
Feedback sites Many retailer Web sites provide consumers the opportunity 
to post their opinions about their products. Amazon.com, for example, posts reader 
reviews of the books and music it sells. Then, there are organizations that operate Web 

sites solely for the purpose of offering such opportunities 
to consumers. Two prominent sites are Epinions.com and 
Planetfeedback.com. On Epinions.com consumers post 
their reviews of products and retailers they have used. The 
Planetfeedback.com site similarly invites readers to post 
their views, although here the comments take the form 
of complaints, compliments, and suggestions. Both sites 
provide the opportunity for other readers to post their 
reactions to the original comments. In recent years, Yelp 
has become a popular site as it provides consumer opinions 
on local merchants, organized by cities.

REFERENT INFLUENCE IN THE MARKETPLACE 
Now You See It, Now You Don’t

Reference groups, or referents, influence our consumer behaviors in three ways: (1) When we feel indecisive 
or inadequate to make product choice decisions, we ask referents whose opinions and judgment we trust. (2) 
Sometimes, people give us advice whether or not we want it. Sometimes this advice conveys factual material, 
such as which product would work better in a utilitarian or functional sense, and we take this advice if we trust 
their expertise. At other times, their advice is on matters of personal taste, such as what is in fashion or what 
purchases and consumption they consider undesirable. (3) Finally, referents influence us silently, just by being 
there, as we consider their implicit preferences and taste in making our own choices. This “silent influence,” so 
to speak, occurs both due to the normative factor—we expect to be rebuked if we ignore referents’ tastes—and 
due to the identification factor—we relish imitating our heroes’ tastes and consumption choices. 

21

32

654

1

VIRAL MARKETING
SIX DRIVERS of VIRALITY

Viral marketing is the message and product design and placement 
in a manner that encourages consumers to spread the message and 
the product news to other consumers voluntarily and exponentially. 
Exponentially means every transfer of information multiplies it in 
the next round to a manifold number of recipients. Very few market 
offerings gain virality. To be virality-worthy,  the market offering must 
have at least one of these three qualities: 

      Unique product engineering 
The product offers new and significant 
benefits (e.g., Flibanserin, the female 
libido pill, approved by the FDA’s 
advisory panel in June 2015), or 
the product’s design is stylistically 
appealing (e.g., iPod, Prius, the Smart 
Car, or Tesla).

      Captivating message design 
A brand message or 
communication is crafted so 
creatively that it intrigues and 
amazes (e.g., the Guinness beer 
commercial in which able bodied 
friends of a person in wheelchair 
all play the game in wheelchairs).

Social Currency 
The message content 
should be valuable for 

people to tell and listen to; 
thus, just like money is a 
currency of exchange, the 
content serves as a currency 
of social exchange in that 
each party receives value. If 
you tell me an interesting fact 
or tidbit, I feel rewarded and 
you feel good that I perceived 
you as a giver of interesting 
and valuable information. 

Triggers
In everyday life, what makes us tell a story? 
Either we just read it and it is fresh on 

our minds, or something in our surroundings 
reminded us of it. The presence of elements 
in the message that will also be encountered 
frequently later in everyday life are called 
triggers. The information that a “Black Eye Peas 
concert is coming to your town a year from now” 
is less likely to be told and retold than the same 
message tagged with an environmental cue 
“tickets can be bought at any metro ticket kiosk.” 
Subsequently, whenever you happen to be at a 
metro ticket kiosk, you are more likely to recall 
the message and retell it to your companions. 

        Emotion  
Emotional stories get told 
more. The story (true) 
about a policeman who 
volunteered to help an 
old lady cross the road 
one day and then took 
on the role of taking her 
for shopping every week 
during his off time is likely 
to spread faster than the 
story of, say, a lawyer 
doing some pro bono 
work for the poor one day 
a week.

Practical Value  
Things or news items 

that have practical utility 
spread faster. Online “how 
to guides” are shared more 
than straight news items. 
When something is of 
practical value, both the 
message sender and the 
recipient feel rewarded. The 
expectation that it will be 
useful to the listener makes 
us want to share the news 
or information more.

Public  
If a product or message is 
visible, news about it will 

spread faster. The more we see 
people using a product, the more 
we think that the product must 
be a good one and the more we 
ourselves are likely to adopt it.  
When we see a long waiting line 
(queue) outside a pub, we tend 
to join that line rather than go to 
an equally unfamiliar neighboring 
pub where there is no line.

 Stories 
Whereas message is the raw 

content, stories are wrappings that 
make them interesting and more tell-
able. If Subway (a sandwich eatery) 
were to relay a simple message like 
“Subway sandwiches will help you 
reduce your body fat,” it probably 
would not have gone too far; but the 
story of Jared Fogel (who in 1998 
ate only Subway sandwiches—“hold 
the cheese and mayo, please”—and 
lost 245 lbs in a year (from 425 lbs in 
March 1998 down to 180 lbs by March 
1999) went viral. 

But even when an offering is virality-worthy, not all such offerings achieve virality. 
Rather, certain message diffusion dynamics must also occur in the marketplace. Marketing 
scholar Jonah Berger, in a book titled Contagious, has suggested a six factor model of how 
information goes viral, captured in the acronym 

3  
Enchanting user experience 
The use experience is 
so engaging that it is 
almost addictive (e.g., 
iPod, Facebook, Twitter, 
Pinterest, Snapchat, etc.).
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RECIPE FOR SUCCESSFUL BUZZ 

Not every marketable product or service lends itself to buzz marketing. Based on a reading of various writings 
and after pondering many case histories, we suggest the following ingredients of a successful buzz campaign:

1. Unique product or message  First and foremost, the product has to be unique and interesting 
enough to become the topic of social conversations. When someone sees the product, it should 
arouse curiosity so the consumer looks at the product closely and finds and learns something about 
it worth telling others. 
2. Inherent human interest story  Beyond uniqueness, what helps tremendously is that the product 
or topic be of inherent human interest (beyond its utilitarian value). Celebrity gossip spreads like a 
buzz because people find celebrities an interesting part of their world (e.g., a product like bow-
lingual (a gizmo that translates “woof” and a dog’s emotions, into words).   
3.  Scarcity and Mystery The product should not be in abundant supply. One that is easily available or 
easily seen will kill a buzz even before it begins. Of course, large-scale mass awareness is its ultimate 
goal, but in the initial stages of the buzz, the product should be rare, and the story about it should be 
known only to a select few. 
4.  Authenticity   The buzz topic has to be authentic. A buzz maker can’t sing rave praise about a 
product that turns out to lack any umph. In this respect at least, buzz is like all advertising: a false 
product performance claim kills a product; a false claim that is mass advertised kills it faster. 
5.  Free Agent The buzz-bees should be free agents, not hired hands. Buzz feeds on the apparent 
impartiality of the talker. 
6. Non-commercialism  Finally, and related to the principle of Free Agent, the buzz should have the 
appearance of a social phenomenon rather than commercial advertising. 

These six ingredients are not absolute requirements, individually, but each is highly desirable and together 
their effect multiplies.

Further reading: Seth Godin and Malcolm Gladwell, Unleashing the Ideavirus (Hyperion 2001);   Emanuel Rosen, The 
Anatomy of Buzz : How to Create Word of Mouth Marketing (Currency 2002). 
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