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Abstract:

Viral marketing refers to a promotional approach where consumers themselves are encouraged to share
information about a company’s products or services via the internet. Viral marketing has emerged as one of the
most influential strategies in the digital era, leveraging the power of social media and online communities to
spread promotional messages rapidly. This approach to advertising gained momentum in the mid-1990s and has
become increasingly popular since 2011. With the advancement of technology, particularly the growth of the
internet, advertising has gradually shifted from traditional methods such as emails and pamphlets to more
innovative forms like guerrilla marketing through social media platforms. Unlike traditional marketing methods,
viral campaigns rely on consumers themselves to disseminate content, creating exponential reach at relatively low
costs. The widespread access to social networking sites, along with their benefits—especially low cost and wide
reach—has made viral marketing an attractive option for many businesses. Numerous companies have
successfully adopted this strategy, as seen in examples like Hotmail, Gmail, OLX, the Kolaveri Di song, and Old
Spice’s iconic campaign “The Man Your Man Could Smell Like”, to name a few. This paper explores the concept
of viral marketing, its history, advantages and disadvantages, forms and mediums, and analyzes how it can be
effectively implemented. Special focus is given to identifying the best medium of viral marketing to reach younger
audiences, especially in semi-rural areas.
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Introduction

Marketing has undergone a significant transformation in the past three decades, shifting from conventional mass
media campaigns to digital-first strategies. Viral marketing, also known as viral advertising, is a promotional
strategy that leverages existing social networking platforms and digital technologies to boost product or service
sales or to strengthen brand positioning. The idea is to spread a message rapidly and exponentially among internet
users, creating a trend or widespread buzz. While similar to traditional word-of-mouth promotion, viral marketing
operates through digital channels, often referred to as “word-of-mouse” communication, or “word-of-mouth in the
digital age”. It utilizes existing social networks, online platforms, and digital communication channels to
encourage users to share brand messages organically. The exponential spread of these messages enables
companies to reach millions within a short time span.

At its core, viral marketing encourages individuals to share promotional content with others, relying heavily on
high pass-along rates. When a large number of recipients forward the message to multiple friends, the overall
reach expands rapidly, creating a snowball effect.

Although viral campaigns are personal in nature and associated with specific sponsors, their distribution is often
organic rather than paid for directly by businesses. Most viral advertisements are initially funded by a sponsoring
company and launched on digital platforms such as company websites, YouTube, or social media pages.
Consumers then amplify the reach by sharing links, reposting ads, or embedding them on blogs and social media
profiles.

However, the term “viral marketing” is sometimes used critically to describe stealth marketing techniques, where
promotional content is disguised and consumers may not realize they are being marketed to. In the 2010s, viral
marketing has become synonymous with harnessing the power of individuals who share content widely, enabling
messages to reach large audiences quickly and effectively.

The concept of a “viral strategy” in marketing first appeared in 1995, before the rise of digital marketing. It was
coined by a strategy team at Chiat/Day Advertising in Los Angeles (now TBWA LA) during the launch of Sony’s
first PlayStation. The idea stemmed from the realization that consumers often resist direct advertising but are
drawn toward things that feel exclusive or discovered. Jeffrey Rayport’s 1996 Fast Company article, “The Virus
of Marketing,” brought the concept into prominence, and in 1997 it was further promoted by venture capitalists
Tim Draper and Steve Jurvetson who used it to describe Hotmail’s strategy of including promotional text in users’
outgoing emails. Media critic Doug Rushkoff was also among the first to discuss viral marketing online. The
rapid growth of social networks like Facebook, Instagram, and Snapchat further fueled viral marketing’s impact.
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As users began spending more time on social media than on email, campaigns shifted from email-based
promotions to creative, shareable social campaigns.

Hotmail was a pioneering example in 1997 which gained millions of users by appending promotional text to every
outgoing email. Gmail took it further by initially restricting sign-ups through invitation-only access, creating
curiosity and exclusivity. Once it opened to all, mass adoption followed, with users continuing the invitation
chain. Vodafone ZooZoo Ads (2009 IPL) — Captured attention with unique characters, boosting subscriptions and
merchandise sales. Several other ampaigns have become landmark examples of viral marketing. For instance, Old
Spice’s 2010 campaign “The Man Your Man Could Smell Like” spread rapidly across YouTube and other social
media platforms, while the “Paytm Karo” campaign leveraged regional languages to connect with a broad
audience, ultimately establishing Paytm as a household brand in India.

Forms of Viral Marketing:

Viral marketing messages can take multiple forms, including:

1) Short video clips

i) Interactive games and advergames

iii) E-books and brandable software

iv) Memes and images

V) Text and email messages

vi) Social media posts and dedicated webpages

Channels of Viral Marketing:
The effectiveness of viral campaigns largely depends on the platforms used for dissemination. Popular channels
include:

1) Social networking sites (Facebook, Twitter/X, LinkedIn)

i) Instant messaging apps (WhatsApp, Telegram)

1ii) Video-sharing platforms (YouTube, Vimeo, Instagram Reels)
v) Blogs and influencer networks

V) Company websites with backlinks and free offerings

Key Elements of a Viral Marketing Strategy:
For a campaign to go viral, certain elements must be in place:

1) The content should appeal to a wide audience.

i) It must be engaging enough for people to share with friends and family.

1ii) A large-scale platform such as YouTube or Facebook should be utilized.

iv) An initial push (through seeding, paid views, or targeted sharing) helps capture attention.

V) The content must be of high quality.

vi) Offering valuable products or services for free can encourage participation (e.g., Gio Addicts).

vii) The medium should allow easy transfer and replication—via email, websites, graphics, or software
downloads.

viii))  Campaigns should align with common motivations and behaviors to enhance shareability.

ix) Leverage existing communication networks like Facebook, WhatsApp, blogs, and online games to

maximize reach.
Advantages of Viral Marketing:

1) Cost-effectiveness: Viral campaigns are generally much less expensive compared to traditional
advertising methods.

i) Rapid growth potential: A successful campaign can spread quickly and gain massive popularity in a
short span of time.

iii) Mainstream visibility: Provides smaller businesses an opportunity to gain recognition and exposure
through mainstream media.

iv) Quick lead generation: Helps in attracting and converting potential customers rapidly.

V) Credibility through trust: Works best when shared through word-of-mouth by trusted individuals,
increasing authenticity and impact.
Disadvantages of Viral Marketing:

1) Nuisance factor: With the overwhelming number of emails people receive daily, viral marketing
messages are often perceived as spam.

i) Risk of negative buzz: Campaigns can backfire if the message is misunderstood or misinterpreted,
leading to unfavorable discussions.

1ii) Difficulty in measurement: The impact of viral marketing is not always easy to track or quantify.
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iv) Short-lived impact: Most viral campaigns have a limited lifespan.

V) Forced participation: When individuals are pressured to contribute to viral campaigns, the outcomes are
usually unimpressive.

vi) Low success probability: Only a small fraction of campaigns achieve widespread success.

vii) Possibility of fake advertising: Misleading or fabricated messages can circulate, damaging credibility.
Review Of Literature

Existing literature widely discusses the effectiveness of viral marketing in terms of reach, engagement, and cost
efficiency. However, few studies have focused specifically on determining the most effective medium for viral
campaigns, especially in non-urban contexts.

Objectives Of The Study

1) To understand the concept and evolution of viral marketing.

i) To identify the various forms and channels of viral marketing.

1ii) To find out the most effective communication medium for reaching youth in semi-rural areas for
effectiveness in viral marketing.

Hypothesis Of The Study

HO: Medium of viral marketing for reaching youth in semi-rural areas are not effective

HI: Medium of viral marketing for reaching youth in semi-rural areas are effective

Methodology

i) Area of the study: Bhusawal taluka which is a Semi-rural area

i) Data: The research is based on both primary and secondary data.
a) Primary Data: A survey was conducted among 100 respondents (aged 22-35) in Bhusawal,

Mabharashtra. The data was collected using questionnaires focusing on their exposure to viral
campaigns, preferred platforms, and receptiveness to viral content.

b) Secondary Data: Journals, research articles, company reports, and internet sources were reviewed.
1ii) Analysis Tools: Graphs and descriptive statistics were used to interpret the findings.
DATA ANALYSIS

The survey was done of 100 youth of which 54% were male and 46% were female as can be seen in Graph No. 1.
Graph No. 1: Gender of Respondents

" Fpmake

Most of them were students (maximum of the respondents) and a few of the respondents were either self-
employed, teachers or professionals.
Table 2: Preference to Buy Due to Viral Communication

mYes
slNo

As shown in Graph No. 2, when asked question as to whether they prefer to buy due to viral communication, 57%
agreed whereas 43% said ‘No’.
Graph No. 3: Factors Having Influence of Viral Message
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Regarding being influenced by a viral message (Graph No. 3), maximum 70% of the respondents asserted that a
friends recommendation influences their decision, followed by 52% stating that past experiences with the medium
used for viral marketing. 42% of the respondents said that their mood plays an important role in being influenced
by viral marketing. The content of the message stands at 31% and place where the respondent is when they
receive the message has 23% influence. Celebrity involved in the message, Knowledge of the sender, Timing
when it is sent and Likes and dislikes of others influence the respondent between 16 to 20%. Size of the file, data
plan and everyone does so have less than 10% influence of viral message.
Graph No. 4: Buying Products on Friend’s Recommendation

wves
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To the question ‘Would you be interested in buying a product recommended by your friend?’, 73% of the

respondents, i.e., more than 2/3rd of the respondents said that they would buy a product on the friend’s

recommendation. This means that friends have a good percent of influence over a person’s decision making.
Graph No. 5: Purchase Expensive Item After Reading Good Review from Friends
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To the question, ‘Would you purchase an expensive item after reading the good review from most of your
friends?’, the answer was nearly 50-50 as depicted in Graph No. 5.
Graph No. 6: Reasons for Not Buying the E-recommended Products/services
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©Copyright 2024 ADRJ. All Rights Reserved www.admrj.com Page 131



Akshardhara Research Journal

Single Blind Peer-Reviewed & Refereed International Research Journal
E ISSN -3048-8095 / Bimonthly / SJIF Impact- 3.4 / September-2025/ Special Issue 02 Volume I (A)

The reasons stated for not buying the products/services due to e-recommendations were that either the product

was not required or had no trust in the e-recommendation or it was beyond the budget of the person (Graph No.

6). Majority, namely, 51% of the respondents had no trust in the e-recommendation. 31% of the respondents felt

that they did not require the product or service and 18% of the respondents would find it beyond the budget.
Graph No. 7: Medium Preferred for Viral Marketing

For the medium preferred for viral marketing, nearly 3/4th (73%) voted for WhatsApp, and way behind followed
by telephone (11%), Facebook, X (earlier Twitter) and LinkedIn, etc. (9%) and Email (7%). This indicates that
Whatsapp is the most popular medium of communication for viral marketing.

Graph No. 8: Forwarding Viral Video to Friends

A

In the Graph No. 8 as shown, the response towards the question “Would you forward viral video to your other
friends?’ was that around 2/3rd (64%) of the respondents said yes whereas 34% of the respondents stated that they
would not do so.

Graph No. 9: Feedback Review of Product Purchased through Viral Marketing

Positive Negative Pt gaing Lo write

For the kind of feedback of the product purchased through viral marketing, 48%, i.e., nearly % of respondents
were likely to write a positive review, 13% were of the opinion to give a negative review and nearly 40% were not
going to give any kind of feedback.

Graph No. 10: Frequency of Writing Feeback of Product Purchased
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When asked about the frequency with which the respondents had written an online review or given feedback
about a product or service, majority (51%) had not given any feedback, 5% gave once in a year, 19% gave twice
in a year, 11% gave quarterly and 14% of them gave once in a month.

Graph No. 11: Providing a Company with Friends Email Address or Mobile No.

nYen

In the survey it was found that 71% never provided a company with a friends email address or mobile no. Only
29% shared it with a company (Graph No. 11).
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Table 12: Incentive Provided by Company for Sharing Friends' Email Address or Mobile No.

m'fe
=MNo

From those who had shared their friends email address or mobile number, only 34% were provided with an
incentive for doing it, as revealed in Graph No. 12.

From the above analysis, it could be concluded that it is not that medium of viral marketing for reaching youth in
semi-rural areas are not effective. They are effective, provided they are utilized properly. Hence, HO is rejected.
Important Findings

1) Friends have a great influence on buying decisions of a person. Trust plays a crucial role—messages
forwarded by peers are more impactful than direct ads.

i) There was no major difference between answers given by male or female.

1il) Past experience with the medium used for viral marketing also had influence on above 50% of the
respondents.

iv) Mood of a person (42%) and content (31%) to influence the impact of viral marketing on a person.

V) No trust in e-recommendations was a great factor in not buying the product.

vi) WhatsApp is the most popular medium for viral marketing.

vii) Nearly 2/3rd of the respondents forward viral videos.
viii))  51% do not write any feedback on the product purchased through viral marketing.

ix) 71% of the respondents do not share their friends’ email ID or mobile numbers with companies.

X) Only 34% of the respondents who share their friends’ email ID or mobile numbers with companies get
incentives.

Recommendations

1) The viral marketing strategy for male and female could be same.

i) More incentives should be given to a person to share his friends’ email ID or mobile numbers with
companies as Friends have a great influence on buying decisions of a person.

iii) Campaigns offering free trials, discounts, or rewards receive higher engagement.

v) Attempts should be made to build trust of people in e-recommendation. The product should fall to the

expectations created by e-recommendation. Ensure that he has good experience. Ensure ethical
transparency to avoid negative or misleading marketing.
V) Make most use of WhatsApp.

vi) Attractive, short, funny videos passing on the right message should be used as videos are made viral by
the people.
Conclusion

It is evident that viral marketing brings advantages to both businesses and consumers. While companies gain
financial benefits, consumers enjoy social value through engagement and interaction. Viral campaigns avoid many
of the expenses linked with traditional mass media advertising, making them especially suitable for small
businesses aiming for visibility as well as for larger firms seeking to enhance their existing marketing strategies.
Viral marketing thus, has become a vital tool in modern advertising, offering companies the ability to reach vast
audiences at minimal costs. Moreover, with a clear understanding of how viral marketing works, skilled managers
can design and execute impactful campaigns. By developing content that resonates with consumers and
encouraging its viral spread, businesses can significantly boost sales while simultaneously strengthening their
brand image.
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