08
SE (.04)
t value �2.07

Income path coeff. .02
SE (.03)
t value .57
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DISCUSSION

Contributions

The purposes of the empirical analyses conducted here were to (1) analyze
how advertising related characteristics, such as ad appeal and ad source,
influence VI and (2) uncover whether viral ads actually influence PI. As num-
erated below, the study makes several contributions to the existing literature
and practice of viral advertising.

Successful viral advertising campaigns attract the attention of the audi-
ence with engaging appeals, and hold the audiences interests by creating
positive Aad and Ab, which lead to the ads getting forwarded as well as to
purchases of the brand. The results found all three types of ad appeals were
significant for both Aad and VI. The results confirmed that humorous and
sexual ad appeals positively influence Aad and VI. Additionally, the results
of the statistical analysis, including both VI and actual viral behavior (via
the e-mail proxy for the ‘‘Like’’ button), indicate that humorous appeal has
the highest impact on viral advertisements and therefore the highest potential
when creating ads for the purposes of making them viral.

While the results did find a positive relationship between sexual appeal
and Aad, VI, and PI, the sexual ad had the lowest effect size of the three types
of ad appeals examined. A possible explanation for this might be because of
the overtly strong sex appeal presented by the ad used in the study.

FIGURE 2 Structural model results.
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Regarding source of the ad (i.e., known versus unknown), the data ana-
lyzed did not support the study’s hypotheses. This suggests consumers did
not find ads coming from unknown sources any different from ads originat-
ing from known sources. This indicates good opportunities for new as well
as relatively unknown companies wishing to harness the power of viral
advertising, since consumers’ lack of awareness for these firms should not
have an impact on the viral prospects of these firms’ ads.

The study focused on the relationship between Aad and VI. It was
hypothesized that Aad would positively influence VI, a hypothesis that was
supported by the data analysis. Equally important, the results supported
the positive influence of Aad on VI, as well as Aad’s mediational role in
the relationship between ad appeals and VI, thus incorporating an estab-
lished advertising variable related to viral ads and emphasizing the impor-
tance of the audience liking the advertisement.

Consistent with previous research, it was found that Aad has a signifi-
cant positive effect on Ab. In addition, the study noted a positive relationship
between Ab, and VI as well as PI. These findings demonstrate that it is impor-
tant for consumers to like the brand as well as the ad in order for advertise-
ments to become viral.

Another relationship tested in this model was the influence of VI on PI.
Viral advertising’s potential to increase consumer communication and lead to
increased sales and reduced marketing costs has especially been debated in
practitioner journals (Dobele et al. 2007; Fattah 2000). However, until now
there has been a paucity of published empirical studies focusing on the
relationship between VI and PI, leading some practitioners and researchers
to wonder about the potential of viral ads (i.e., whether or not they actually
lead to sales) (Rappaport 2014). The results found here indicate that consu-
mers’ intentions to forward an ad positively influence their intentions to buy
the advertised product. This finding is a significant contribution to the dis-
cussion related to viral ads’ potential to lead to sales, and represents one
of the major discoveries of this study.

The authors also introduced key demographic variables in the model
and found support for a negative relationship between education and VI.
Other demographic variables such as age and gender were not significant
in the study. This might be due to the widespread use of the Internet and
the relative homogenization of Internet usage and online behavior.

Finally, the field study was conducted in the United States by using
actual ads not previously seen by respondents; simulating social media beha-
vior via a national sample improves the external validity of the results.

Managerial Implications

The aforementioned results may help practitioners see a clearer picture regard-
ing the viral tools at their disposal so that they can make informed decisions
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regarding their inclusion in advertising strategy. As pointed out by Vollmer and
Precourt (2008) as well as Karen Nelson-Field (2013), consumers are spending
more time with media, which allows them to have more control over the buy-
ing process. Aaker and Smith (2010) correctly stated that today’s consumers
want to buy but do not want to be sold to. Viral advertising is appealing to
advertisers because it provides a great fit in the current era of consumer control.

This study is a first step in providing practitioners with a profile of the
video ad and user characteristics necessary for an ad to become viral. This
research takes elements of interest for practitioners, such as what type of
appeals make ads viral, what is the best source for promoting a viral ad,
and what are the best target segments that marketers should focus on, and
presents empirical data in order to scientifically assess these relationships.
In addition, after analyzing the elements that make an ad viral, this study also
clarifies the relationship between liking an ad, forwarding it, and actually
wanting to buy the promoted product.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

Since the purpose of this study was to provide a general overview of VI, the
authors did not analyze the more detailed aspects of consumer responses to
viral advertising such as what type of humor and sexual appeals work best,
and for which types of consumers. This is an important consideration,
especially given that Nelson-Field (2013) reported that intensity of an emotion-
al appeal is an important factor influencing sharing behavior. A future study
including the different levels of appeals as well as other types of appeals such
as ‘‘fear’’ or ‘‘sadness’’ may add more to the understanding of viral advertising.
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Appendix: Factor Analysis and Reliability for Scale Fit Assessment

VI

Items Loadings
Please estimate the probability that you will forward this ad to your contacts:

(likely=unlikely).
.845

Please estimate the probability that you will forward this video to your contacts:
(probable=improbable).

.848

Please estimate the probability that you will forward this ad to your contacts:
(possible=impossible).

.853

This message is worth sharing with others: .780
How likely are you to spread positive word of mouth about this video? .738
If my friends were looking for this type of product, I’d tell them about the video. .610
Total variance explained: 61.5%
Eigenvalue: 3.7
Cronbach’s alpha¼ .873
Aad (MacKenzie et al. 1986; MacKenzie and Lutz 1989)
What is your overall reaction to the video you just saw? (good=bad) .865
What is your overall reaction to the video you just saw? (like=dislike) .877
What is your overall reaction to the video you just saw? (favorable=unfavorable) .871
Total variance explained: 75.9%
Eigenvalue: 2.28
Cronbach’s alpha¼ .836
Ab (MacKenzie et al. 1986; MacKenzie and Lutz 1989)
What is your overall feeling about using the advertised product? (favor.=unfav.) .849
What is your overall feeling about using the advertised product? (good=bad) .866
What is your overall feeling about using the advertised product? (foolish=wise) .832
Total variance explained: 72.1%
Eigenvalue: 2.2
Cronbach’s alpha¼ .801
PI (MacKenzie et al. 1986; MacKenzie and Lutz 1989)
Please estimate the probability that you will buy the advertised product the next

time you buy this type of product (likely=unlikely)
.874

Please estimate the probability that you will buy the advertised product the next
time you buy this type of product (possible=impossible)

.884

Please estimate the probability that you will buy the advertised product the next
time you buy this type of product (probable=improbable)

.873

Total variance explained: 76.9%
Eigenvalue: 2.3
Cronbach’s alpha¼ .85
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