
i 

VIRAL ADVERTISING: CONCEPTUAL AND EMPIRICAL EXAMINATION OF 
ANTECEDENTS, CONTEXT AND ITS INFLUENCE ON PURCHASE 

INTENTIONS 

by 

Maria Petrescu 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of 

The College of Business 

in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the Degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Florida Atlantic University 

Boca Raton, Florida 

May 2012

 



ii 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright by Maria Petrescu 2012

 



VIRAL ADVERTISING: CONCEPTUAL AND EMPIRICAL EXAMINATION OF
ANTECEDENTS, CONTEXT AND ITS INFLUENCE ON PURCHASE

INTENTIONS

by

Maria Petrescu

This dissertation was prepared under the direction of the candidate's dissertation advisor,
Dr. Pradeep K. Korgaonkar, Department of Marketing, and has been approved by the
members of her supervisory committee. It was submitted to the faculty of the College of
Business and was accepted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of
Doctor of Philosophy.

~ISORYCOMM~__: _~~

Pradeep K. ~orgaonk- ,plLD. ~

Dissertation Chair

~;.~n~
,Mtt;] /7 /?aeP-
Ann R. Root, Ph.D .

. Dennis Coates, Ph. .
ean, College of Business

?:iilR~~~
Dean, Graduate College

iii



iv 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 

I would especially like to thank my dissertation chair, Dr. Pradeep K. Korgaonkar, 

for being an extraordinary mentor, for his patience, advice and kindness. I am so grateful 

for having met him and for having benefited from such great support regarding my 

doctoral endeavor and my career. Dr. Korgaonkar’s constant encouragements motivated 

me to keep going and work harder.  

I also appreciate all the help and advice I received from my committee members, 

Dr. Tamara Mangleburg and Dr. Ann Root, and their dedication throughout these long 

months of dissertation work. 

I am also grateful for all the help and encouragement I received from Dr. Gopal 

Iyer throughout the four years of the PhD program, and for the support and advice from 

Dr. James Gray.  

All my professors from the departments of Marketing and Management deserve 

many thanks for sharing their experience and knowledge during our PhD classes. The 

members of the administrative personnel also deserve my thanks for being nice and 

helpful during these four years.  

Last, but not least, I have many thanks for my PhD colleagues from Marketing 

and Management, for their help, support, listening skills and for keeping me motivated 

during many difficult moments. 



v 

ABSTRACT 

 

Author:  Maria Petrescu 

Title:  Viral Advertising: Conceptual and Empirical Examination of  
Antecedents, Context and Its Influence on Purchase Intentions 

Institution:  Florida Atlantic University 

Dissertation Advisor: Dr. Pradeep K. Korgaonkar 

Degree:  Doctor of Philosophy 

Year:   2012 

 

The purpose of this paper is to focus on viral advertising and study the conditions 

under which ads become viral, how they are intentionally transmitted by consumers to 

their social network and their relationship with classical advertising variables, such as 

attitude toward the ad, attitude toward the brand and purchase intention of the consumer.  

We first analyze studies focusing on different aspects of the viral communication, 

“electronic word-of-mouth”, “word-of-mouse”, “viral marketing” and “buzz” in order to 

clarify the concept of viral advertising.  

After clarifying the viral advertising concept, the project analyzes the viral 

process and its main antecedents and influencers, by taking into consideration emotional 

and ad appeals theories. The results show that ad appeals influence attitude toward the ad
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and viral intentions, with humor being the most significant appeal in the context of viral 

advertising.  

The study also focuses on the social aspects of advertising and consumption, 

including influential differences related to the source of the message, social influencers 

analyzed in the socialization literature, such as family and peers, the tie strength element 

from the social network theory and consumer market maven traits. The findings show the 

significance of family communication and market maven characteristics in relation to 

consumers’ viral intentions.  

We then integrate our key variable, viral intentions, in a classical advertising 

framework based on attitudes theory and their influence on behavioral intentions. The 

results confirm previously studied relationships between attitude toward the ad, attitude 

toward the brand and purchase intentions. The findings bring into attention two key new 

relationships: the significant effect of attitude toward the brand on viral intentions, and 

the positive relationship between viral intentions and purchase intentions, a very 

important relationship for marketing research and practice.  

Overall, this study clarifies the viral advertising concept, analyzes its key 

antecedents, and studies the relationship between attitudes and behavioral intentions in a 

viral advertising context. The paper also establishes a key positive relationship between 

viral intentions and purchase intentions regarding the advertised product.
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

In 1994, Rust and Oliver were predicting the death of traditional, outbound 

advertising stating that, “by the year 2010, new media and the new marketing (…) will be 

the dominant paradigm”. While in 2010 traditional advertising is still up and running, the 

second part of the prophecy is not far from the truth. Online marketing and advertising 

represent the business trend of contemporary times (Datta, Chowdhury and Chakraborty 

2005; Ferguson 2008; Porter and Golan 2006; Steyer, Garcia-Bardidia and Quester 

2007). The Internet has affected different aspects of business processes, with marketing 

representing a significant part of online business activities (Krishnamurthy and Singh 

2005).  

Internet-based advertising is continually growing while traditional advertising 

media such as TV, radio, magazines and newspapers may be losing ground to the Web. 

Technology and other factors have significantly evolved and positively affect the way 

consumers use communications, favoring rapid and efficient information exchange and 

interactivity (Godin 2000; Johnson, Bruner II and Kumar 2006; Keller 2009). The wide 

use of the Internet has helped managers realize the potential of a new technology able to 

complement the traditional word-of-mouth communication, transforming it into an online 

viral way of communication with and among consumers (Datta et al. 2005). 
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Included in the many benefits of the Internet for marketing, the viral potential is 

one of the most influential. As Rust and Oliver (1994) predicted, the main benefits of 

online marketing are its high capacity of reach and interactivity leading to marketing 

efficiencies. Another aspect is important in this context: the evolution of advertising from 

involuntary to voluntary, with the consumer increasingly in control regarding not only the 

media, but also the delivery process of advertising (Keller 2009; Rust and Oliver 1994). 

The Internet allows significantly more interaction, targeted communication, increased 

reach and better results evaluation, all at a low cost (Derbaix and Vanhamme 2003; 

Kozinets, de Valck, Wojnicki and Wilner 2010).  

Researchers and practitioners have noted that consumers seem increasingly 

comfortable with online viral advertising campaigns that encourage individuals to pass 

along a marketing message to others by Internet or e-mail. World-renowned companies, 

such as Nike, Budweiser, Ford, GMC, Levi’s and De Beers have successfully used viral 

advertising in social media, YouTube, Facebook and blogs (Borroff 2000; Morrissey 

2008; Rechtin 2009; Solman 2008a, 2008b; Steenburgh, Avery and Dahod 2009; 

Thompson 2010). From traditional platforms to Internet media, consumers value the non-

commercial, non-imposed, personal sources of advertising information, peer-to-peer 

communication much better than the paid ads (Godin 2000; Gilly, Graham, Wolfinbarger 

and Yale 1998; Kirby and Marsden 2006; Steyer et al. 2007). 

This seems to be only the beginning. The eMarketer estimates that online video 

advertising in the United States will increase from $1.1 billion in 2009 to $4.1 billion in 

2013, with online advertising spending rising from 4.3 percent to 11.0 percent of the 
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overall advertising expenditures (Tsai 2009). Nevertheless, even today, the online 

marketing potential, especially in social media and websites such as Facebook, Twitter 

and YouTube, is unlimited. For example, in March 2010 YouTube publicized on its blog 

that it reached a record number of hours of video uploaded per minute: 24, the worth of a 

whole day of YouTube watching uploaded in just a minute. In addition, at the beginning 

of 2011, Facebook was counting 500 million active users, of which 50% login everyday 

on the website. 

Despite this growing potential, academic research regarding viral marketing and 

social media has been sparse, especially compared with other areas of Web 2.0 research 

(Allsop, Bassett and Hoskins 2007; Borroff 2000; Steyer et al. 2007). There is still a 

limited understanding of the viral process (Borroff 2000; Graham and Havlena 2007). 

Advertising and marketing research studies related to the Internet have mentioned 

concepts such as “electronic word-of-mouth”, “word-of-mouse”, “viral marketing”, 

“buzz” and “viral advertising” (Barefoot and Szabo 2010; Dobele, Toleman and 

Beverland 2005; Jurvetson and Draper 1997; Porter and Golan 2006). However, studies 

on the viral concept in advertising have not yet clarified the multitude of concepts and 

definitions, or the effects of the viral concept on the advertising process and outcome.  

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 as a means of multiplying a brand's popularity (Chiu, Hsieh, Kao and Lee 

2007; Steyer et al. 2007). It is beneficial to analyze how viral advertising works, the 
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contexts in which it performs best and how it influences brand and ad attitude formation 

(Cruz and Fill 2008; Kozinets et al. 2010).  

The purpose of this project is to study under what conditions ads become viral, 

how they are intentionally transmitted by consumers to their social network and their 

effects on attitude toward the ad, attitude toward the brand and purchase intention of the 

consumer. It is important to establish the antecedents, mediators and the effects of viral 

ads in order to properly use this new advertising technique and assess the most efficient 

way of using it within a rapidly developing online platform, the social media. This study 

can represent a beneficial opportunity to keep advertising research up to date with the 

new technology and the new online marketing platform, and, at the same time, can 

provide significant information to the practitioners’ world to help them take advantage of 

the benefits of viral advertising.  

We first provide an overview of the social media research and analyze studies 

focusing on different aspects of the viral communication, “electronic word-of-mouth”, 

“word-of-mouse”, “viral marketing” and “buzz” in order to clarify the concept of viral 

advertising. We attempt to clarify and analyze the concept of viral advertising in social 

media and assess the potential differences that can appear between traditional advertising 

medium and the new social media. The paper also provides a definition to reduce the 

prevailing ambiguities in the past definitions and show that these concepts differ in terms 

of the five key criteria: a) the platforms used; b) mediums; c) their objectives; d) type of 

message transmitted and e) orientation of the communication.  
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After clarifying the viral advertising concept, the project analyzes the viral 

process and its main antecedents and influencers. This study takes into consideration 

emotional and ad appeals theories and their influence on attitude toward the ad, as well as 

the advertising communication model as a base: source-message-consumers. The study 

also examines the social aspects of advertising and consumption, including influential 

differences related to the source of the message, social influencers analyzed in the 

socialization literature, such as family and peers, as well as the tie strength element from 

the social network theory. Characteristics of the message receiver are also important in 

our study, including consumer maven traits and demographic elements such as age, 

gender and income.  

The project then integrates all the above-mentioned elements in a framework 

based on attitudes theory and their influence on behavioral intentions, in order to assess 

the relationship between two attitudinal elements - attitude toward the ad and attitude 

toward the brand – and two behavioral elements – viral intentions and purchase 

intentions.  

Overall, this study clarifies the viral advertising concept, analyzes its key 

antecedents, and studies the relationship between attitudes and behavioral intentions in a 

viral advertising context. The project also establishes whether there is any relationship 

between viral intentions and intention to buy the advertised product.  

This paper will significantly contribute to both academic research as well as the 

practice of viral advertising. The clarification of these modern advertising terms will 

benefit marketing research and thus encourage academics to perform in depth empirical 
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research regarding the functioning of different viral techniques. An analysis of the key 

antecedents in the formation of a viral ad can also represent a step forward in the modern 

advertising research and the basis in establishing a comprehensive spectrum of 

influencers in the viral process. By analyzing the relation between attitudes, viral 

intentions and purchase intentions, this study provides a key contribution to viral 

advertising research and a conclusion that can represent the foundation for future online 

advertising studies.  

This paper also contributes to advertising research by integrating previous ad 

appeals theories with commonly used attitudinal and behavioral elements in advertising 

research, and by including aspects from socialization theory, social network theory and 

word-of-mouth research.  

Furthermore, practitioners will be able to see a clear picture regarding the viral 

tools at their disposal so that they can make informed decisions regarding their inclusion 

in the advertising strategy. This study can provide practitioners with a profile of the ad 

and user characteristics necessary for the ad to become viral, including types of ad 

appeals promoting viral characteristics, personality and demographic viewer traits, as 

well as potential social influencers, such as family and peers. 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, 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 
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also clarifies the relationship between liking an ad, forwarding it, and actually wanting to 

buy the promoted product.  

The following chapter focuses on clarifying the key concepts used in connection 

with online marketing and establishes a definition for viral advertising. The subsequent 

chapter describes the conceptual model and the related literature review, followed by a 

review of the methodology used to empirically test the model. After the analysis of the 

data and the presentation of the results, the project sums up the key contributions for 

marketing research and practice, as well as potential suggestions for future research. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF VIRAL CONCEPTS 

 

Though not extensive, the advertising research studies related to the Internet 

analyze numerous concepts, such as “electronic word-of-mouth”, “word-of-mouse”, 

“viral marketing”, “buzz” and “viral advertising” (Bampo, Ewing, Mather, Stewart and 

Wallace 2008; Dobele et al. 2005; Jurvetson and Draper 1997; Kozinets et al. 2010; 

Porter and Golan 2006). Researchers often use them interchangeably even though these 

concepts have different nuances. Just as the terms “advertising” and “marketing” are 

different, so are the terms “viral marketing” and “viral advertising”. Given the 

continually developing Internet and its benefits for marketing and advertising, in the 

following discussion we attempt to clarify these concepts. This analysis will prove 

beneficial for future research and, at the same time, is essential for the study of viral 

advertising. In the following section, we revise the key concepts related to viral and 

Internet marketing and advertising: word-of-mouth, viral marketing, buzz, word of mouse 

and viral advertising.  

We analyze these different concepts as a function of five key criteria that help 

differentiate them, as presented in Table 1: a) the platforms used; b) mediums; c) their 

objectives; d) type of message transmitted and e) orientation of the communication.
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Table 1: Viral concepts 
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2.1 Word-of-mouth (WOM) 

 

Arndt (1967) defined word-of-mouth as oral, person-to-person communication 

between a receiver and a communicator whom the receiver perceives as non-commercial, 

regarding a brand, product or service. In short, it is a conversation about products or 

brands. However, its importance comes nothing short of significant, as Arndt (1967) 

notes, “it is one of the most important, if not the most important source of information for 

the consumer”.  

Distinct from other types of communication, traditional word-of-mouth uses 

verbal communication dispersed from one person to another through different media, 

willingly and as a personal initiative (Datta et al. 2005; Gelb and Sundaram 2002; 

Henricks 1998). Unlike other paid communications, it represents an informal form of 

communication between family, friends and consumers based on individuals’ personal 

experiences with a firm or a product. 

The influence of word-of-mouth on consumers is high especially for similar 

products with similar brand and advertising evaluations. In this type of situations, 

customers evaluate and adopt one of the similar products due to word-of-mouth 

(Larceneux 2007). Word-of-mouth has a higher impact than advertising or personal 

selling on information dissemination, on consumer buying behavior and a significant 

influence in the diffusion of new products (Bayus 1985; Cruz and Fill 2008; Datta et al. 

2005; Derbaix and Vanhamme 2003; Hung and Li 2007; Keller 2007; Money, Gilly and 

Graham 1998; Rogers 1983; Villanueva 2008).  
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Credibility and perceived source reliability (Breazeale 2009) are important 

advantages of word-of-mouth, since opinion leaders do it voluntarily, speak from 

personal experience and, for the most part, do not get paid to do this. In addition, the 

message is interactive, bidirectional between consumers, not unidirectional as in 

traditional advertising and, especially for credence and experience goods, it can help the 

consumer alleviate the risk of trying a new product (Derbaix and Vanhamme 2003; 

Hogan, Lemon and Libai 2004). There is no attempt to control the opinion or behavior of 

consumers, as is with paid advertising (Arndt 1967). The consumer also feels closer to 

the peer communicating a personal experience, because of the “people like me” 

perception (Allsop et al. 2007). 

Another essential aspect is that word-of-mouth can be either positive or negative 

(Arndt 1967; Derbaix and Vanhamme 2003). Negative WOM is one of the forms of 

customer complaining behavior, has been found to negatively affect the probability of 

purchase, and even contribute to predicting new television programs failure (Arndt 1967; 

Perkins 2009; Richins 1983; Romaniuk 2007).  

While WOM occurs naturally among consumers, researchers note that there are 

marketing activities implemented in order to influence the peer-to-peer communications 

(Kozinets et al. 2010). At the same time, as we will see in the following section, word-of-

mouth is an important aspect in the modern electronic media, such as e-mail, blogs and 

social media (Smith, Coyle, Lightfoot and Scott 2007; Steyer et al. 2007). 

Given this review, we define WOM as unpaid verbal consumer-to-consumer 

communication, regarding a brand or product. As presented in Table 1, it includes 
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interpersonal, traditional verbal communication between consumers representing 

opinions on brands, products and purchase experiences. 

 

2.2 Viral marketing 

 

The origin of the term viral marketing is as varied as its definitions. Most 

published articles attribute the formulation of the term to Jurvetson and Draper (1997). 

They used the term to describe the free email service that Hotmail was providing, with a 

message attached to each sent e-mail from Hotmail noting that Hotmail is a free service 

available to anyone. Jurvetson and Draper’s definition is one of the most cited in the 

literature on viral marketing (Bampo et al. 2008; Cruz and Fill 2008; Datta et al. 2005; 

Fattah 2000; Swanepoel, Lye and Rugimbana 2009). A few studies cite Harvard 

professor Rayport as mentioning the term in 1996 (Kirby and Marsden 2006; Shukla 

2010) and an even earlier use of the term in 1989, in a PC User magazine article about 

Macintosh (Kirby and Marsden 2006). Regardless of the origin of the term, its definition 

needs some clarification because research has equated viral marketing with so many other 

concepts, that the differences between them are no longer clear. These terms include 

word-of-mouth, electronic word of mouth, word-of-mouse, buzz, viral advertising. 

Jurvetson and Draper (1997) consider viral marketing as online word-of-mouth, 

enhanced by the use of networks. Viral marketing has also been defined as email use for 

word-of-mouth referral endorsement from one client to other prospective clients, and the 

process of encouraging individuals to pass along favorable marketing information 
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received online (Dobele et al. 2005). It is also seen as marketing techniques that use pre-

existing social networks to produce exponential increases in brand awareness (Datta et al. 

2005) or electronic, online form of WOM (Anderson 2008; Cruz and Fill 2008).  

Other authors even use the term viral marketing and viral advertising 

interchangeably (Anderson 2008). Bampo et al. (2008) consider viral marketing a 

strategy that encourages individuals to propagate a message, creating the potential for 

exponential growth in its dispersion. Welker (2002) defines the term viral communication 

as “strategies that allow an easier, accelerated, and cost reduced transmission of messages 

by creating environments for self-replicating, exponentially increasing diffusion, 

spiritualization, and impact of the message” (p.4).  

Viral marketing is “a marketing strategy that encourages consumers to pass along 

messages to others in order to generate added exposure” (Plummer, Rappaport, Hall and 

Barocci 2007, p.263) or “a company’s activities to make use of customers’ 

communication networks to promote and distribute products” (Helm 2000, p.158). It 

relies on customers to pass forward the message using digital platforms (Helm 2000).  

Although the literature uses the terms interchangeably, we find differences 

between WOM, electronic WOM and viral marketing, making viral marketing a 

distinctive term on its own. First, WOM is usually local and slow, while viral marketing 

can be global and, in the instantaneous online platform, has an exponential growth 

potential (Datta et al. 2005). Second, we also accept Ferguson’s (2008) position, that the 

difference between viral marketing and WOM is one of cause and effect. Viral 

marketing, like influencer marketing programs and viral videos, builds awareness and 
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buzz. Viral marketing generates word-of-mouth. Positive WOM, on the other hand, leads 

to trial and acquisition, and is the effect of viral marketing (Ferguson 2008). 

Viral marketing includes the online or offline activities performed by managers 

and marketers in order to make the message viral and have electronic WOM as its effect, 

with its exponentially growing message diffusion. It no longer represents only a 

marketing-to-consumer communication, but also a consumer-to-consumer 

communication, encouraged by marketers (Bickart and Schindler 2002; Chiu et al. 2007). 

The control moves from the marketer to the consumer, but the marketer still maintains a 

role in trying to encourage consumers to communicate (Dobele et al. 2005). 

A successful viral marketing campaign encourages individual consumers to 

forward marketing messages to others, which, thanks to the potential of the Internet, 

creates the capacity to have the message transmitted to thousands of consumers (Barefoot 

and Szabo 2010; Chiu et al. 2007; Dobele, Lindgreen, Beverland, Vanhamme and van 

Wijk 2007; Shukla 2010; Watts and Peretti 2007). Viral marketing possesses an epidemic 

message diffusion potential, since it can mobilize a community (Stanbouli 2003), given 

the wide access to information and communication online.  

We conclude that viral marketing represents online and offline marketing 

activities performed to influence consumers to pass along commercial messages to other 

consumers. As shown in Table 1, its purpose includes the forwarding of business 

generated commercial messages, through the Internet, from businesses to consumers and 

then to other consumers.  
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2.3 Buzz marketing 

 

Buzz marketing is “the amplification of initial marketing efforts by third parties 

through their passive or active influence” (Thomas 2004, p.64), thereby spreading the 

message about new products or brand experiences. It is under the control of the consumer 

and it is auto-generated, transmitted from peer-to-peer. While research sometimes uses it 

as a synonym for viral marketing, there are a few differences noted in research. Viral 

marketing applies to the electronic media, while buzz marketing can use different 

mediums, including traditional word-of-mouth or physical interaction (Swanepoel et al. 

2009).  

The most significant differences between viral marketing and buzz are again in 

terms of process and output, as we saw in the case of differentiating between word-of-

mouth and viral marketing. Buzz, just like word-of-mouth, often times is an output or 

consequence of viral marketing (Bampo et al. 2008; Dobele et al. 2005). It starts with a 

message or product from a business; it is the output of a marketing activity and the 

catalyst that leads to word-of-mouth and communication from consumer to consumer.   

Larceneux (2007) underlines two types of buzz, a commercial type and a non-

commercial type. The commercial buzz relies on marketing strategies that contributed to 

its creation and growth, supporting the communication exchange among consumers, and 

especially encouraging opinion leaders to speak out. On the other hand, the non-

commercial buzz is a priori, based on consumers’ willingness to spread the message and 

the information about their experiences. Both of them are present on the Internet, 
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however, the first type includes professional expert opinions, while the second one is user 

generated content by consumers (Larceneux 2007). As we will see in the following 

section and as the discussion on viral marketing notes, this second type, consumer-to-

consumer communication, has a higher impact and diffusion potential.  

As shown in Table 1, we conclude that buzz marketing includes peer-to-peer 

communications, as consequence of viral marketing and is the result of marketing 

strategies meant to encourage consumer-to-consumer communication. 

 

2.4 Word of mouse or eWOM 

 

Electronic WOM, or word of mouse (Breazeale 2009), is “any positive or negative 

statement made by potential, actual, or former customers about a product or company, 

which is made available to a multitude of people and institutions via the Internet” (Hennig-

Thurau, Gwinner, Walsh and Gremler 2004, p.39). It is similar to word-of-mouth, except 

for the benefits of diffusion through the Internet, and its viral spreading potential. It can 

use different communication platforms, such as reviews, blogs, e-mail, social media and 

chat rooms. Word of mouse is, again, user generated, transmitted from consumer to 

consumer and has unlimited consumer reach potential (Dellarocas 2003; Helm 2000; 

Newman 1999; Riegner 2007).  

Unlike traditional WOM, where the marketer really has no control over it, the 

eWOM presents some control opportunities for marketers, such as transparency, access to 

reviews and customer evaluations. This is important, considering that “with about 25% of 
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the comments critical or negative, word-of-mouth cuts both ways, and marketers must be 

prepared for both positive and negative” (Plummer et al. 2007). 

One significant difference between WOM and eWOM refers to the party who 

selects the "authority" to provide comments (Gelb and Sundaram 2002). eWOM presents 

the opportunity to access not only the opinions of friends, family and personal social 

circle, but also those of experts or complete strangers. Unlike in personal WOM, in the 

online environment the only thing consumers might know about a message sender is a 

username.  

Some of the noted differences when compared with WOM are that eWOM usually 

comes from individuals with strong opinions, provides confidentiality to consumers, 

has the advantage of written vs. spoken word and some authority that derives from it 

(Gelb and Sundaram 2002; Godes and Mayzlin 2004).  

Plummer et al. (2007) also distinguish between organic and amplified word of 

mouth. Organic WOM is based on consumers’ experiences and desire to share them, 

while the amplified type refers to outcomes of marketing campaigns meant to raise brand 

awareness. These include all kind of tools marketers use to promote eWOM, such as the 

creation of online forums. 

Previous research found that consumers perceive eWOM communication as a 

reliable source of information, which affects the perceived overall value of a firm’s 

offering (Gruen, Osmonbekov and Czaplewski 2006; Riegner 2007).  
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Thus, we define eWOM as electronic consumer-to-consumer communication 

regarding a brand or product. It is a form of interpersonal communication and includes 

consumer-generated opinions, transmitted from consumers to consumers. 

 

2.5 Viral advertising 

 

While some studies use the term viral marketing and viral advertising 

interchangeably, we will attempt to clarify the concept of viral advertising. Porter and 

Golan (2006) define viral advertising as “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” (p.29). Kirby and Marsden 

(2006) write that viral advertising includes creating contagious advertising messages 

transmitted from peer to peer in order to increase brand awareness.  

The Internet offers a significantly increased potential of an ad becoming viral and 

having an exponentially growing diffusion rate. Viral ads are online ads that become viral 

because of consumer action. Companies might pay for their creation or they can be user 

generated, however, their distribution from consumer to consumer is not paid.  

Transmitting an ad online, either video, audio or print (picture) format, through 

social media, social networks, e-mail and other platforms is much faster and with a much 

wider reach. Viral advertising includes different forms, such as the link of a video ad 

from, for example, YouTube, transmitted to peers through e-mail or social media.  
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Classical viral advertising examples are the "Whassup?" viral ad from Budweiser 

or the Trojan condoms' 2004 "Sex Olympics", downloaded more than 40 million times 

(Reid 2005). Obviously, it relies on consumers transmitting the message further to other 

consumers within their social circle (which does not mean only friends or family in the 

Internet age). Viral advertising is controlled by consumers; if they do not like the ad, it 

not only affects the attitude toward the ad or brand, but also their intention to transmit the 

message. The consumer needs to like the ad enough not only for him/her to buy the 

product, but also to pass the message forward.  

The not very extensive research on this topic shows that most viral ads have 

distinct characteristics when compared to traditional advertising, such as a catchy 

message, controversy, entertainment and higher engagement levels, usually associated 

with humorous appeals (Cruz and Fill 2008; Porter and Golan 2006; Swanepoel et al. 

2009; Wasserman 2009). 

Viral advertising is personal and even though it comes from an identified sponsor, 

it does not mean the companies pay for its distribution. Most of the classical viral ads 

circulating online are ads paid by the sponsor brand, launched either on their own 

platform (company webpage or social media profile) or on social media websites such as 

YouTube. Consumers get the page link from there or copy the entire ad and pass it along 

through e-mail or posting it on a blog, webpage and social media profile.  

Researchers and practitioners discuss different antecedents and strategies that 

make an ad viral. For example, Cruz and Fill (2008) notes two viral forms, random and 

placed, differing with regards to place mode (paid or non-paid) and whether they include 
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a call-to-action or not. Stanbouli (2003) also writes that the key point is for marketers to 

take advantage of these propagation opportunities and be able to respond to the 

expectations of Internet surfers.  

In this context, as seen in Table 1, we define viral advertising as unpaid 

electronic (e-mail, web or social media) distribution of business or user generated 

advertisements from consumer to consumer, based on ad content likeability, 

entertainment and controversial characteristics.  

While the use of viral techniques and especially viral advertising presents huge 

benefits, its potential is significantly enhanced in specific contexts, for certain types of 

products and objectives, as we will briefly discuss in the following section.  

This analysis presented an overview of the past social media research focusing on 

different aspects of the viral communication, and provided clarification of the definitions 

and differences between the various terms used in the relation marketing-Internet: 

“electronic word-of-mouth”, “word-of-mouse”, “viral marketing” and “buzz” in order to 

clarify the concept of viral advertising. The definition of viral advertising that we present 

captures the key ingredients of viral advertising and separates it from other forms of 

advertising. 

We showed that the key differences between these concepts could be summarized 

in terms of the purpose, platforms used (traditional communication or Internet), their 

objective, type of message being transmitted and orientation of the communication. The 

differentiation of this multitude of terms represents a key contribution for marketing 

research and practice. This helps practitioners have a clear image about viral tools 
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available to them and facilitates the decisional process regarding their integration in the 

marketing strategy. It also makes it easier for marketers to decide which techniques to use 

in specific contexts. For marketing researchers, this section brings a clear distinction and 

classification of the modern viral concepts and presents the bases for more in depth 

analysis of their functionality, benefits and for an analysis of the antecedents and 

influences of viral ads, as we discuss in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER 3 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Previous research has shown that word-of-mouth is more efficient when 

consumers need to choose among similar products and brands, because it can help 

consumers make a decision and differentiate between goods and services based on other 

consumers’ experiences (Derbaix and Vanhamme 2003; Larceneux 2007). Word-of-

mouth functions well especially for credence and experience goods, and in the diffusion 

of innovations (Bayus 1985; Cruz and Fill 2008; Datta et al. 2005; Derbaix and 

Vanhamme 2003; Hogan et al. 2004; Hung 2007; Money et al. 1998; Rogers 1983).  

The above principles can be applied in the viral advertising context given its 

potential benefits for the promotion of new products. In the Internet era, viral advertising 

is an attractive opportunity, especially for companies who want to take advantage of a 

low cost advertising solution. However, “there are certain rules that one must respect” 

(Stanbouli 2003, p.97). Viral ads can benefit products that do not have the “wow” factor, 

by generating buzz on the product, as long as marketers are able to come up with a viral 

ad (Kirby and Marsden 2006).  

Viral advertising is an unconventional marketing technique that can help small 

businesses with low budget campaigns who have unique and compelling messages 

(Porter and Golan 2006; Swanepoel et al. 2009). 
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Viral ads fit in the context of a pulling marketing strategy, when the advertiser 

wants consumers to associate the good feeling experienced from the provocative content 

of the ad with the brand (Porter and Golan 2006; Shukla 2010). Previous research shows 

that this type of advertising has the highest impact when the ads are “commercial-free”, 

meaning they are focused on entertaining and engaging the customer, rather than 

presenting a call to action (Cruz and Fill 2008). When the ad is focused on generating 

product or brand awareness, not on transmitting traditional advertising messages and a 

list of factual information about the product, then we see higher effectiveness.  

However, academic research regarding viral advertising and social media has 

been sparse, especially compared with other areas of Web 2.0 research (Allsop et al. 

2007; Borroff 2000; Graham and Havlena 2007; Steyer et al. 2007). Following the 

clarification of the viral concepts, this chapter focuses on an in-depth analysis of viral 

advertising’s context and antecedents, as well as its potential effect on consumers’ buying 

intentions. We first present the conceptual framework we will use in our analysis, and 

then review the relevant literature for the elements in our model, as well as the key 

theories that constitute the theoretical base of our analysis.  

 

3.1 Conceptual framework 

 

Previous research related to the viral process has noted its three major 

components: the social structure of the digital network through which the message is 

transmitted, the behavioral characteristics of the members and a seeding strategy 
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contributing to the creation of the process (Bampo 2008). Bampo (2008) also separates 

viral marketing into its main elements: the audience and its social connectivity, the 

different campaign characteristics, the behavioral characteristics of the individuals that 

contribute to the message transmission and different measures of dynamic campaign 

progress.  

Other researchers have focused on the key characteristics of the messages that get 

to be transmitted from user to user and receive viral characteristics. Studies found that 

viral messages need to be funny or intriguing and appeal the imagination of consumers, 

are usually related to an easy to use or visible product, are well targeted, come from a 

credible source, and are adapted to new technologies (Dobele et al. 2005). 

Research on an adjacent topic, word-of-mouth, has also focused on a couple of 

different aspects in the communication process, including communicator characteristics, 

platform, social norms and habits, as well as message characteristics, including 

humorousness of the campaign (Kozinets et al. 2010). We also consider the key elements 

of the communication model for advertising, source-message-consumers (Stern 1994).  

Given the previous research related to word-of-mouth and the viral process, our 

research will focus on key elements influencing the viral potential and characteristics of 

advertising, as an extension of the communication model for advertising: source 

characteristics, message characteristics, user characteristics, as well as social environment 

characteristics, as presented in our conceptual framework in Figure 1.  
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Figure 1: Conceptual framework 
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The model focuses on the viral process and its main antecedents and influencers, 

by taking into consideration ad appeals theories. The study also focuses on the social 

aspects of advertising and consumption, including influential differences related to the 

source of the message, social influencers analyzed in the socialization literature, such as 

family and peers, as well as the tie strength element from the social network theory. After 

analyzing two main elements of the communication model, source and message, 

characteristics of the message receiver are also important in our study, including 

consumer maven traits and demographic elements such as age, gender and income.  

The model integrates all the elements in a framework based on attitudes theory 

and their influence on behavioral intentions, in order to assess the relationship between 

two attitudinal elements - attitude toward the ad and attitude toward the brand – and two 

behavioral elements – viral intentions and purchase intentions.  

Ad characteristics include different ad appeals (humor, sexual and informative). 

Regarding the source, our key focus will be on its effect on the viral process if the source 

is known or unknown. User characteristics include traditional demographic variables, 

such as age, gender and income, but also more modern variables such as maven 

characteristics, brought into attention by the word-of-mouth research. The characteristics 

of the social environment combine elements two prestigious theories in our model: the 

socialization theory, including peers’ and family’s influence in the viral process, and the 

social network theory, with tie strength.  

Following the antecedents of the viral process, our model combines the 

advertising attitudes and behavioral intentions theories in order to assess the role of viral 
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ads in the ad attitudes, brand attitudes and purchase intentions traditional advertising 

model. In the subsequent sections, we thoroughly detail each of these theories and model 

elements and the hypothesized relationships between them.  

 

3.2 Ad appeals 

 

Previous advertising research has found that specific ad appeals and executional 

characteristics influence consumers' attitudes toward the ad (Bagozzi, Gopinath and 

Nayer 1999; Batra and Ray 1986; MacKenzie, Lutz, and Belch 1986; MacKenzie and 

Lutz 1989; Tellis 2004). Different advertising execution strategies range from strictly 

informational to highly emotional (Severn, Belch and Belch 1990).  

The informative or thinking ads focus more on either factual information like 

product attributes or utilitarian consequences of the product, such as savings in time or 

money (Bagozzi et al. 1999). The emotional or feeling ads focus on the emotions that 

individuals will experience seeing the ads and by using or owning a product (Stewart, 

Morris and Grover 2007). 

For example, some researchers concluded that ads containing few message 

arguments and based more on the emotional side of consumers tend to create more 

favorable attitudes toward the ad than advertising containing a lot of information (Batra 

and Ray 1986; Muehling and McCann 1993). In addition, previous research has shown 

that consumers’ attitude toward the ad may be improved by the use of humorous appeals 

and by making the ads more likeable (Chattopadhyay and Basu 1990, Gelb and Pickett 
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1983; Muehling and McCann 1993). Other types of ad appeals, such as sexual appeals, 

have been shown to produce favorable attitudes toward the ad, lead to higher sales 

(Muehling and McCann 1993; Severn et al. 1990), and even outperform the effects of 

humor (Duncan and Nelson 1985). 

In this context, advertising research found that feelings enhance individuals’ 

ability to predict attitude toward the ad, attitude toward the brand and can help evaluate 

the effectiveness of advertising (Edell and Burke 1987). Studies about emotions in 

advertising underline the mediating role of attitude toward the ad as a variable that 

intervenes between advertising content and attitude toward the brand (Batra and Ray 

1986; Holbrook and Batra 1987; MacKenzie et al. 1986; Mitchell and Olson 1981). In 

addition, emotional ads are significantly more likely to have produced increases in sales in the 

weight tests (MacInnis, Rao and Weiss 2002). Feelings influence beliefs about the brand, 

attitude toward the ad and attitude toward the brand (Edell and Burke 1987).  

Unlike logical arguments, emotions require less effort from the viewer, are more 

interesting, increase attention to the ad, are easier to recall and can lead more rapidly to a 

change in behavior (Stewart, Morris and Grover 2007; Tellis 2004), which prove to be 

extremely important elements for viral advertising and intention to forward.  

Even the practitioners’ world has underlined the importance of emotions in 

making ads and products more memorable and increase sales, given the importance of 

emotions not only in ad recall, but also in purchasing decisions (Ogilvy and Raphaelson 

1982). 
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In the viral advertising context, given the new technological and social media 

developments, advertisers need to focus not only on the effects of ads on attitudes toward 

the ad, brand and purchase intentions, but also on making ads that consumers will 

forward to their peers. Viral ads need to be emotional or funny enough to determine if 

consumers will send it to their social network (Porter and Golan 2006; Tsai 2009) and 

build an emotional connection between the campaign and the recipient (Dobele et al. 

2007).  

In this context, emotions play a significant part (Dobele et al. 2007). Research 

found that ads that create strong emotions, such as humor or inspiration, have a higher 

probability of being forwarded. The most successful viral ads include either very funny 

jokes or touching, inspirational stories, entertain and engage (Cruz and Fill 2008; Phelps, 

Lewis, Mobilio, Perry and Raman 2004). Research shows that emotions work in viral 

advertising because of the phenomenon of social sharing of emotions from individuals to 

their social networks (Dobele et al. 2007).  

According to a study performed by Porter and Golan (2006), besides funny and 

humorous ads, other types of appeal use 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; Dobele et al. 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).  
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Researchers found that consumers are more willing to forward ads when the 

message contains higher degrees of utilitarian and hedonic values and when the message 

includes something they think others will enjoy (Chiu et al. 2007; Phelps et al. 2004). 

Viral advertising needs to provide value to the sender, the receiver and the vendor in 

order to be effective (Fattah 2000).  

Dobele et al. (2005) summarize a few key points for an ad to be engaging and 

become viral: “(1) capture the imagination by being fun or intriguing, (2) are attached to 

a product that is easy to use or highly visible, (3) are well targeted, (4) are associated with 

a credible source, and (5) combine technologies” (p.146). 

We analyze two of the key ad appeals used in the most successful viral ads 

circulating online: sex and humor, as well as a characteristic of traditional 

advertisements, ad informativeness. 

 

3.2.1 Humor 

Humor usage in advertising is as controversial as it is highly used in different 

types of commercials and mediums (Alden, Hoyer, and Lee 1993; Brooker 1981; 

Chattopadhyay and Basu 1990; Scott, Klein and Bryant 1990; Weinberger and Gulas 

1992). Advertising research has shown that humor is one of the most widely used 

message techniques in advertising, covering as much as 24.4% of prime-time TV 

advertising in the US (Weinberger and Gulas 1992). Some researchers estimate that one 

in five television ads attempts to elicit a humorous response (Alden et al. 1993; Brown, 

Bhadury, and Pope 2010). Some of the most memorable ads on the American market 
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were based on a humorous appeal, including the Budweiser commercials (Alden et al. 

1993). Studies on direct marketing showed that many advertisements, such as 

infomercials, are enjoyable, even funny or humorous, given their need to attract and 

maintain attention (Korgaonkar et al. 1997).  

While there is a widespread use of humor in advertising and a significant amount 

of research on this topic, conclusions are sometimes contradictory and nuanced, which 

requires a detailed literature review (Brooker 1981; Chattopadhyay and Basu 1990; Cline, 

Altsech, and Kellaris 2003).  

Humor is a complex concept that is influenced by different contextual elements, 

including type of humor, medium, placement and audience.  

Research and practice have generally shown that humor has a significant positive 

effect on attention and recall, with potential to increase processing and comprehension 

(Chattopadhyay and Basu 1989; Scott et al. 1990; Sternthal and Craig 1973; Stewart and 

Furse 1986; Weinberger and Gulas 1992). Humor contributes to an increase liking and 

trust of the source (Weinberger and Gulas 1992). In viral context, humor ad appeal is one 

of the most frequently forwarded content type, due to its capacity to spark strong 

emotions (Phelps et al. 2004).  

There are, however, studies that also found a negative relationship between humor 

and comprehension or did not find an association between humorous ads and intention to 

purchase the advertised product (Gelb and Pickett 1983; Gelb and Zinkhan 1986). Other 

factors intervene in this relationship, including product type, relevance of the ad appeal 

and ad congruence compared to the advertised product (Scott et al. 1990; Stewart and 
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Furse 1986; Weinberger and Gulas 1992). For example, Chattopadhyay and Basu (1989) 

showed a moderated positive persuasive effect for humor, especially for subjects with a 

prior positive brand attitude. 

Other researchers have noted that humor positively impacts consumers’ attitude 

toward the source, or the brand shown in the ad (Duncan and Nelson 1985; Gelb and 

Zinkhan 1986; Sternthal and Craig 1973). Humor has also been found to improve attitude 

toward the ad and liking of the ad and reduce irritation experienced from the commercial 

(Duncan and Nelson 1985; Gelb and Zinkhan 1986; Speck 1987; Weinberger and Gulas 

1992). If an ad is perceived as humorous, it is more likely to be associated with a 

favorable attitude toward the ad (Gelb and Pickett 1983).  

The positive effects of humor on advertising stem from its capacity to improve 

consumers’ mood, creating joy and satisfaction, with potential to be transferred to the 

advertised brand (Cline et al. 2003). 

Duncan and Nelson (1985) also found that humor is more appropriate when the 

objective is to generate awareness of an advertising campaign or product. The effects of 

humor are at their highest when humor is perceived as appropriate for the ad and product 

in discussion (Alden et al. 1993; Cline et al. 2003; Scott et al. 1990). Humor needs to be 

related and integrated with the message of the ad, contributing in a certain manner to the 

nature and objective of the ad (Scott et al. 1990; Weinberger and Gulas 1992). Marketers 

take the risk of obtaining the opposite effect if they use humor gratuitously, the same as 

in the case of sex.  
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Moreover, since humor is highly subjective, its effectiveness depends on the 

context and different audience factors, including demographics and culture related issues. 

Humor is highly idiosyncratic and can be a riskier tactic than many other approaches, so 

its success will vary from person to person (Weinberger and Gulas 1992). 

Advertising research has also shown different effects of humor’s effectiveness 

stemming from user characteristics, including demographic elements such as education, 

gender or age. Some researchers and practitioners consider that humorous ads are best 

suited to a target audience composed of educated younger males (Weinberger and Gulas 

1992). This can happen not only because of humorous ads overall, but also as a function 

of humor type. For example, research has shown that men rather than women prefer 

aggressive and sexual humor.  

In the context of this research, viral advertising is based on consumers 

transmitting ads to other consumers. This only happens if the consumer finds a true 

appeal in the ad, provocative content worth forwarding to others, worth transmitting it to 

the world. As a look over the most successful viral ads of the last years shows, most of 

the viral ads have some form of humor. Porter and Golan (2006) even say that humor is 

“the universal appeal for making content viral”, employed almost unanimously in viral 

ads (p.31). Consumers are more willing to forward advertising that is engaging and 

entertaining, that creates a feeling of good and positive emotions (Chiu et al. 2007; 

Dobele et al. 2005; Phelps et al. 2004; Simmons 2007; Stanbouli 2003). Viral ads need to 

have a content that is emotional or funny enough to justify passing it along to other users 

(Porter and Golan 2006).  
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Emotions are highly important and strictly related to the use of humor in ads. 

Since funny ads create joy, feelings of good and happiness, researchers found that they 

are more prone to be liked and forwarded to others (Dobele et al. 2007; Weinberger and 

Gulas 1992). Individuals forwarding funny messages do this for two main reasons: first, 

to show what interesting information or ad they found, brag about it, and second, make 

individuals around them feel as good as they felt when they saw the humorous ad.  

Given the literature review we presented in relation to humor’s effects on 

advertising, attitude toward the ad and potential to forward the ad, we hypothesize that 

the funnier consumers think an ad is, the more positive the attitude toward the ad and the 

higher the possibility to forward the ad in the social circle. We estimate that an ad that 

consumers consider funny will have a higher chance to be liked and to lead to a viral 

potential than an informative or not funny advertisement.  

H1a: Humorous ads positively affect attitude toward the ad. 

H1b: Humorous ads positively affect viral intentions. 

Besides humorous appeals, sexual content is another appeal element used in viral 

advertisements, including in a combination of the two. In the next section, we make an 

overview of sexual appeals in advertising.  

 

3.2.2 Sexual appeal 

An ad with sex appeal is based on brand information using sexual content and 

usually includes nudity or focus on sexually attractive and suggestive images (Bello, Pitts 

and Etzel 1983; Reichert, Heckler and Jackson 2001).  
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Sexual appeal in advertising includes messages associated with sexual 

information, such as brand information in advertising contexts (Reichert et al. 2001). 

Researchers show that the use of sex appeal in advertising has been increasing in the 

USA during the last decades, especially focusing on graphic rather than verbal cues 

(LaTour and Henthorne 1994; Liu, Cheng and Li 2009; Severn et al. 1990). Moreover, 

the practitioners’ assumption that “sex sells” appears in numerous research and business 

articles (Severn et al. 1990). 

We must note a significant aspect related to the use of sex in advertising: the 

gratuitous use of sexual images in ads just because the marketer knows sex sells is going 

to be penalized by consumers, especially of feminine gender (Dahl, Sengupta and Vohs 

2009). The use of sexual appeal in no relation to the ad, non-relevant, is going to have the 

opposite effects on consumers. 

However, there are other potential disadvantages in using sex in ads (Judd and 

Alexander 1983; Liu et al. 2009). First, the sexually charged ad might be able to attract 

attention, but it also has the potential to detour the attention from the brand message to 

the sexual content, making the consumer miss the key information of the ad (Reid and 

Soley 1981, 1983). If not professionally and efficiently used, it can increase the positive 

attitude toward the ad, but not necessarily create a positive attitude toward the brand 

(Severn et al. 1990).  

In addition, as Dahl et al. (2009) showed, consumers respond differently to sex in 

advertising, as a function of their gender, given the differences on what these groups 
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consider acceptable and sexy. This also has the potential to affect the attitude toward the 

ad, brand, and, in this case, viral intentions. 

The use of sex appeal within an ad needs to be appropriate to the product type in 

order to be efficient and influence intention to forward and intention to buy.  

Finally, the effectiveness of sex appeal also depends on its appropriateness to the 

advertised product (Liu et al. 2009). The gratuitous use of sexual images in ads is going 

to have the opposite effects on the consumers, especially if the use of this appeal is not 

relevant for the product type (Dahl et al. 2009; Lombardot 2007). A sexually charged ad 

might influence the intention to forward the message, because of its sexual content, but 

might not positively influence, at the same time, the attitude toward the ad or attitude 

toward the brand. 

Offsetting the possible risks, the key objectives of sex appeals in advertising are 

to attract attention and generate interest. Studies show that a sexual ad will attract 

significant initial attention and will also retain this attention for longer periods of time 

than other types of ads (Liu et al. 2009). Sexual ads also increase consumers’ recall and 

recognition of an ad, brand and key messages (Reid and Soley 1981; Shimp, Wood and 

Smarandescu 2007). 

Another benefit of advertising sex appeal is the increased possibility of creating 

emotional responses, including excitement and arousal (LaTour et al. 1990; Liu et al. 

2009; Lombardot 2007; Reichert et al. 2001). The evocation of positive emotions and 

excitement can subsequently reflect in improved attitude toward the ad and the advertised 

brand. In this context, Reichert et al. (2001) have noted that sex appeal has the potential 
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to lead to positive attitudes toward the brand and the ad, and can even prove more 

persuasive than other ads, because it retains attention for a longer time. 

Sexual appeals are thought to appear in the peripheral route of persuasion (Bello 

et al. 1983; Lombardot 2007; Petty, Cacioppo and Schumann 1983). Ad appeals based on 

sex have been used for decades in American advertising and, as some researchers note, 

they have become quite common even in traditional advertising (Liu et al. 2009). On the 

Internet it is even easier to distribute advertising with sexual appeal, since the regulations 

regarding the use of sexual content are less restrictive. Porter and Golan (2006) note that 

viral ads need to be provocative and appeal common human motivations to forward an 

advertisement. They underline the fact that sexual appeal and nudity are among the 

characteristics that motivate consumers to pass along content online, especially since 

online ads are not as heavily regulated as traditional TV advertising.  

The advertising literature underlines the key advantages that the use of sexual 

appeals brings in advertising and its positive potential for online advertising. One of its 

key benefits is to attract attention and interest, and, as some researchers have noted, it can 

even retain attention for longer than other ads and increase purchase intentions (Bello et 

al. 1983; Liu et al. 2009; Severn et al. 1990; Vezina and Paul 1997). This is essential in 

the context of viral advertising, since the online competition is high and diverse. Sex 

appeal can contribute to the improvement of ad recall and recognition, and create 

emotional responses (Reichert et al. 2001). Consumers react more positively to sexually 

oriented ads, usually rating them as more entertaining, interesting and original than non-

sexual ads, resulting in favorable predispositions toward the ad and greater purchase 
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intentions (Severn et al. 1990). 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 forward intentions. For example, articles on viral advertising note 

the success of online ads deemed too controversial for television, but who create huge 

audiences through online viral means, such as the Go Daddy ads featuring Danica Patrick 

in sexual hypostases (Hosford 2010).  

Given the previous literature review, we hypothesize that sex appeal will 

positively affect attitude toward the ad, by creating positive emotions, as long as the ad 

appeal fits the product and advertisement type and is perceived appropriate by user. We 

also hypothesize that an ad featuring sex appeal will lead to increased intentions to 

forward the ad, improving its potential to become viral.  

H2a: Sex appeal in advertising positively affects attitude towards the ad. 

H2b: Sex appeal in advertising positively affects viral intentions. 

After discussing the two key ad appeals that appear more often in viral 

advertising, humor and sex, we orient our attention toward the more traditional type of 

advertising, the informative ads.  

 

3.2.3 Informative 

Just like emotional appeals, informative advertising has its advantages and 

disadvantages, as well as contexts in which it functions better and influences diverse 

advertising variables.  
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Emotions are generally considered advantageous over logic in advertising, 

because they work on the peripheral route, do not raise the viewers' natural defenses, 

require less effort from the consumer and are generally more interesting and easier to 

recall (Petty and Cacioppo 1984; Tellis 2004). Emotion may also lead to behavioral 

changes more immediately than logic would (Tellis 2004).  

However, emotions also have several disadvantages and situations when their use 

is not recommended. For instance, the generation of emotions generally requires more 

time than the communication of a message through argument. Consumers could get so 

involved in the emotions that they may miss the central message of the advertising (Tellis 

2004). Research has shown that while emotional appeals, such as sex, are effective in 

drawing attention, they often do not affect persuasion in the same measure. 

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 interaction of various ad types, such as informational versus 

transformational. They concluded that feelings influence attitude toward the ad, 

especially when the ads are transformational, rather than informational.  

Holbrook (1978) also studied a key advertising message content variable, 

factualness versus evaluativeness. Factual content is more logical and objectively 

verifiable, while evaluative content is based on emotional and subjective aspects. He 

underlines that none of the two dimensions has the potential of universal applicability and 

usually both types of meaning are present in communication. In this context, persuasive 
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marketing messages can be characterized according to their balance of factualness versus 

evaluativeness (Holbrook 1978). 

Consumers rate emotional ads as more entertaining and interesting, which leads to 

an increased forward rate. Moreover, ads that create joy, feelings of good and happiness, 

are more prone to be liked and forwarded to others (Dobele et al. 2007; Weinberger and 

Gulas 1992). People are more willing to pass to others advertising that is engaging and 

entertaining, that creates a feeling of good and positive emotions (Chiu et al. 2007; 

Dobele et al. 2005; Phelps et al. 2004; Simmons 2007; Stanbouli 2003). 

Researchers also found that consumers are more willing to forward ads when the 

message contains higher degrees of hedonic values and when the message includes 

something they think others will enjoy (Chiu et al. 2007; Fattah 2000; Phelps et al., 

2004).  

In this context, we hypothesize as presented in previous literature that informative 

ads lead to a positive attitude toward the ad. Regarding viral advertising, given practice 

examples and previous literature related to viral ads, we hypothesize that informative ads, 

which put the accent just on informing the consumers about the characteristics of the 

brand and product are not likely to lead to high viral intentions. 

H3a: Informative advertisements positively affect Aad. 

H3b: Informative advertisements negatively affect viral intentions. 

After an analysis of the key ad appeals and strategies that affect viral potential, we 

discuss in the next section details related to the importance of ad source in viral 

advertising.  



  
 41 

 

3.3 Ad source  

 

Among the antecedents of attitude toward the ad, researchers include elements 

such as source credibility and attitude toward the source (Chiu et al. 2007; Cruz and Fill 

2008; Lutz, MacKenzie, and Belch 1983; MacKenzie and Lutz 1989). In this context, 

source credibility refers to how trusted is the communicator perceived in the respective 

domain in discussion. According to the marketing communications theory, the message 

source is an important element in any communication relation, together with message and 

receiver characteristics. Some researchers found that credible spokespersons enhance the 

persuasiveness of a message, given their potential to create more immediate attitude 

changes (Chiu et al. 2007). 

Research related to word-of-mouth also noted the importance of information 

sources, especially interpersonal, in the diffusion of information, marketplace choices and 

even in purchasing decisions (Feick and Price 1987; Gilly et al. 1998; Phelps et al. 2004).  

Researchers also wrote about the importance of sources of information selection, 

how and from where the information is obtained, in order to understand consumers’ 

responses to marketing and communications (MacInnis and Jaworski 1989; Stewart and 

Pavlou 2002).  

Generally, personal and higher credibility sources have been found to have a 

higher impact on consumers’ responses and purchasing behavior. Cruz and Fill (2008) 

concluded that if a source is perceived as credible, the messages it transmits are more 
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likely to be acted upon. In the modern marketing world, they recommend a careful 

balance between control and impartiality in marketing initiatives, in order to achieve 

more credibility (Cruz and Fill 2008).  

Personal sources of information are the most important for consumers, especially 

when discussing about new or high-risk products or when consumers are susceptible to 

interpersonal influence (Bearden, Netemeyer, and Teel 1989; Feick and Price 1987; Gilly 

et al. 1998; Price and Feick 1984). Researchers also concluded that personal sources 

highly influence product choice and the diffusion of information regarding new products 

(Arndt 1967; Gilly et al. 1998; Price and Feick 1984).  

Usually, interpersonal sources have a higher influence on consumer behavior 

because they are perceived as having no personal intentions, or nothing to gain, from the 

consumption recommendations they make (Chiu et al. 2007; Feick and Price 1987). This 

is why messages coming from known persons or friends are perceived as more credible 

(Chiu et al. 2007; Phelps et al. 2004). 

For this reason, word of mouth is considered more credible than commercial 

communications because it comes from “people like me”, with a higher trust potential 

than a business or marketer (Allsop et al. 2007).  

In viral studies, researchers found that when product or marketing information 

comes via an e-mail from a person the consumer knows, the receiver is more likely to 

pass along this information and forward the e-mail to other consumers (Phelps et al. 

2004). Of course, when the e-mail originates from an unknown source, and it is an 

unsolicited e-mail, consumers usually delete them or at least do not forward them. 
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Researchers conclude that individuals are more willing to forward e-mails containing a 

marketing communication if it comes from an interpersonal source, rather than a 

commercial source, especially because they tend to trust more those who are similar to 

them (Chiu et al. 2007; Phelps et al. 2004).  

The better and closer the relationship between source and receiver, the more 

likely consumers are to evaluate the senders as credible and dependable, leading to a 

positive attitude toward the message. In addition, through viral efforts, user-to-user 

communication can increase knowledge, awareness of products and help consumption 

messages spread quickly and with mass potential (Phelps et al. 2004). 

We estimate that an advertisement received from a known interpersonal source, 

such as a family member, friend or Facebook contact, will lead to a more positive attitude 

toward the ad and to a higher chance of forwarding the message, than an advertisement 

from an unknown source.  

H4a: Messages received from known interpersonal sources will lead to a 

more positive attitude toward the ad than messages received from unknown sources.  

H4b: Messages received from known interpersonal sources will lead to 

higher viral intentions than messages received from unknown sources.  

In the context of interpersonal sources, we also need to consider other elements of 

significant importance in a consumer’s life, including socialization elements, 

characteristics and strength of the relationship with their social environment, as well as 

specific traits of the individuals, such as maven characteristics. In the following sections 
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we discuss important aspects of socialization theory, social network theory, followed by a 

section on individual characteristics.  

 

 

3.4 Psychosocial and socialization factors 

 

Marketing research has considered different social and psychosocial factors that 

affect consumer behavior. In this section, we focus on this type of factors, and, using 

socialization theory and social network theory, we analyze four key social and 

psychosocial variables that can affect viral intentions: socialization with peers and family, 

tie strength, and maven characteristics of consumers.  

Research considers consumer socialization as the process through which 

individuals develop consumption-related cognitions and behaviors, as a consequence of 

their social interactions with socialization agents such as family, friends and school 

(Moschis and Churchill 1978; Moschis and Smith 1985; Zigler and Seitz 1978). Ward 

(1974) defined consumer socialization as collective “processes by which young people 

acquire skills, knowledge, and attitudes relevant to their functioning as consumers in the 

marketplace” (p.2). Moschis (1987) defines consumer socialization as the process by 

which (young) individuals develop consumer skills, knowledge and attitudes.  

Through the process of socialization, individuals acquire skills and attitudes 

compatible with their social roles, gradually changing their social identity to fit this role 
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(Benmoyal-Bouzaglo and Moschis 2009). Social structural factors such as social class 

and gender are also considered to affect consumer behavior and learning.  

The first attempts to formulate a socialization theory came from areas outside the 

marketing field, especially psychologists and sociologists such as Parsons et al. (1953), 

who worked on consumer socialization processes and outcomes.  

In the area of consumer behavior, Ward (1974, 1978) was among the first 

researchers to note similarities between consumer socialization and political socialization, 

followed by numerous studies by Moschis on the same topic (Moschis 1981, 1985, 1987; 

Moschis and Churchill 1978; Moschis and Smith 1985; Smith and Moschis 1985). 

Two of the most commonly utilized theories in relation to consumer socialization 

are the cognitive development model and the social learning theory. Largely adopted in 

the consumer socialization perspective, the social learning theory moves the emphasis 

from internal, cognitive components of learning to the social learning perspective, 

focused on the external, environmental sources of learning and socialization, such as 

peers, parents and school, which transmit norms, attitudes, motivations, and behaviors to 

the learner (Gregorio and Sung 2010; Moschis 1987).  

Moschis (1987) considers that the cognitive development model may better 

predict the development of knowledge and ability to function as a consumer in the 

marketplace, while the social learning model can better describe the development of 

consumer attitudes and values.  

While early work on socialization focused only on children and the 

developmental stages during childhood, researchers have gradually used the socialization 
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theory in connection to other age groups, reaching to a more modern life course view of 

socialization (Benmoyal-Bouzaglo and Moschis 2009; Moschis and Smith 1985). This 

view recognizes the importance of earlier-in-life experiences, however it also considers 

that behaviors cannot be fully explained by restricting the analysis only to a specific life 

stage (Benmoyal-Bouzaglo and Moschis 2009). The socialization process is thought to 

continue during the adult life cycle and into the elderly years, since adults constantly 

modify their consumption behaviors (Gregorio and Sung 2010; Moschis 1987; Smith and 

Moschis 1984; Zigler and Seitz 1978). 

The consumer socialization model includes four core components: antecedent or 

social structural variables, socialization processes, socialization agents, and outcomes 

(Moschis 1987; Moschis and Churchill 1978). 

The social structural variables define the social setting within which learning 

takes place. These include social class, gender, life cycle position and family size, 

commonly used as control variables that have the potential to indirectly affect learning 

(Moschis 1987).  

The key socialization processes through which the socialization agents influence 

socialization outcomes are modeling, reinforcement, and social interaction. Sometimes 

complementary, these processes influence the outcomes, which can be behaviors and 

cognitions such as attitudes, values, or beliefs.  

Through modeling, individuals consciously or unconsciously adapt their 

consumption-related attitudes and actions as a function of important socialization agents 

such as family, peers, school or media (Moschis 1987; Moschis and Churchill 1978). This 
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imitation process happens due to socialization agents transmitting, intentionally or 

unintentionally, norms of behavior. For example, children will more or less consciously 

try to imitate their parents, especially because this is an available example of behavior. 

They may also want to imitate their friends in order to help themselves integrate in the 

social group.  

The reinforcement mechanism refers to both positive reinforcement (reward) and 

negative (punishment) applied by the socialization agent on consumers (Moschis 1987). 

The social interaction as a learning process is a complex combination of modeling and 

reinforcement, including a multitude of social norms that are able to shape consumer 

behavior through social interactions (Lueg and Finney 2007; Mangleburg and Bristol 

1998; Moschis 1987).  

While socialization agents may include any individual or organization involved in 

frequent social interactions with a person, and who have some control over rewards and 

punishments, the key influencers in this agent-learner relationship are family and peers 

(Moschis 1981, 1987; Moschis and Churchill 1978). 

As an output of the socialization process, individuals acquire a wide variety of 

consumer skills, including cognitions and behaviors (Moschis 1987). These include all 

kind of activities related to purchasing, spending, product and brand decisions and 

consuming behaviors. For instance, Moschis (1987) investigated outputs such as 

consumer affairs knowledge, consumer activism, ability to manage consumer finances, 

attitudes toward prices, materialistic attitudes, and economic versus social motivations for 

consumption.  
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Researchers have used the consumer socialization perspective in relation to a 

wide variety of topics, including the influence of television advertising on children’s and 

adolescents’ perceptions of consumption and advertising, influence on attitudes toward 

brands and product and effects of socialization on values such as materialism (Churchill 

and Moschis 1979; Laczniak, Carlson, and Muehling 1995; Lueg and Finney 2007). 

Studies conclude that interpersonal interaction and communication with family and peers 

significantly affect numerous aspects of consumer behavior (Lueg and Finney 2007).  

For marketers and consumer behavior researchers, consumer socialization is 

interesting because of the opportunities it presents for understanding consumer behavior 

and predicting the development of patterns of consumption thought process and behavior 

(Moschis 1987). In this context, we analyze the influence of two key socialization agents, 

family and peers, in the viral advertising process and their influence on viral intentions.  

 

3.4.1 Family 

Researchers in the socialization theory field found that the family, as an agent of 

socialization, could have a significant influence on a child's acquisition of consumer 

skills (Moschis 1987). This hypothesis was formulated from sociological theories stating 

that young people generally acquire basic “rational” aspects of consumption from their 

parents (Moschis 1987).  

Key socialization theory researchers, such as Moschis, suggest a positive 

relationship between the frequency of family communication about consumption and a 

person’s economic motivations for consumption, the strength of its attitudes toward 
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prices and teenagers’ frequency of performing socially desirable consumer acts. 

Researchers define family communication as interactions about consumption, goods and 

services between family members and adolescents (Moschis and Churchill 1978).  

Like the other socialization agents, the results of family’s social influence happen 

through the three main socialization processes: modeling, reinforcement and social 

interaction. For example, family members can represent an example of consumer 

behavior for one another, and, especially in the case of young consumers and children, 

individuals might feel compelled to imitate the behavior of other family members they 

love or admire. Discussions within the family about different consumption aspects and 

products can also represent a way of social influence. Through reinforcement, parents can 

also encourage consumption behaviors they approve or sanction unwanted shopping and 

consumer behaviors.  

Moschis (1987) found that the family can be important in teaching teenagers 

“rational” aspects of consumption. Research showed that parents try to teach consumer 

skills to their teenagers. In this context, individuals learn different consumer skills from 

their parents at different ages.  

Marketing researchers found that family communications about consumption 

significantly influence attitude toward advertising, economic motivations for 

consumption, participation in family decisions and even utilization of product label 

information (Churchill and Moschis 1979; Lachance, Legault, and Bujold 2000; Lueg 

and Finney 2007; Mangleburg, Grewal, and Bristol 1997; Moschis and Churchill 1978).  
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Arndt (1971) also analyzed family’s influence on college students’ consumer 

behavior and found a significant impact on elements such as brand loyalty, 

innovativeness, opinion leadership and store preference.  

In a more modern marketing context, Lueg and Finney (2007) studied, for 

example, the implications of socialization theory and the influence of family members on 

teens’ shopping and purchasing behavior on the Internet.  

In the context of viral advertising, we estimate that the influence of different 

family members can be easily achieved. Simple aspects such as an e-mail or Facebook 

forward of a funny ad from a family member can influence individuals’ attitude toward 

viral advertising and intention to forward the advertisement, just as the modeling process 

of consumer socialization theory states. As Lueg and Finney (2007) studied in Internet 

shopping context, simple oral communication about a consumption aspect, viral 

advertising in our case, can represent a reinforcement mechanism. For example, simple 

conversations among family members, such as “did you see that ad? Wasn’t it funny?”, 

can influence young consumers’ opinion about viral ads and specific ads in particular. 

Given the importance of family in the consumer socialization process, we 

hypothesize that, as communication about advertising and especially viral ads with the 

family increases, so does the consumers’ intention to forward viral ads.  

H5: There is a positive relationship between the frequency of family 

communications about advertisements and viral intentions.  

Just as family is important in consumer socialization, especially in early life 

stages, the influence of peers, colleagues and friends also increases in importance during 
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adolescence and later in life. In the following section, we discuss, from the consumer 

socialization point of view, the influence of peers in the viral advertising success.  

 

3.4.2 Peers 

Researchers consider that peer interaction is a basic human characteristic, due to 

individuals’ needs for social communication and group interaction (Moschis 1987; Ward 

1974). In the context of consumer socialization, peers are integral part of the socialization 

agents, together with previously discussed family members, and other factors such as 

school and mass-media (Moschis 1987). Peer communication includes consumption 

interaction concerning goods and services with friends, school colleagues, coworkers and 

other members of the social group, and even diverse celebrities that individuals can use 

as referents.  

Consumer socialization theory states that through communication and interaction 

with socialization agents, such as peers, individuals receive and acquire different 

attitudes, behaviors and norms related to consumption (Moschis and Churchill 1978). 

Through modeling, reinforcement and social interaction, consumers learn from their 

peers about different consumption behaviors, find what is acceptable or appropriate for 

their social group and gather examples of attitudes and behaviors that can be later used to 

model their own attitudes and behaviors (Moschis 1987).  

Peers can either use the reinforcement mechanism, by approving or disapproving 

certain consumer behaviors, such as brands to be used, or use the modeling mechanism, 

showing examples of acceptable behaviors and norms. Simple discussions or, more 
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recently, social media posts or blogs, about different aspects of consumption, products 

and brands, can influence individuals’ attitudes and purchase preferences for specific 

products, brands or stores in the desire to fit within their group.  

Numerous studies on consumer behavior have noted the importance of reference 

groups, including peers, on different consumer decisions, such as preference for specific 

products, brands and stores, attitude toward advertising, attitude toward materialism and 

use of product label information (Bearden, Netemeyer, and Teel 1989; Bellenger and 

Moschis 1981; Churchill and Moschis 1979; Mangleburg, Grewal, and Bristol 1997). The 

importance of peer influence comes from individuals’ desire and tendency to fit within 

their social group and conform to the attitudes, behaviors and norms of the group 

(Bearden, Netemeyer, and Teel 1989).  

Moschis (1987) found that teenager peer groups are significant sources of 

influence, because young consumers learn from their peers, different elements of 

consumption and use these as tools to express themselves and help them fit better within 

their social groups. Peers facilitate the learning of the expressive consumption elements, 

including materialistic values and social motivations (Moschis 1987). Through 

interaction with their peers about consumption issues, teenagers learn about the social 

importance of goods and services.  

Recent studies have also analyzed the importance of peers in more modern 

decisions, such as online shopping, influence on movie watching, shopping from online 

channels, attitude toward advertising or attitude toward brand-related communications 

such as product placement (Gregorio and Sung 2010; Lueg and Finney 2007). For 
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instance, Gregorio and Sung (2010) successfully applied consumer socialization theory 

on product placement research and found that peer communication is a predictor of 

attitudinal orientation toward product placement and placement-related behaviors. Lueg 

and Finney (2007) noted that peers influence teenagers’ use of certain brands, products 

and use of the Internet or malls for shopping.  

In the context of viral advertising, we consider that the more consumers 

communicate with their peers about advertising, the more likely they will be to 

participate in the viral process and forward ads to other members of their social group. 

We hypothesize that, if consumers receive or see different viral ads posted by their peers, 

including through e-mail, or other platforms such as Facebook or YouTube, they will be 

more likely to appreciate them and forward them. This is due to peers’ importance as 

reference groups and key socialization agents in the consumer socialization process. 

Consumers will tend to not only like the ads coming from their peers, but they will also 

be more likely to want to integrate and act the same way as the group, and further send 

the interesting messages in order to be a conforming group member. 

H6: There is a positive relationship between the frequency of peer 

communications about advertisements and viral intentions. 

Due to the recent explosion of social media use and increased importance of 

social networks, especially in the online environment, in the next section we complement 

the application of consumer socialization theory with another aspect of social interaction, 

social network theory, and the importance of tie strength for social communications.  
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3.4.3. Tie strength  

Social network theory (SNT) seeks to explain how networks work and analyzes 

the complex set of relationships within a network of individuals or organizations 

(Schultz-Jones 2009; Scott 2000; Wasserman and Faust 1994). Unlike other sociological 

points of view, social network theory (SNT) views the attributes of individuals as less 

important than their relationships and ties with other actors within the network (Chamlee-

Wright·and Myers 2008; Cook and Whitmeyer 1992; Granovetter 1983; Schultz-Jones 

2009; Scott 2000; Wasserman and Faust 1994).  

A key difference between a social network explanation and the other sociological 

explanations of a process are the concepts and information on relationships among units 

in a study (Schultz-Jones 2009; Scott 2000; Wasserman and Faust 1994). In this context, 

a corresponding concept, social network analysis, is the methodology used to research 

network behavior (Scott 2000).  

Social network analysis views social relationships in terms of nodes and ties: 

nodes are the individual actors within the networks, and ties are the relationships between 

the actors. It studies networks as a function of different indices, including direction, 

frequency of relations, size, centrality and density of a network.  

Mark Granovetter (1983) popularized an information diffusion model focused on 

the strength of weak ties that serve as bridges between network segments. Strong ties 

express the reciprocal social relationships, while weak ties refer to loosely connected 

individuals. He noticed that tie strength depends on three factors: frequency of contact, 

reciprocity, and friendship. According to Granovetter (1983), weak ties create more 
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opportunities for individuals to share information and lead to greater levels of social 

capital.  

Granovetter (1983) also noted that future research should focus on the network 

idea, study the interactions and developments within networks, rather than consider only 

the individual and static analyses.  

Researchers have underlined the constantly developing extent of network 

interaction, especially in online settings and virtual communities. Wang and Chen (2004) 

note how computers connect individuals and organizations in order to form social 

networks, and how the Internet has brought forward new interaction opportunities. This 

also applies in the case of viral networks, since the spread of viral information in the 

community is achieved through networks (Tuten 2008).  

Social networks are also considered important in the word-of-mouth literature. 

Researchers found that social networks and social ties are important in information 

dissemination and propagation, including both weak and strong ties (Brown and Reingen 

1987; Datta et al. 2005; Goldenberg, Libai, and Muller 2001). Social networks such as 

Facebook and LinkedIn allow the establishment of links connecting family members, 

friends and peers (Tuten 2008).  

Weimann (1983) found that information becomes influential due to strong ties 

within the group, which are more likely to be used and perceived more credible than 

weak ties.  

Brown and Reingen (1987) conclude that weak ties allow and promote the 

dissemination of information between groups, while strong ties are much more influential 
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in word-of-mouth,  referral behavior and promote the flow of communication between 

the members of a group.  

In the context of word-of-mouth and viral communication between consumers, 

strong ties represent the key influential points in the group with constant social influence 

on consumer choices, as stable and permanent socialization agents, while weak ties allow 

individuals to extend their information sources to outside groups, in certain moments and 

specific conditions.  

Since Granovetter (1983) estimated that stronger ties lead to greater credibility of 

the sender, we can expect that consumers will put a greater value on word-of-mouth and 

referrals coming from persons with strong ties within their social networks. Moreover, 

the electronic word-of-mouth literature also found that stronger and more credible 

sources lead to more e-mails open and read coming from these sources, and to more 

forwarded messages.  

Chiu et al. (2007) assessed that, in the context of word-of-mouth, consumers trust 

more their strong ties than their weak ties, leading to a greater influence from strong ties 

on consumers’ purchase decisions.  

In addition, researchers found that most individuals do not forward information to 

persons they do not know, socially or virtually, which depends on the strength of their 

relationship (Huang, Lin and Lin 2009). Smith et al. (2007) also demonstrated that 

moderately and highly connected respondents are more likely to forward marketing 

messages. 
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Therefore, we expect that the greater the tie strength that consumers have with 

their social network, such as family, peers and other social contacts, the greater the 

potential for them to participate in consumption and advertising communication, not only 

to receive viral ads, but also to want to forward them to their contacts.  

Literature on social networks and strength of ties provides arguments that 

consumers will be more likely to receive and send viral messages to their constant, strong 

contacts, then to individuals with whom they only rarely communicate. We hypothesize 

that individuals with stronger ties with their social networks are more likely to forward 

viral advertising to their connections.  

H7: The greater the tie strength, the greater the consumers’ viral intentions.  

From the social part of advertising and communication discussed in this section, 

we move on to the psychological and individual factors that have the potential to affect 

the viral process. To complement the discussion on social networks and strength of ties, 

we add a psychological element usually discussed in connection with networks, referring 

to the maven characteristics of the individual.  

 

3.4.4 Maven characteristics 

Feick and Price (1987) initiated the study of marketplace influencers as market 

mavens, distinct from opinion leaders and early purchasers. They use the concept of 

market maven in connection to a multitude of consumer characteristics, such as early 

awareness of new products, shopping enjoyment, communication of information about 
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products and services, search activities, use of numerous sources of market information 

and propensity to reading advertisements.  

Mavens usually tend to show more need for uniqueness, and like to be involved 

and learn about new technologies and new ideas (Goodey and East 2008). Research also 

found that market mavens’ inclination toward acquisition and transmission of information 

might come from their involvement with the marketplace (Feick and Price 1987). They 

constantly ask and search for new information, initiate communication and share 

knowledge with consumers (Walsh, Gwinner & Swanson 2004).  

Studies show that, while market mavens communicate with groups like opinion 

leaders and innovators, they are not identical, even though they belong in the same 

“reference person” groups (Feick and Price 1987). Market mavens’ expertise is thought 

to come from a high marketplace interest, their obligation and pleasure to share 

marketplace information and help the others (Laughlin and MacDonald 2010; Walsh, 

Gwinner and Swanson 2004). Opinion leaders usually derive their expertise following a 

significant involvement with a specific good or class of goods (Laughlin and MacDonald 

2010). Market mavens play a more significant personal role than opinion leaders and 

innovators and have more marketing-mix information (Walsh and Mitchell 2002). 

Market mavens are considered important in the word-of-mouth context, because 

they are motivated to learn about products and brands and spread this knowledge and 

marketplace information to other consumers (Gladwell 2000). Moreover, one of the key 

characteristics of market mavens is their possession of a wide variety of market 

information (Feick and Price 1987). While there is no consensus regarding the specific 
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demographic variables that distinguish market mavens from other consumers, their key 

characteristic is their interest and involvement with the marketplace (Goldsmith, Flynn 

and Goldsmith 2003).  

In a social network context, mavens have been found to provide the message to 

the necessary connectors who spread it within the network. Certain persons can be both 

mavens and connectors at the same time, highly influential in the transmission of ideas 

and behaviors (Gladwell 2000; Totterdell, Holman and Hukin 2008).  

Some researchers studied mavens in the context of word-of-mouth motivations 

(Clark and Goldsmith 2005; Feick and Price 1987; Goodey and East 2008; Kassarjian 

1981). Studies show the importance of the moral obligation to collect useful information 

and transmit it to others, and the significant role played by marketplace involvement 

(Kassarjian 1981).  

Other researchers consider that mavens are influenced by three key motivations: 

the feeling of obligation to share information about products and services, feelings of 

gratification and satisfaction when communicating with others, as well as the desire to 

help other consumers (Goodey and East 2008; Walsh, Gwinner and Swanson 2004). 

Consumer behavior studies found that market mavens play an important role in 

the transmission of consumption information, given the fact that consumers prefer 

reference group opinions, rather than commercial communications, and interpersonal 

communication has a higher influence potential (Walsh, Gwinner and Swanson 2004). 

This represents a cheaper and faster way to gain new customers, especially in a highly 

computerized world.  
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The fact that mavens are more likely to attend and have a more positive attitude 

toward advertising and are heavy consumers of media (Feick and Price 1987; Schneider 

and Rodgers 1983) is significant in the context of viral advertising. Their propensity to 

initiate discussions with other consumers (Walsh and Mitchell 2002) and transmit 

information to others is very important in this study. Researchers also found the existence 

of eMavens, significantly using the Internet for their consumption information activities 

(Walsh, Gwinner and Swanson 2004). 

In the context of viral advertising, the importance played by consumers interested 

in receiving advertising information, but also inclined to pass along this information to 

others, is critical. Without this type of consumers, it is impossible for commercials to get 

viral. Research on mavens found their three key motivations: the feeling of obligation to 

share information, feelings of satisfaction when communicating and the desire to help 

other consumers (Goodey and East 2008; Walsh, Gwinner and Swanson 2004). All these 

motivations apply when discussing about viral advertising and can influence not only the 

potential for an advertisement to be viewed by this category of consumers, but also the 

possibility for the market mavens to forward the ad to other consumers, given their 

obligation and gratification related to information sharing.  

We consider that market mavens are among the key target segments of viral 

advertisements, especially in the incipient phase of the viral process. Given their 

inclination for consumption communication, we estimate that not only there is a higher 

possibility for market mavens to forward ads they like, but they can also represent the 

base that transforms an ad into a viral one. Therefore, we hypothesize that consumers 
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with high maven characteristics will be more likely to forward viral advertisements than 

consumers who have lower maven inclinations.  

H8: The greater the maven characteristics of consumers, the greater their 

viral intentions. 

The following section focuses on the key demographic elements discussed in the 

previous advertising and word-of-mouth literature and their potential influence on viral 

advertising.  

 

 

3.5 Demographics 

 

User characteristics are integral part in marketing and advertising research, 

regarding numerous aspects such as target segments, buyer profile or reaction to 

advertising. In addition, the key elements of the communication model for advertising 

focus on source, message and consumers characteristics (Stern 1994), including the user 

as an important part of communication.  

Research on word-of-mouth also studied different aspects of consumer traits, 

including key demographics (especially age and gender). 

After focusing on a key psychosocial variable in the previous section, maven 

characteristics, in the following, we analyze the key individual points that might 

influence a consumer to engage and participate in the viral process, key demographics, 

such as age and gender.  
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Studies related to consumer behavior in general and consumers’ attitudes toward 

advertising in particular have noted that age and gender play a significant role. In a 

socialization theory context, Moschis (1987) noted that marketers need to consider both 

the age and gender of consumers when doing market research.  

 

Age 

Related to advertising, for example, researchers found that younger individuals 

evaluate advertising in a more positive way than older consumers evaluate ads (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).  

Market maven studies also found that this type of consumers is more likely to 

include a slightly younger population than the average (Feick and Price 1987; Laughlin 

and MacDonald 2010; Walsh and Mitchell 2002).  

Regarding viral advertising, a significant element distinguishing it from other ads 

is represented by appeals, since researchers note its usually provocative, controversial 

content, accompanied by humorous or sexual appeals (Cruz and Fill 2008; Porter and 

Golan 2006; Swanepoel et al. 2009; Wasserman 2009).  

Vezina and Paul (1997) found that younger consumers show positive reactions 

regarding a provocative strategy and a provocative appeal. Related to humor in 

advertising, for example, research found that humorous commercials are best suited for 
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an audience formed of younger males, who appear to enjoy more aggressive and sexual 

humor ads (Weinberger and Gulas 1992).  

In the viral advertising context, the limited studies so far found, for instance, that 

the main target for viral ads is represented by the younger generation (Dobele et al. 2007; 

Solman 2008). This comes as a logical consequence, since the younger generation is 

considered more likely to spend a significant amount of time online, even though the 

widespread use of the Internet at this time has significantly reduced the usage differences 

based on such variables as age, education or income. In this context, we hypothesize that 

younger consumers are more likely to engage in the viral process and forward different 

viral advertisements to their contacts. 

H9a: Age is negatively related to viral intentions. 

Gender 

In the context of gender, we know from previous research that women 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). While genders’ reaction to viral ads can differ also 

based on factors such as ad appeal, we do estimate, based on word-of-mouth and e-mail 

usage studies, that women are more likely to view and forward viral ads to their online 

contacts.  

In a market maven study, Goodey and East (2008) conclude that gender 

differences in word-of-mouth can come from different needs and motivations the two 

genders have. In this context, females were more likely to engage in word-of-mouth 
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behavior because of satisfaction with the product, desire to talk about it and intention to 

help others. 

Market maven studies also found women are more likely to belong to this type of 

consumers (Feick and Price 1987; Laughlin and MacDonald 2010; Walsh and Mitchell 

2002). Word-of-mouth and online advertising research also concluded that, for instance, 

women 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). In addition, research on 

consumers’ susceptibility to interpersonal influence also notes that this individual 

characteristic is greater for younger persons and generally greater for women rather than 

men (Churchill and Moschis; Park and Lessig 1977).  

H9b: Women have higher viral intentions than men. 

 

 

Education 

Regarding education, research on advertising, market mavens and word-of-mouth 

is relatively contrasting. For example, Muehling and McCann (1993) present research 

conclusions stating that there is an inverse relationship between individuals’ education 

level and attitude toward the ad, with better-educated consumers usually liking 

advertising less.  

On the other hand, research on humorous ads, a large piece of the viral advertising 

research, found that this type of appeals is more suitable for better-educated consumer. 

Research on market mavens reaches another conclusion, stating that they tend to be 
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slightly less educated than other consumers are in general (Feick and Price 1987). 

Moreover, research on product placement, for example, also found that level of education 

was inversely related to placement attitudes (de Gregorio and Sung 2010).  

In this context, our hypothesis uses the literature on advertising and market 

mavens and considers that consumers involved in viral education tend to be slightly less 

educated than consumers who prefer not to forward viral ads. 

H9c: Less educated consumers are more likely to forward a viral 

advertisement. 

Finally, we include another demographic variable, income, as a covariate variable 

influencing consumers’ 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 

U.S., we do not consider it as a significant influence on consumers’ intention to engage in 

viral activities and forward ads; however, as shown by previous research and common 

knowledge, we consider income as a determinant of consumer purchases.  

In the following sections, we analyze other determinants of both viral intentions 

and purchase intentions, as well as key variables in advertising research: attitude toward 

the ad and attitude toward the brand.  
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3.6 Attitudes and intentions 

 

Attitudes are defined as an individual’s internal evaluation of an object, (Mitchell 

and Olson 1981), in this case brand or advertisement, as a function of a person’s key 

beliefs at that point in time (Fishbein and Ajzen 1975).  

Research has noted the importance of attitudes in the marketing research, 

especially because they are significant predictors of consumer behavior in relation to a 

product or service (Mitchell and Olson 1981).  

Research in psychology, sociology and marketing have already provided 

numerous theoretical models of attitudes (Fishbein and Ajzen 1975; MacKenzie and Lutz 

1989; MacKenzie, Lutz and Belch 1986; Triandis 1971). Consumers’ affective responses 

to ads in general and the attitude toward the ad in particular represent an increasing 

interest for academics and practitioners (Brown and Stayman 1992). 

 

3.6.1 Attitude toward the ad and attitude toward the brand 

Regarding attitude toward the ad (Aad), numerous studies have examined it as an 

important mediator of advertising response, in relation to consumers’ reaction to 

advertisements and purchasing intentions, in experimental and survey settings (Batra and 

Ray 1986; Brown and Stayman 1992; Cacioppo and Petty 1985; MacKenzie and Lutz 

1989; MacKenzie, Lutz, and Belch 1986; Mitchell and Olson 1981).  

While some researchers focused on the distinction between affective and 

evaluative responses to a stimulus (Batra and Ray 1986; Edell and Burke 1987), others 
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focused on its key components, cognitive and affective (Muehling 1986; Shimp 1981). 

Shimp (1981) discussed the emotional and cognitive dimension of Aad, especially noting 

the mediational effects of the emotional dimension.  

As we previously discussed in the section about the influence of ad appeals on 

Aad, there are numerous studies on this topic analyzing not only the effects of Aad, but 

also antecedents, such as feelings (Burke and Edell 1989) and warmth (Aaker, Stayman 

and Hagerty 1986).  

MacKenzie and Lutz (1989) define attitude toward the ad (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, attitude toward the ad 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 (MacKenzie et 

al. 1986; Bagozzi, Gopinath and Nayer 1999; Laczniak and Carlson 1989). MacKenzie et 

al. (1986) see attitude toward the ad as purely affective, with no cognitive or behavioral 

component, and situational bound.  

The first authors to analyze in detail attitude toward the ad are Shimp (1981) and 

Mitchell and Olson (1981), who found empirical support for the mediational role of Aad. 

They showed the potential of affect transfer from ad to brand, that was extremely 

beneficial for advertising practice, especially for new and unknown brands.  
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Other authors found that Aad influences consumers’ attitudes toward an 

advertised deal, stronger motivations to buy the advertised deal, brand consideration 

(Moore and Hutchinson 1983) and viewing time for the ad. 

Numerous studies have noted the mediating role of attitude toward the ad as a 

variable that intervenes between advertising content and attitude toward the brand (Batra 

and Ray 1986; Holbrook and Batra 1987; MacKenzie, Lutz, and Belch 1986; Miniard, 

Bhatla and Rose 1990; Mitchell and Olson 1981; Moore and Hutchinson 1983; Shimp 

1981). For example, Muehling and McCann (1993) found at least 37 studies showing that 

individuals’ attitude toward the ad had a direct influence on attitude toward the brand.  

In the Dual Mediation Hypothesis (DMH) model, MacKenzie et al. (1986) 

showed the significant effect of Aad on attitude toward the brand (Ab), in concordance 

with prior research (Mitchell and Olson 1981). Moore and Hutchinson (2001) also noted 

that a positive reaction to the ad leads to increased memory, familiarity and liking for the 

respective brand.  

Previous research also supports the mediated effect of Aad on intentions (such as 

purchase intentions), through its influence on attitude toward the brand (Biehal, Stephens 

and Curlo 1992; MacKenzie et al. 1986).  

Attitude toward the brand represents a predisposition to respond in a consistently 

favorable or unfavorable manner to a particular brand (Laczniak and Carlson 1989). It 

includes beliefs formed from the seen advertisements due to brand attribute information 

and inferences based on as content (Biehal, Stephens and Curlo 1992; Mitchell and Olson 

1981).  
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In the context of viral advertising, our model tests the key classical hypotheses 

studied and confirmed in multiple previous studies: that attitude toward the ad positively 

affects attitude toward the brand, which has a positive effect on consumers’ intentions to 

purchase the advertised product.  

At the same time, our model includes a supplementary behavioral variable, 

consumers’ viral intentions. We showed above that Aad represents a predisposition to 

respond in a consistently favorable or unfavorable manner to a particular advertisement 

stimulus during an exposure occasion (MacKenzie et al. 1986).  

Attitude toward the ad is a key variable measuring consumers’ opinion about a 

specific advertisement, including their liking/disliking of it. The studies we mentioned 

above also showed the significant relationship between attitudes and behaviors, and the 

attitudes as predictors of consumer behavior in relation to a product or service (Mitchell 

and Olson 1981).  

In this specific situation, attitude toward the ad is the key predictor of consumers’ 

viral intentions, since individuals are willing to pass-along ads that they like and 

appreciate. We also test the classical advertising hypothesis that attitude toward the ad 

influences consumers attitude toward the brand (MacKenzie, Lutz, and Belch 1986) 

Given the mediational role of attitude toward the ad found by previous research, 

this study also focuses on Aad and a mediator (Batra and Ray 1986; Holbrook and Batra 

1987; MacKenzie, Lutz, and Belch 1986; Miniard, Bhatla and Rose 1990; Mitchell and 

Olson 1981; Moore and Hutchinson 1983; Shimp 1981).  
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The study analyzes the mediational role of attitude toward the ad between ad 

characteristics (ad appeals and ad source), on the one hand, and viral intentions, on the 

other hand. We also reassess the mediational role of attitude toward the ad between ad 

characteristics and attitude toward the brand, as found by previous literature.  

H10a: Attitude toward the ad positively influences attitude toward the 

brand. 

H10b: Attitude toward the ad positively influences consumers’ viral 

intentions. 

H11a: Attitude toward the ad mediates the relationship between humor 

appeal and viral intentions.  

H11b: Attitude toward the ad mediates the relationship between sexual 

appeal and viral intentions. 

H11c: Attitude toward the ad mediates the relationship between informative 

appeal and viral intentions. 

H11d: Attitude toward the ad mediates the relationship between ad source 

and viral intentions. 

Given the importance of attitude toward the brand on consumers’ behavioral 

intentions shown by the studies reviewed in this section, we also include this variable as a 

predictor of consumers’ viral intentions regarding the advertisement they just viewed, 

considering that consumers are more likely to forward advertisements for brands that they 

like.  
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According to previous research mentioned in this section, we estimate that 

attitude toward the brand will positively influence the behavioral variables in this model, 

viral intentions and purchase intentions (Biehal, Stephens and Curlo 1992; MacKenzie et 

al. 1986). 

H12a: Attitude toward the brand positively influences consumers’ viral 

intentions. 

H12b: Attitude toward the brand positively influences consumers’ purchase 

intentions. 

To summarize, we add to our conceptual model two classical relationships studied 

and confirmed in the advertising literature, the influence of attitude toward the ad on 

attitude toward the brand, and the positive effect of Ab on consumers’ purchase 

intentions. To these relationships, we added a second behavioral variable, consumers’ 

viral intentions, which, we consider, will receive positive influences from both our 

attitudinal variables, Aad and Ab. 

The following section discusses the key new variable introduced in our model, 

viral intentions, and its relationship with the key output of marketers’ objectives and 

efforts, consumers’ intentions to purchase the advertised product.  

 

3.6.2 Viral intentions and purchase intentions 

Research and practitioner articles have discussed so far the economic benefits of 

viral advertising not only to build widespread brand awareness, but also to help generate 

consumer interest, product trials and, finally, sales (Keller 2009; Kirby 2006). Viral 
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advertising has been praised for its potential to increase consumer communication 

between persons who know or do not know each other and increase message credibility, 

leading to higher sales and reduced marketing costs (Dobele et al. 2007; Fattah 2000).  

It is especially useful when the product itself does not have a “wow” factor able to 

generate consumer discussions and buzz, and extremely beneficial for new products, to 

lower the cost of promotion and boost the adoption speed (Dobele et al. 2005; Kirby 

2006).  

Viral advertising leads to a boost in the cost-effective level of brand awareness, an 

increase in consumer-driven interest in new marketing communications activity and even 

helps businesses reach beyond a business’ core target market (Kirby 2006). It can also 

help create and amplify buzz around products and brands. Nevertheless, a key benefit is 

its contribution in adding to the bottom line, in terms of response and increased 

recommendation rates (Kirby 2006). 

Just like positive word-of-mouth, viral advertising is thought to motivate and lead 

consumers to product trial and acquisition (Ferguson 2008). This new type of marketing 

communication can replicate the traditional word-of-mouth in an even more efficient 

manner, can build trust and lead to a source of competitive advantage (Datta et al. 2005).  

Previous research on word-of-mouth has shown its importance in product 

diffusion and purchase decisions, increasing the probability of purchase (Arndt 1967; Cruz 

and Fill 2008; Datta et al. 2005; Hung 2007; Hogan, Lemon and Libai 2004; Plummer et 

al. 2007). For example, Arndt (1967) noted that exposure to favorable word-of-mouth 

increased the probability to purchase the product and that exposure to negative word-of-
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mouth decreases the purchase probability. Word-of-mouth research has presented its 

impact on consumer information search, evaluation and buying processes and its potential 

to also increase revenue when new customers are attracted (Derbaix and Vanhamme 

2003).  

Research also underlined the importance of incorporating in the evaluation of 

viral advertising not only measures of awareness and reach, but also focusing on 

behavioral responses, such as conversion rate, preference and sales creation (Bampo 

2008; Cruz and Fill 2008).  

Viral advertisements are about touching a vital nerve-point of consumers, in order 

to exponentially increase the diffusion and impact of the message (Shukla 2010; Welker 

2002). Their key point is to make consumers associate the good feeling experienced from 

the ad with the sponsor (Porter and Golan 2006).  

There are also examples from practice and 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). This represents 

a classical example of the most favorable conditions for viral advertising, meaning a 

relatively new product that lacks the “wow” factor, for which this type of viral ads can 

prove significantly favorable and show bottom-line effects immediately.  

In addition, another classical viral advertising campaign, Old Spice’s “Smell Like 

a Man, Man”, has been a huge success in terms of reach, viewed more than 40 million 

times. Research and practitioners also focused on whether it also increased sales. The 

answer is an emphatic yes, according to The Nielsen Co. and new data from 
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SymphonyIRI Group, note O'Leary and Wasserman (2010). According to Nielsen, sales 

of Old Spice Body Wash featured in the viral campaign rose 11% over the past 12 

months.  

Overall, the above named studies show that the key point of viral ads is to create 

buzz, brand awareness, and contribute to the bottom-line numbers, leading to increased 

sales. Since consumers participating in the viral process like the advertisements so much 

that they forward them to other individuals, it is estimated that this is going to affect their 

purchase behavior and intentions, especially if and when they are on the market for the 

respective category of products.  

In this context, we estimate that consumers willing to forward an advertisement to 

their contacts will also be more likely to purchase the respective product or brand 

featured in the commercial. Given viral advertising’s objectives to entertain and elate 

consumers, create brands awareness and buzz, we assume that consumers who like an ad 

so much that they decide to forward it are also more inclined to buy the respective brand.  

Simply liking an advertisement and wishing to forward it to others does not 

guarantee that consumers will necessarily run to buy the promoted product. However, we 

do think that, according to the viral advertising and word-of-mouth literature presented 

above, consumers who are more likely to forward an ad will also be more likely to 

purchase the product. While viral advertising might not do miracles or double sales, it 

needs as much attention, research and care in its creation and implementation as any 

other marketing initiative. We estimate a sales increase due to viral ads. Therefore, we 
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hypothesize a positive relation between consumers’ intention to forward an ad and 

purchase intention for the advertised product and brand. 

H13: Viral intentions positively influence consumers’ purchase intentions. 

In this chapter, we presented our conceptual model and detailed the key literature 

review and theories applying to our variables of interest. We made the connection among 

key advertising antecedents, such as ad appeals, social and individual factors, with 

attitudinal variables and, finally, consumer intentions representing behavioral elements.  

We reviewed key theories, such as emotions theory, socialization theory, social 

network theory and attitudes theory, in order to show what makes advertisements become 

viral, how they influence attitude toward the ad and the brand, and their effects on 

intentions to forward and ad and purchase the advertised product.  

The conceptual model, hypotheses and the direction of the hypothesized 

relationships are summarized in Figure 2.  

The following section presents the methodology used to test the hypotheses 

presented in Figure 2, sample characteristics, operationalization of variables, data 

collection procedures and the measurement scales used, as well as the main statistical 

procedures utilized in empirically testing the collected data. 
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Figure 2: Hypothesized model 
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CHAPTER 4 

METHODOLOGY 

 

4.1 Variables and operationalization 

 

The methodological approach focuses on testing the entire model presented in the 

Figure 2 framework. We establish our study on an experimental design, combined with a 

survey. For the 3X2 between subjects experimental design, we use video advertisements 

with different appeals: humor, sexual and informative, placed in a simulated social media 

platform, Facebook, asking the respondents to imagine that the ad is coming from one of 

their personal contacts or from an unknown source, as a function of their experimental 

group.  

In order to better assess viral intentions in an experimental context, after the 

subjects view the commercial, they are provided with the opportunity to hit the “like” 

button if they liked the ad and want to further recommend it. Following this, the 

respondents are taken to the survey that assesses the other elements of the model.  

The first step in the methodological plan is to perform a pretest with multiple 

video advertisements selected based on Clio and other international advertising awards 

and number of views on YouTube, in order to assess consumers’ opinion related to the ad 

appeal: humor, sex and informative.  
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The pretest is also used to refine the items of the most important scale of the 

model, viral intentions.  

After the pretest results and the selection of the ads, the second part of the 

methodological process focuses on the key experiment mentioned above. The experiment 

and survey are available online and ready to fill out by respondents during their own free 

time. We estimate that the questionnaire should take about 20 minutes. More details 

about the data collection procedure are discussed in this chapter. In the following section, 

we describe the variables and the measurement scales that will be used to operationalize 

each of them. Appendix 1 presents all the measures and scales that were used in the 

testing process, both for the pre-test and the main test, in the format used by their authors 

and published in the previous literature. Appendix 2 presents the pre-test survey 

questionnaire with the required items and measurement scales, including the extra items 

generated by this study to complement some of the scales and the adaptations performed 

to some items in order to fit a viral advertising study.  

Since previous research noted that coefficient alpha for Likert type scales 

increases up to the use of 5 points, while the improvement above 5 points is insignificant 

(Hinkin, 1998), our study focuses on using 5-point scales for all possible measures, 

including Likert and semantic differential types, as it can be seen in the questionnaire in 

Appendix 2.  
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4.1.2 Ad appeals pre-test measures 

As we previously mentioned, for the 3X2 between subjects experimental design 

we used video advertisements with different appeals: humor, sexual and informative 

appeal.  

The humor appeal was measured through the attitude toward the ad – humor scale 

developed by Chattopadhyay and Basu (1990) and further used and refined by other 

researchers (Cline, Altsech, and Kellaris 2003, Zhang 1996). This semantic differential 

scale measures how amusing and funny an ad is perceived to be. The scale includes six 

items, such as not humorous/humorous, not funny/funny and dull/not dull (Bruner II 

2009) and will be using 5 points. Alphas of .92, .97, and .91 were reported for the 

versions of the scale used by Chattopadhyay and Basu (1990), Cline, Altsech, and 

Kellaris (2003), and Zhang (1996). 

Ad informativeness was operationalized through the Edwards, Li, and Lee (2002) 

scale of ad informativeness, with a reported alpha of .82. The scale is composed of four 

descriptors (helpful, unimportant, uninformative, useless) with a Likert-type 5-point 

response format and is used to measure the degree that consumers perceive an 

advertisement was helpful and useful (Bruner II 2009).  

The sexual appeal of an ad was operationalized through the ad sexual content 

scale used by Reichert et al. (2007) and Putrevu (2008). It includes two items on a 5-point 

scale: “Do you think the ad contains any sexual content?” and “I would describe the ad as 

not very sexual/very sexual” (not at all-very much). Since it only includes two items, for 
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a better measurement, we add two additional items from the same conceptual domain, 

“Do you think the ad content is not erotic/very erotic” and “The ad includes sexually 

charged images”, as seen in the questionnaire in Appendix 2.  

Another variable in our experimental part of the study, ad source, was 

manipulated in our online experiment to present the advertisement as coming from a 

known source, a Facebook contact, versus unknown source.  

 

4.1.3 Independent variables 

The study includes established measures in the measurement of the independent 

variables, such as the market maven scale (Feick and Price 1987), peer and family 

communication (Benmoyal-Bouzaglo and Moschis 2009; Moschis and Moore 1979, 

1982).  

In order to operationalize the consumer socialization variables, we used the peer 

communication about consumption and family communication about consumption scales 

developed and used by Moschis and Moore (1979, 1982), Benmoyal-Bouzaglo and 

Moschis (2009) and Moschis et al. (1986), with alpha reliabilities of over .7. Based on a 

5-point scale from never to very often, the scale items such as “You ask your friends for 

advice about buying things”, “You and your friends talk about buying things” and “Your 

family asks you to help them buy things for the family”, that was adapted to the purpose 

of our study, as presented in Appendix 1 and 2.  

Tie strength was measured with a scale used in previous social network studies, 

such as Brown and Reingen (1987), Norman and Russell (2006) and Reingen and Kernan 
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(1986). The scale includes three items: “Approximately how frequently do you 

communicate with the contacts on your “friends” list on this social networking site?”, 

“Overall, how important do you feel about the contacts on your “friends” list on this 

social networking site?” and “Overall, how close do you feel to the contacts on your 

“friends” list on this social networking site?”.  

Market maven characteristics were measured through the Market Maven Scale 

(MMS) of Feick and Price’s (1987). It includes a six-item instrument using Likert scales. 

Researchers reported Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of over 0.8 (Feick and Price 1987; 

Goodey and East 2008). It includes items such as “I like introducing new brands and 

products to my friends” and “I like helping people by providing them with information 

about many kinds of products”. In order to serve the purpose of our analysis, we reduced 

the number of items to four that fit best our interest in communicating information related 

to advertising.  

 

4.1.4 Dependent variables 

The dependent variables were operationalized through research established scale, 

such as attitude toward the ad, attitude toward the brand and purchase intention 

(MacKenzie et al. 1986; MacKenzie and Lutz 1989; MacKenzie and Spreng 1992), 

viral intentions adapted from intention to recommend (Chiu et al. 2007; Harrison-

Walker 2001; Maxham and Netemeyer 2002, 2003), as we describe next.  

The key attitude toward the ad measures and operationalization follow the 

MacKenzie and Lutz (1989) and MacKenzie and Spreng (1992) format of items used in 
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previous research, asking consumers about their overall reaction to the ad they just saw: 

good / bad, like/dislike and pleasant/unpleasant, with an alpha of .88. While the general 

attitude toward the ad scale includes 46 items (Bruner II 2009), our study uses only the 

three items previously used in the MacKenzie studies, the source from where we adopted 

the conceptualization of attitude toward the ad.  

Attitude toward the brand was operationalized using a scale from MacKenzie et 

al. (1986). It is represented by a semantic differential scale asking for consumers’ overall 

feeling about using the advertised product and including 3 items: unfavorable/favorable, 

bad/good and foolish/wise, with a reliability of over .9.  

We operationalized our key variable, viral intentions, by using previous used 

scales, adapting some behavioral intentions scales such as intention to purchase and 

intention to recommend to fit our purpose and even generating new items. We first 

measured viral intentions from the intention to buy scale of MacKenzie et al. (1986), 

asking to “Please estimate the probability that you will forward this ad to your contacts”. 

The semantic differential items include unlikely/likely, improbable/probable and 

impossible/possible, with previously reported alphas of over .8. Another scale used 

includes items such as "This message is worth sharing with others" and "I will 

recommend this message to others" (Chiu et al. 2007, Harrison-Walker 2001). A third 

version, adapted from Maxham and Netemeyer (2002, 2003) intention to recommend, 

asks consumers 3 items, including questions such as “How likely are you to spread 

positive word of mouth about this”.  
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The last behavioral variable, purchase intention, was measured through the 

MacKenzie et al. (1986) scale asking to “Please estimate the probability that you will try 

this product when available in your area”. The semantic differential items include 

unlikely/likely, improbable/probable and impossible/possible, with previously reported 

alphas of over .8.  

In the next section, we briefly mention how we measured the key demographic 

variables.  

 

4.1.5 Demographic and covariate variables 

Regarding the personal information sections, we include key variables such as 

gender, age, occupation, education, income and ethnicity, all measured in traditional 

scales. Education levels include six points while age, income and ethnicity are measured 

on five points.  

The following sections discuss the sample and the key elements of the data 

collection process.  

 

4.2 Sample and study structure 

 

Due to the requirements of the model, experimental study and sample 

recommendations for structural equation modeling, we estimated that we needed a 

consumer sample of approximately 400 individuals. While the key focus of socialization 
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research was young adults, Moschis (1987) also notes that the theory can be applied to 

any life-stage, therefore we aimed for a sample as heterogeneous as possible.  

The model presented in the Figure 2 framework is tested through an experimental 

design, combined with a survey. For the 3X2 experimental design, we used video 

advertisements with different appeals (3 treatments): humor, sexual and informative. The 

ads were placed online in a simulated platform (2 treatments), on Facebook, posted as 

coming from one of the respondents’ contacts, or as coming from an unknown source, in 

order to simulate message source. The subjects were randomly distributed in one of the 

six treatment groups.  

In order to better assess intention to forward in an experimental context, after the 

subjects viewed the commercial, they were provided with the opportunity to press the so-

called “like” button if they liked the ad and want to further recommend it. After viewing 

the video, the respondents were directed to the online survey (in Appendix 3) page that 

measured the other elements of the model.  

After the preliminary data quality analyses, our methodological approach includes 

three key steps: a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) performed in SPSS for 

the variables included in the experimental procedure. Moreover, since ANOVA provides 

a limited test of a meditational hypothesis (Fiske et al. 1982), the testing procedures also 

includes regression equations in order to establish the mediational role of attitude toward 

the ad, as recommended by Baron and Kenny (1986). Our analysis also uses regression 

and structural equation modeling analysis using Lisrel to focus on the complex model and 

analyze the causal relationships between the independent and dependent variables.  
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4.3 Pre-test analysis 

 

To select the appropriate advertisements for the three ad appeals used in our 

experiment (humor, sex and informative), we selected 15 advertisements available on 

YouTube, 5 for each type of ad appeal. In order to avoid biases and influences in our 

analysis due to previous attitude toward the brand, we selected only English language 

foreign commercials for brands not sold in the United States. After evaluations performed 

by PhD students and candidates, we were able to reduce the number of commercials to 7 

in order to perform the pretest. The links for the ads used for the pre-test are presented in 

Appendix 3, and include 2 commercials for informative and respectively humor appeal, 

and 3 ads for sexual appeal.  

Following this phase, we performed the pre-test in order to assess the best 

commercial to be used in the experiment, and also to pre-test the viral intentions scale, 

formed from items borrowed from different studies. The items used in the pre-test are 

presented in Appendix 2.  

In order to perform the pre-test, we used a sample of undergraduate students who 

received the option of extra-credit in the class for their help. The final sample included 

368 usable responses, with a minimum of 35 responses for each of the 7 commercials. 

After performing the data analysis using the scales presented in Appendix 2, the 

commercials with the highest score were Ariel for informative appeal, Agent Provocateur 
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for sexual appeal, and Zazoo Condoms for humor appeal. These three ads will be further 

used in the final survey of our analysis. 

The pre-test phase also included a test regarding the fit of the viral intentions 

scale, that we formed as a combination of items from different previously used scales by 

MacKenzie et al. (1986), Chiu et al. (2007), Harrison-Walker (2001), Maxham and 

Netemeyer (2002, 2003). For this purpose, we performed a principal component factor 

analysis with Varimax rotation using SPSS 19. The results of the factor analysis are 

presented in Table 2.  
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Table 2: Pre-test viral intentions scale 

 

Items Factor 
loadings 

 Please estimate the probability that you will forward 
this video to your contacts: 1= Unlikely 5=Likely 

.917 

 Please estimate the probability that you will forward 
this video to your contacts: 1= Improbable 5=Probable 

.912 

 Please estimate the probability that you will forward 
this video to your contacts: 1= Impossible 5=Possible 

.856 

 This video is worth sharing with others: 1=highly 
disagree 5=highly agree 

.879 

 How likely are you to spread positive word of mouth 
about this video? 1=Highly unlikely 5=Highly likely 

.837 

 If my friends were looking to purchase this type of 
product, I would tell them about the video. 1=highly 
disagree 5=highly agree 

.606 

Total variance explained: 70.76% 
Eigenvalue: 4.246 
Cronbach's Alpha = .912 
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As the results in Table 2 show, we obtained a single factor with an eigenvalue of 

4.246 and explained variance of 70.76%, showing the fitness of the viral intentions scale. 

Moreover, all six items loaded significantly on the same factor. Cronbach alpha of .912 

also shows a significant reliability of this scale, concluding that the six items are fit to be 

used in the final survey in order to measure consumers’ intention to forward the shown 

advertisements.  

 

4.4 Final survey 

 

4.4.1 Survey 

The commercials with the highest score found in the pre-test were Ariel for 

informative appeal, Agent Provocateur for sexual appeal, and Zazoo Condoms for humor 

appeal. These three ads were used in the final survey in the 3X2 experimental part to 

represent the three types of ad appeal: informative, sexual and humorous. The video was 

presented in the context of a Facebook webpage, as seen in Appendix 4. To represent the 

other experimental variable, ad source, we asked the respondents to consider that they 

received the video from a friend, respectively from an unknown source on Facebook.  

The scales used in the survey are those previously mentioned and presented in 

appendix. To eliminate response bias, we randomized the order of questions, to make 

sure the respondents are not presented with all the items of the same scale at once, and 

also used reversely coded (negative) response options. Given our experimental part and 

the importance of also considering behavior, not only intentions, in our study, we also 
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measured two behavioral variables. First, just as in the real-life Facebook context, we 

asked the respondents to click the “Like” button if they liked the video, in order to 

measure their attitude toward the ad. If they clicked “Like”, in order to measure their 

viral behavior, 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. The following section describes the 

sample used to test the final survey.  

 

4.4.2 Sample 

In order to test our survey, we distributed the questionnaire to a national consumer 

sample of 400 individuals provided by Qualtrics. After eliminating the missing data 

observations, the usable sample includes 388 full responses. To assess the heterogeneity 

of our sample, we present in Table 3 the distribution of respondents based on different 

demographic variables, including gender, age, education, income, ethnicity and location.  
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Table 3: Sample demographic distribution 
 

Gender: 
  Frequency Percent 

Male 207 53.4 
Female 181 46.6 
Total 388 100.0 

Age: 
  Frequency Percent 

18-25 113 29.1 
26-34 88 22.7 
35-44 71 18.3 
45-64 102 26.3 
65 and over 14 3.6 
Total 388 100.0 

Educational background: 
  Frequency Percent 

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: 
  Frequency Percent 

Less than $40,000 179 46.1 
$40k-$80k 132 34.0 
$81k- $120k 49 12.6 
$121k-$160k 12 3.1 
More then $160k 16 4.1 
Total 388 100.0 
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Ethnicity: 
  Frequency Percent 

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 

   50 States, D.C. and Puerto Rico 
  Frequency Percent 

Alabama 8 2.1 
Alaska 1 .3 
Arizona 9 2.3 
Arkansas 2 .5 
California 44 11.3 
Colorado 8 2.1 
Connecticut 7 1.8 
Delaware 1 .3 
District of Columbia 1 .3 
Florida 22 5.7 
Georgia 14 3.6 
Hawaii 4 1.0 
Idaho 3 .8 
Illinois 11 2.8 
Indiana 8 2.1 
Iowa 6 1.5 
Kansas 9 2.3 
Kentucky 10 2.6 
Louisiana 1 .3 
Maine 1 .3 
Maryland 6 1.5 
Massachusetts 5 1.3 
Michigan 13 3.4 
Minnesota 5 1.3 
Mississippi 2 .5 
Missouri 7 1.8 
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Montana 1 .3 
Nebraska 1 .3 
Nevada 3 .8 
New Jersey 5 1.3 
New Mexico 2 .5 
New York 23 5.9 
North Carolina 9 2.3 
Ohio 17 4.4 
Oklahoma 4 1.0 
Oregon 7 1.8 
Pennsylvania 22 5.7 
South Carolina 5 1.3 
South Dakota 2 .5 
Tennessee 13 3.4 
Texas 23 5.9 
Utah 3 .8 
Vermont 1 .3 
Virginia 9 2.3 
Washington 11 2.8 
West Virginia 2 .5 
Wisconsin 14 3.6 
Wyoming 2 .5 
I do not reside in the 
United States 

1 .3 

Total 388 100.0 
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After an exploratory analysis of the data, normality and outliers, the next phase of 

the empirical work focuses on data analysis, testing the scales used in the survey, and 

testing the hypotheses and the model proposed in the paper.  
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CHAPTER 5 

DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS 

 

This chapter focuses on analyzing the data obtained following the application of 

our experiment and survey.  

We first use factor analysis to assess the fit of the scales used to measure the 

variables in the model, and especially assess the fit of the viral intentions scales, formed 

from items found in different previously used scales. 

Following the scale assessment procedures, we use MANOVA, Chi-square, 

regression and structural equation modeling to test the hypotheses proposed in the 

previous sections.  

 

5.1 Scale assessment  

 

The sources of the previously used scales included in our survey, as well as their 

items, are presented in Chapter 4, as well as Appendix 1 and 4. In order to test their fit in 

the context of the 388 consumers surveyed for this study, we performed principal 

components factor analysis with Varimax rotation using SPSS 19.  

The results of the factor analysis procedures are presented in Table 4. 
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Table 4: Factor analysis for scale fit assessment 

 

Attitude toward the ad 
 Items Factor loadings 

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 Alpha = .836 
Attitude toward the brand 

 
Items Factor 

loadings 
What is your overall feeling about using the advertised product? 
(favorable/unfavorable) 

.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 Alpha = .801 
Viral intentions 

 
Items Factor 

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/inpossible) 

.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 to purchase this type of product, I would tell 
them about the video. 

.610 

Total variance explained: 61.5% 
Eigenvalue: 3.7 
Cronbach's Alpha = .873 
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Purchase intentions 

 
Items Factor 

loadings 
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 Alpha = .85 

 

Tie strength 
 Items Factor loadings 

Approximately how frequently do you communicate with the 
contacts on your “friends” list on social n... 

.819 

Overall, how important do you feel the contacts on your “friends” 
list on social networking sites ar... 

.772 

Overall, how close do you feel to the contacts on your “friends” list 
on social networking sites?... 

.819 

Total variance explained: 64.6% 
Eigenvalue: 1.9 
Cronbach's Alpha = .725 
Market maven 

 
Items Factor 

loadings 
I like introducing new brands and products to my friends .757 
I like helping people by providing them with information about many 
kinds of products. 

.768 

People ask me for information about products, places to shop, or sales. .781 
My friends think of me as a good source of information when it comes to 
new products or sales. 

.796 

Total variance explained: 60.2% 
Eigenvalue: 2.4 
Cronbach's Alpha = .779 
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Peer socialization 
 

Items Factor 
loadings 

How often do you and your friends talk about buying things seen in 
advertisements? 

.794 

How often do you and your friends talk about advertisements you saw? .790 
How often do you tell or send your friends new advertisements you saw? .862 
How often do your friends tell you or send you new advertisements they 
saw? 

.786 

Total variance explained: 65.4% 
Eigenvalue: 2.6 
Cronbach's Alpha = .823 

 

Family socialization 
 

Items Factor 
loadings 

How often do you and your family members talk about buying things seen 
in advertisements? 

.839 

How often do you and your family members talk about advertisements you 
saw? 

.823 

How often do your relatives tell you or send you new advertisements they 
saw? 

.812 

How often do you tell or send your relatives new advertisements you saw? .692 

Total variance explained: 63% 
Eigenvalue: 2.5 
Cronbach's Alpha = .801 
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As the results of the factor analysis presented in Table 4 show, all the items used 

in the survey load as expected on their respective scales, with loadings above .6. Hair et 

al. (2010) call loadings above .6 "high" and those below .4 "low". The explained variance 

is above 60% for all scales, with fit eigenvalues over 1 for all scales. To assess the 

reliability of the scales, we also calculated Cronbach’s alpha for each scale. Cronbach 

alphas show values of at least .7 for all the scales included in the survey, which represent 

acceptable values in previous research (Nunnally 1978, Nunally and Bernstein 1994). 

Regarding the newly formed Viral intentions scale, all factor loadings are above 

.6, with a Cronbach’s alpha of .87, showing a good fit of the scale and a good 

combination of items to represent consumers’ intention to forward the ad. 

The items presented in Table 4 will be used in the statistical procedures employed 

in hypotheses testing, either in the form of regression factor scores for the MANOVA and 

regression testing, and as separate items in the structural equation modeling Lisrel 

procedures.  

 

5.2 Ad appeal and ad source  

 

In Chapter 3 we noted that previous advertising research has found that specific 

ad appeals and executional characteristics influence consumers' attitudes toward the ad 

(Bagozzi, Gopinath and Nayer 1999; Batra and Ray 1986; MacKenzie, Lutz, and Belch 

1986; MacKenzie and Lutz 1989; Tellis 2004). 
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Hypotheses 1-4 refer to the influence of ad appeals and ad source on attitude 

toward the ad and viral intentions, as presented in Figure 3, part of our comprehensive 

conceptual framework in Figure 2. 
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Figure 3: Influence of ad appeal and ad source  
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We also hypothesized a positive relationship between attitude toward the ad and 

viral intentions, as stated in Hypothesis 10b, as well as a mediation relationship provided 

by attitude toward the ad, as presented in Hypotheses 11a-d.  

In this section, we test the effects of ad appeals and ad source, as well as the 

relationship between attitude toward the ad and viral intentions, by using data provided 

by our 3X2 experiment that measured ad appeals and ad source, and by employing 

regression factor scores for attitude toward the ad and viral intentions.  

We first perform a MANOVA by using SPSS 19 in order to assess the effects of 

the three ad appeals: humor, sex and informative, and the two ad sources: friend and 

unknown, on attitude toward the ad and viral intentions.  

The results of the overall MANOVA procedure are presented in Table 5. 
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Table 5: MANOVA results for ad appeal and ad source 

 

Effect Value F 
Hypothesis 

df Error df Sig. 
Intercept Pillai's Trace .000 .008a 2.000 381.000 .992 

Wilks' Lambda 1.000 .008a 2.000 381.000 .992 
Hotelling's Trace .000 .008a 2.000 381.000 .992 
Roy's Largest Root .000 .008a 2.000 381.000 .992 

Friend Pillai's Trace .013 2.452a 2.000 381.000 .088 
Wilks' Lambda .987 2.452a 2.000 381.000 .088 
Hotelling's Trace .013 2.452a 2.000 381.000 .088 
Roy's Largest Root .013 2.452a 2.000 381.000 .088 

Appeal Pillai's Trace .119 12.112 4.000 764.000 .000 
Wilks' Lambda .884 12.159a 4.000 762.000 .000 
Hotelling's Trace .128 12.206 4.000 760.000 .000 
Roy's Largest Root .094 17.955b 2.000 382.000 .000 

a. Exact statistic 
b. The statistic is an upper bound on F that yields a lower bound on the significance level. 
c. Design: Intercept + Friend + Appeal  

       Tests of Between-Subjects Effects 

Source Dependent Variable 

Type III 
Sum of 
Squares df 

Mean 
Square F Sig. 

Corrected 
Model 

Att. Ad 26.408a 5 5.282 5.595 .000 
Viral Intent 33.850b 5 6.770 7.323 .000 

Intercept Att. Ad .015 1 .015 .015 .901 
Viral Intent .011 1 .011 .011 .915 

Friend Att. Ad 2.514 1 2.514 2.663 .104 
Viral Intent .001 1 .001 .001 .977 

Appeal Att. Ad 23.511 2 11.755 12.453 .000 
Viral Intent 33.155 2 16.577 17.932 .000 

Error Att. Ad 360.592 382 .944     
Viral Intent 353.150 382 .924     

Total Att. Ad 387.000 388       
Viral Intent 387.000 388       

a. R Squared = .068 (Adjusted R Squared = .056) 
b. R Squared = .087 (Adjusted R Squared = .076) 
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As the results of the MANOVA procedure show, the F-test significance notes that 

ad appeals have a significant influence on both attitude toward the ad and viral intentions, 

and differ regarding the effects of the three types of appeals. However, ad source (friend 

or stranger) is not significant for any of the two variables, not supporting Hypothesis 4.  

In order to test Hypotheses 1-3 we also performed a multiple comparison ad-hoc 

procedure with MANOVA, using the LSD and Bonferroni methods (Hair et al. 2010), as 

presented in Table 6. As shown in Table 6, the informative ad has the highest effect on 

attitude toward the ad, followed by humor and sexual appeal. Regarding viral intentions, 

humor is the most successful, followed by informative and sexual appeals.  

Overall, our analysis finds support for Hypotheses 1a and b, 2 a and b, and 3a.  
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Table 6: MANOVA multiple comparison results for ad appeal  

 
 

Dependent 
Variable (I) Appeal 

 

(J) 
Appeal 

Mean 
Difference 

(I-J) Std. Error Sig. 

95% Confidence 
Interval 

Mean Lower 
Bound 

Upper 
Bound 

Att. 
Ad 

LSD Humor .1313 Sex .4696140* .12006219 .000 .2335485 .7056795 
 Info -.0913563 .12169318 .453 -.3306287 .1479160 

Sex -.338 Humor -.4696140* .12006219 .000 -.7056795 -.2335485 
 Info -.5609703* .12078558 .000 -.7984581 -.3234825 

Info .22 Humor .0913563 .12169318 .453 -.1479160 .3306287 
 Sex .5609703* .12078558 .000 .3234825 .7984581 

Bonf. Humor .1313 Sex .4696140* .12006219 .000 .1809160 .7583119 
 Info -.0913563 .12169318 1.000 -.3839761 .2012635 

Sex -.338 Humor -.4696140* .12006219 .000 -.7583119 -.1809160 
 Info -.5609703* .12078558 .000 -.8514077 -.2705329 

Info .22 Humor .0913563 .12169318 1.000 -.2012635 .3839761 
 Sex .5609703* .12078558 .000 .2705329 .8514077 

Viral 
Intent 

LSD Humor .33 Sex .7060390* .11881674 .000 .4724223 .9396557 

 Info .2809870* .12043081 .020 .0441967 .5177773 
Sex -.37 Humor -.7060390* .11881674 .000 -.9396557 -.4724223 

 Info -.4250520* .11953262 .000 -.6600763 -.1900277 
Info .052 Humor -.2809870* .12043081 .020 -.5177773 -.0441967 

 Sex .4250520* .11953262 .000 .1900277 .6600763 
Bonf. Humor .33 Sex .7060390* .11881674 .000 .4203358 .9917422 

 Info .2809870 .12043081 .060 -.0085973 .5705713 
Sex -.37 Humor -.7060390* .11881674 .000 -.9917422 -.4203358 

 Info -.4250520* .11953262 .001 -.7124766 -.1376274 
Info .052 Humor -.2809870 .12043081 .060 -.5705713 .0085973 

 Sex .4250520* .11953262 .001 .1376274 .7124766 

 Based on observed means. 
 The error term is Mean Square(Error) = .924. 

 *. The mean difference is significant at the .05 level. 
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Since we also tested two behavioral items, whether the respondents clicks the 

“like” button as representing attitude toward the ad, and whether they provided any e-

mails to which they want the ad forwarded, as viral behavior, we also performed a Chi-

Square test including these variables as dependents. 

As Table 7 and 8 show, the results of the Chi-Square using the two behavioral 

variables are similar to our previous findings by using the viral intentions variable, in the 

sense that the ad source (friend) variable is non-significant, and ad appeal is significant 

for both liking the ad and e-mail forwarding the ad.  

 

Table 7: Chi-Square with ad liking  

 
Ad liking vs. ad appeal 

 
Value df 

Asymp. Sig. 
(2-sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 11.338 2 .003 
Likelihood Ratio 11.379 2 .003 
Linear-by-Linear 
Association 

4.396 1 .036 

N of Valid Cases 388   

 
 

Ad liking vs. ad source 

 
Value df 

Asymp. Sig. 
(2-sided) 

Exact Sig. (2-
sided) 

Exact Sig. (1-
sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square .480 1 .488   
Continuity Correctionb .349 1 .555   
Likelihood Ratio .480 1 .488   
Fisher's Exact Test    .540 .277 
Linear-by-Linear 
Association 

.479 1 .489   

N of Valid Cases 388     
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Table 8: Chi-Square with e-mail forward  

 
E-mail forward vs. ad appeal 

 
Value df 

Asymp. Sig. 
(2-sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square 10.597 2 .005 
Likelihood Ratio 10.534 2 .005 
Linear-by-Linear 
Association 

4.536 1 .033 

N of Valid Cases 388   

 
 

E-mail forward vs. ad source 

 
Value df 

Asymp. Sig. 
(2-sided) 

Exact Sig. (2-
sided) 

Exact Sig. (1-
sided) 

Pearson Chi-Square .625a 1 .429   
Continuity Correctionb .466 1 .495   
Likelihood Ratio .625 1 .429   
Fisher's Exact Test    .451 .248 
Linear-by-Linear 
Association 

.623 1 .430   

N of Valid Cases 388     

 

 
In the same context, we want to test the mediation role of attitude toward the ad 

between ad appeals and ad source and viral intentions. Since the two experimental 

variables are categorical, we prefer to use the regression technique, as recommended by 

Baron and Kenny (1986), instead of structural equation modeling. 

The mediation testing assumes three phases: first, regressing the mediator on the 

independent variable; second, regressing the dependent variable on the independent 

variable; and third, regressing the dependent variable on both the independent variable 
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and on the mediator. In order to show mediation, the effect of the independent variable on 

the dependent variable must be less in the third equation than in the second (Baron and 

Kenny, 1986).  

Therefore, we proceed to testing the three regression equations. First, we perform 

the regression of attitude toward the ad on ad appeal and ad source. Ad source is a 

dichotomous variable including 0 and 1 coding, so it can be used as it, while ad appeal is 

dummy coded in order to be used in regression. Since the b coefficients for dummy 

variables will reflect changes in the dependent with respect to the reference group (which 

is the left-out group), it is best if the reference group is clearly defined (Garson 2011). In 

this context, we leave out sexual appeal, since we estimate its effect size is between 

humor and informative ads influence on viral intentions, and can compare the changes in 

the dependent with respect to this variable, by looking at the b-coefficients (Garson 

2011).  

The results of the first regression are shown in Table 9. As we also confirmed in 

the MANOVA analysis above, ad appeal is a significant influence on attitude toward the 

ad, with all three appeals positively influencing it, providing support, once again, for 

Hypotheses 1a, 2a and 3a. Just as previous literature recommends, in the case of ad 

appeals as a 3 level dummy variable, we look at the F-value in order to establish its 

significance, not at the t-test. The F-value shows ad appeals are significant. At the same 

time, ad source is not significant. 

The second regression procedure assumes regressing viral intentions on ad 

appeals and ad source. As in the previous analysis, ad appeal is a significant influence on 
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attitude toward the ad, with all three appeals positively influencing it, providing support, 

once again, for Hypotheses 1b and 2b. At the same time, ad source is not significant. 

The third step in the mediation testing assumes regressing viral intentions on ad 

appeals and source, as well as on attitude toward the ad. The results are presented in 

Table 11.  
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Table 9: Regression of attitude toward the ad on ad appeal and source 
 

R R Square Adjusted R 
Square 

Std. Error of 
the Estimate 

F Sig. 

.260 0.068 0.06 0.969348 9.287 .000 
 

Model 

Unstandardized 
Coefficients 

Standardized 
Coefficients 

t Sig. 
B Std. Error Beta 

  

(Constant) -0.415 0.096   -4.305 .000 

Friend 0.16 0.098 0.08 1.627 0.105 
Humor 0.465 0.12 0.219 3.879 .000 
Info 0.559 0.121 0.262 4.64 .000 
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Table 10: Regression of viral intentions on ad appeal and source  
 

R R Square Adjusted R 
Square 

Std. Error of 
the Estimate 

F Sig. 

.293 0.086 0.079 0.959934 11.993 .000 
 

Model 

Unstandardized 
Coefficients 

Standardized 
Coefficients 

t Sig. 
B Std. Error Beta 

  

(Constant) -0.374 0.096   -3.915 .000 

Friend 0.003 0.098 0.001 0.027 0.978 
Humor 0.706 0.119 0.333 5.949 .000 
Info 0.425 0.119 0.199 3.561 .000 
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Table 11: Regression of viral intentions on attitude toward the ad, ad appeal and ad        
source  

 

R R Square Adjusted R 
Square 

Std. Error of the 
Estimate F Sig. 

.718 0.516 0.511 0.69926285 102.115 .000 
 

Model 
Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized 

Coefficients t Sig. 
B Std. Error Beta 

  

(Constant) -0.092 0.071   -1.288 0.198 
AttAd 0.679 0.037 0.679 18.457 .000 
Friend -0.106 0.071 -0.053 -1.49 0.137 
Humor 0.39 0.088 0.184 4.428 .000 
Info 0.045 0.089 0.021 0.504 0.614 
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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 is the 

result shown by the regression procedure in Table 11. Ad source is again non-significant, 

while the effect of ad appeal is less in this equation than in the second, by looking at 

overall significance and standardized coefficient beta. This supports Hypothesis 11a, b 

and c, that attitude toward the ad is a mediator between ad appeal and viral intentions. We 

do not find support for Hypothesis 11d, since ad source is not significant on either 

attitude toward the ad and viral intentions. 

The results that can be seen in Table 11 also show a significant positive 

relationship between attitude toward the ad and viral intentions; this provides support for 

Hypothesis 10b, noting that attitude toward the ad will influence consumers’ intention to 

forward an advertisement. R-square at .51 is also a good value, showing the importance 

of attitude toward the ad in explaining viral intentions (Churchill 1979; Tabachnick and 

Fidel 1996), compared to the low R-squares obtained in the previous 2 equations. 

Overall, the analysis performed in this section provides support for Hypotheses 

1a,b, 2a,b and 3a, showing a positive relationship between humor and sexual appeals and 

attitude toward the ad and viral intentions. Humor is especially significant in all testing 

procedures, including for the two behavioral variables liking of the ad and viral behavior. 

The informative appeal also influences attitude toward the ad and viral intentions. 

Hypotheses 4a and b are also not supported, since we did not find significance for source 

of the ad on either dependent variable. 
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The tests also confirmed Hypothesis 10b, showing a positive relationship between 

attitude toward the ad and viral intentions. Finally, the mediation testing procedure 

confirms Hypothesis 11a, b and c, the mediation role of attitude toward the ad between 

humorous appeals, sexual appeals and informative appeals and viral intentions.  

After analyzing the experimental part of this paper, we continue the focus on the 

antecedents of our key variable, viral intentions, by focusing on the influences of social 

factors. 

 

5.3 Social influences on viral intentions 

 

In Chapter 3, we analyzed key social and psychosocial elements that affect 

consumer behavior and might also influence the focus variable of this study: viral 

intentions. In this context, the key antecedents hypothesized to influence viral intentions 

include a psychosocial variable, maven characteristics of the consumer, the strength of its 

ties with the community, as well as two key variables from the consumer socialization 

field, relation with the peer and family, as presented in Figure 4.  

In order to test hypotheses 5-8 referring to the influence of these social factors on 

viral intentions, we employ a regression procedure by using the regression factor scores 

obtained in the factor analysis testing.  

The correlations of the five variables are significant and are presented in Table 12. 

The results of the statistical multiple regression procedure are shown in Table 13.  
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Figure 4: Influence of social factors  

 

 

 

Table 12: Correlations of social factors and viral intention  
 

 
Viral 
Intent Tie Maven Peer Family 

Viral 
Intent 

1 

   
  

Tie .250** 1 
  

  
Maven .397** .420** 1 

 
  

Peer .498** .384** .597** 1   
Family .522** .408** .524** .828** 1 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
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Table 13: Regression of viral intention on social factors 

 

R R Square Adjusted R 
Square 

Std. Error of 
the Estimate 

F Sig. 

.547 0.299 0.291 0.841725 40.806 .000 
 

Model 

Unstandardized 
Coefficients 

Standardized 
Coefficients 

t Sig. 
B Std. Error Beta 

  

(Constant) 0 0.043   .000 1 

Tie 0.002 0.049 0.002 0.04 0.968 
Maven 0.14 0.055 0.14 2.536 0.012 
Peer 0.135 0.081 0.135 1.665 0.097 
Family 0.336 0.078 0.336 4.329 .000 
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As Table 13 shows, the results of the multiple regression are significant, with an 

R-square of .299, a good percentage of variance in the viral intentions explained by our 

social variables (Churchill 1979, Hair et al. 2010, Tabachnick and Fidel 1996).  

Looking over the significance of the t-test and the standardized coefficients, we 

find support for 2 hypotheses: family socialization influences viral intentions (H5) and 

the psychosocial maven characteristics of the consumer positively affect viral intentions 

(H8). Peer socialization and tie strength are not significant since the results do not 

provide support for Hypotheses 6 and 7.  

In the next section, we analyze the relationship of viral intentions with other key 

variables in advertising research, and especially focus on whether viral intentions 

influence consumers’ purchase intentions.  

 

5.4 Viral intentions and purchase intentions 

 

The last part of our comprehensive conceptual model focuses on the relationship 

between viral intentions and classical advertising variables, such as attitude toward the 

brand, and especially on whether consumers’ intentions to forward an ad are also 

positively related to their intentions to buy the respective product. We already showed in 

section 5.2 that attitude toward the ad is a significant influencer on viral intentions. The 

following model (Figure 5) and analysis focus on establishing the importance of attitude 

toward the brand, the relation between viral ads and purchase intentiond, as well as the 

importance of demographic variables, such as age, gender and education.  
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Figure 5: Viral intentions and purchase intentions  

 

 

 

Due to the number of dependent variables and complicated relationships of the 

model, in order to test this part of our conceptual framework we employ structural 

equations modeling (SEM), using Lisrel 8.8. The correlations of the items used to 

represent the measures in the SEM procedure are presented in Appendix 5. 

As recommended by numerous researchers, we established in advance that we 

will use a combination of goodness-of-fit indices (Bentler 1990; Hu and Bentler 1999, 
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Kline 2005) to assess the fitness of our model. Besides the classical chi-square and 

degrees of freedom, we will use absolute fit indices, such as RMSEA and SRMR, and 

incremental fit indices, such as NFI and CFI.  

Since the demographic variables have single measure indicators, the factor 

loadings (lambda) were fixed at 1.0 and the measurement error terms were fixed at zero, 

thus making it equivalent to the manifest variable (MacKenzie, Lutz and Belch 1986). 

The latent variables in SEM are similar to factors in factor analysis, and the 

indicator variables likewise have loadings on their respective latent variables. By 

convention, the indicators should have loadings of .7 or higher on the latent variable 

(Schumacker & Lomax, 2004), though exceptions can be made if previous studies and 

theory support it.  

After testing our structural equation model, including the measurement model, we 

present the loadings of the items in Table 14. Given that we used previously tested scales, 

we conclude that the paths loadings present acceptable results, with all loadings over .6.  

In Table 15 and 16 we present the results obtained in Lisrel 8.8 after testing the 

hypothesized model.  
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Table 14: Loadings in the measurement model 

 

  
Viral 
intention 

Purchase 
intention 

Attitude 
ad 

Attitude 
brand gender age education income 

Viral 1 0.99 
      

  
Viral 2 0.99 

      
  

Viral 3 1 
      

  
Viral 4 0.79 

      
  

Viral 5 0.76 
      

  
Viral 6 0.6 

      
  

Purchase1 
 

0.98 
     

  
Purchase2 

 
0.98 

     
  

Purchase 
3 

 
1 

     
  

AtAd1 
  

1 
    

  
AtAd2 

  
0.88 

    
  

AtAd3 
  

0.88 
    

  
AtBrand1 

   
1 

   
  

AtBrand2 
   

0.86 
   

  
AtBrand3 

   
0.75 

   
  

gender 
    

1 
  

  
age 

     
1 

 
  

education 
      

1   
 income               1 
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Table 15: 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 16: SEM path coefficient results 

    
attitude 
toward the 
brand 

viral 
intentions 

purchase 
intentions 

attitude toward the 
ad path coeff. .98     
  SE (.1)     

  t-value 10.31     
attitude toward the 
brand path coeff.   .84 .42 
  SE   (.06) (.07) 

  t-value   14.05 5.86 
viral intentions 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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Analyzing the overall goodness-of-fit statistics, we take into consideration the 

information presented in Table 15. MacCallum at al. (1996) note that chi-square, as an 

index of badness of fit, is not a reliable index, given its sensitivity to the size of the 

correlations (higher correlations generally lead to higher values) and it is affected by 

sample size. Researchers recommend dividing its value by the degrees of freedom, which 

generally results in a lower value called the normed chi-square (NC). Bollen (1989) notes 

that values of the NC of 2.0, 3.0, or even as high as 5.0 have been recommended as 

indicating reasonable fit and that the NC does not completely correct for the influence of 

sample size. In this case, the normed-chi-square we obtain is 5, which indicates a 

reasonable fit and the degrees of freedom show that our model is identified, which allows 

us to move forward to analyzing the other four goodness-of-fit indices we selected. 

As recommended by numerous researchers, we use a combination of goodness-of-

fit indices (Bentler 1990; Hu and Bentler 1999; Kline 2005) to assess the fitness of our 

model. The CFI and NFI fit into the most restrictive guidelines presented by Hu and 

Bentler (1999), who recommend values equal or higher than .95. RMSEA at .1 indicates 

only a marginally acceptable fit (Browne and Cudeck 1993), however, the SRMR at .06 

fits into the most restrictive guidelines presented in the literature (Hu and Bentler 1999). 

Given that most of the selected goodness-of-fit statistics fit within the most restrictive 

cut-off recommendations, we conclude that the model we propose fits to the data 

analyzed. 

Moving over to the path coefficients and the significance of each of our variables, 

Kline (2005) offers some suggestions about the interpretation of the absolute magnitudes 
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of path coefficients, based on recommendations by J. Cohen (1988) about effect size 

interpretations of correlations in the social sciences. He notes that standardized path 

coefficients with absolute values less than .10 may indicate a “small” effect; values 

around .30 a “typical” or “medium” effect; and “large” effects may be indicated by 

coefficients with absolute values ≥.50. These guidelines should not be, however, rigidly 

interpreted and researchers need to also keep in touch with the theory. 

 

Figure 6: Structural model results  

 

 

As Table 16 and the graphical representation of the results in Table 6 show, from 

the three demographic variables hypothesized to affect viral intentions, only education is 
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significant, providing support for Hypothesis 9c. Since higher levels of education were 

coded with higher values, it confirms that less educated consumers are more likely to 

forward a viral ad. Hypotheses 9a and b related to age and gender are not supported. 

Also, the covariate variable income is not found significant for purchase intentions. 

The SEM results also provide support for Hypothesis 10a, noting a highly 

significant positive relationship between attitude toward the ad and attitude toward the 

brand.  

Hypotheses 12a and b are also supported, showing significant positive effects of 

attitude toward the brand on both viral intentions and purchase intentions. 

The key relationship that was not tested in the previous literature, the influence of 

viral intentions on purchase intentions, is also confirmed by the SEM procedure, 

supporting Hypothesis 13 and confirming that viral ads also have the potential to lead to 

increased sales. All the effect sizes are significantly high, as seen in Figure 6. 

In the following section we discuss the results obtained in the data analysis 

process and their implications on the current marketing literature and practice. 
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CHAPTER 6 

DISCUSSION 

 

The focus of the empirical analysis in Chapter 5 was threefold: analyze how 

advertising related characteristics, such as ad appeal and ad source, influence viral 

intentions; assess the importance of social and psychosocial variables for viral intentions, 

and integrate viral intentions in a classical advertising framework in order to answer the 

key practitioner question, whether viral ads actually benefit purchase intentions.  

A summary of the results obtained following the statistical analysis is presented in 

Table 17, showing the hypotheses formulated from the literature review, and whether the 

data analyzed provided support for them. 

Next, we discuss the key findings of our analysis, as well as their implications for 

marketing theory and for marketing practice.  
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Table 17: Hypotheses testing results 
 
 

H1a Humorous ads positively affect attitude toward the ad supported 
H1b Humorous ads positively affect viral intentions supported 
H2a Sex appeal in advertising positively affects attitude towards 

the ad 
supported 

H2b Sex appeal in advertising positively affects viral intentions supported 
H3a Informative advertisements positively affect Aad. supported 
H3b Informative advertisements negatively affect viral intentions. not supported  
H4a Messages received from known interpersonal sources will lead 

to a more positive attitude toward the ad than messages received 
from unknown sources 

not supported 

H4b Messages received from known interpersonal sources will lead 
to higher chance viral intentions than messages received from 
unknown sources 

not supported 

H5 There is a positive relationship between the frequency of 
family communications about advertisements and viral 
intentions 

supported 

H6 There is a positive relationship between the frequency of peer 
communications about advertisements and viral intentions 

not supported 

H7 The greater the tie strength, the greater the consumers’ viral 
intentions 

not supported 

H8 The greater the maven characteristics of consumers, the 
greater their viral intentions 

supported 

H9a Age is negatively related to viral intentions not supported 
H9b Women have higher viral intentions than men not supported 
H9c Less educated consumers are more likely to forward a viral 

advertisement 
supported 

H10a Attitude toward the ad positively influences attitude toward 
the brand 

supported 

H10b Attitude toward the ad positively influences consumers’ viral 
intentions 

supported 

H11a Attitude toward the ad mediates the relationship between ad 
appeals and viral intentions 

supported 

H11b Attitude toward the ad mediates the relationship between 
sexual appeal and viral intentions. 

supported 

H11c Attitude toward the ad mediates the relationship between 
informative appeal and viral intentions. 

supported 

H11d Attitude toward the ad mediates the relationship between ad 
source and viral intentions 

not supported 
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H12a Attitude toward the brand positively influences consumers’ 
viral intentions 

supported 

H12b Attitude toward the brand positively influences consumers’ 
purchase intentions 

supported 

H13 Viral intentions positively influence consumers’ purchase 
intentions 

supported 
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6.1 Ad characteristics and viral intentions 

 

Previous advertising research has found that specific ad appeals and executional 

characteristics influence consumers' attitudes toward the ad (Bagozzi, Gopinath and 

Nayer 1999; Batra and Ray 1986; MacKenzie, Lutz, and Belch 1986; MacKenzie and 

Lutz 1989; Tellis 2004). 

Research has shown that consumers’ attitude toward the ad may be improved by 

the use of humorous appeals and by making the ads more likeable (Chattopadhyay and 

Basu 1990; Gelb and Pickett 1983; Muehling and McCann 1993). Other types of ad 

appeals, such as sexual appeals, produce favorable attitudes toward the ad and lead to 

higher sales (Muehling and McCann 1993; Severn et al. 1990), and even outperform the 

effects of humor (Duncan and Nelson 1985). 

After analyzing advertising research and also advertising practice articles, we 

found that emotional ads are more successful, since consumers are more willing to 

forward ads when the message contains higher degrees of utilitarian and hedonic values 

and when the message contains something they think others will enjoy (Chiu et al. 2007; 

Dobele et al. 2005; Dobele et al. 2007; Phelps et al. 2004). 

We focused on two key appeals found to be widely used in the viral advertising 

practice, humor and sexual appeal, and also added the regular informative appeal, in 

order to see if any differences arise between informative and emotional ads. 

After analyzing the data obtained following our 3X2 experiment, we found all 

three types of ad appeals significant for both attitude toward the ad and viral intentions. 
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We confirmed Hypotheses 1 and 2, stating that humorous and sexual ad appeals 

positively influence attitude toward the ad and viral intentions. We also found that 

informative appeals have a positive effect on attitude toward the ad and viral intentions, 

confirming our hypothesized positive effect toward the ad, but also showing that even 

informative ads have a viral potential.  

The results of the statistical analysis, including both viral intentions and the actual 

viral behavior, confirm that the humorous appeal has the highest importance for viral 

advertisements and the highest potential when creating ads with the intention to make 

them viral. We confirm previous articles and studies noting that in most viral ads, humor 

is “the universal appeal for making content viral” (Porter and Golan 2006, p.31). Our 

findings support this previously hypothesized relationship between humor and viral 

advertising, clarifying the role of humor in the modern viral ads. This represents a step 

forward for both marketing theory and practice and an empirical confirmation of the 

importance given to humor by the advertising world. 

While we did find a positive relationship between sexual appeal and both attitude 

toward the ad and viral intentions (and behavior), the sexual ad occupied the third 

position regarding the strength of its effect, following humor and informative ads. On the 

one hand, the statistical results supported the hypotheses related to the positive impact of 

sexual appeal on attitude toward the ad and viral intentions. On the other hand, we also 

think these results confirm previous research and practitioner warnings that consumers 

respond differently to sex in advertising (Dahl et al. 2009), as a function of 

appropriateness for the advertised product, degree of sexiness, consumer gender and age, 
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culture, and other variables. In this case, we believe that the high level of sex appeal 

presented by the ad (prohibited from being shown on TV), represented a controversial 

point, contributing to the positioning of the ad behind the humorous and informative 

advertisements.  

In this context, we confirmed the importance of sexual appeal for attitude toward 

the ad and viral potential, but also showed that the type and degree of sex appeal can 

influence consumers’ acceptance or rejection of the ad. 

Regarding another characteristics of the ad, its source, the data analyzed did not 

support our hypotheses that ad source influences attitude toward the ad and viral 

intentions. This can be due to consumers not finding ads coming from strangers any 

different from ads originating from friends. Another reason can be related to the 

manipulations of our experiment and to the fact that in real-life situations consumers 

might place a higher importance on ad source than in the context of an experiment and 

online survey.  

In the experimental part of our analysis, we also focused on the relationship 

between attitude toward the ad and viral intentions. Attitude toward the ad is a key 

variable measuring consumers’ opinion about a specific advertisement, including their 

liking/disliking of it. Advertising studies found a significant relationship between 

attitudes and behaviors, and the attitudes as predictors of consumer behavior in relation to 

a product or service (Mitchell and Olson 1981). In this context, we hypothesized that 

attitude toward the ad positively influences viral intentions, a hypothesis that was 

supported by our data analysis. 
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We also focused on the mediational role of attitude toward the ad between ad 

appeal and viral intentions, given its role as a mediator underlined by previous research 

(Batra and Ray 1986; Holbrook and Batra 1987; MacKenzie, Lutz, and Belch 1986; 

Miniard, Bhatla and Rose 1990; Mitchell and Olson 1981; Moore and Hutchinson 1983; 

Shimp 1981).  

In consequence, we confirmed the mediational role of attitude toward the ad in 

relation to viral intentions, and its positive influence on viral intentions, relating a modern 

advertising variable related to viral ads to the classical attitude toward the ad. These 

findings contribute to the theoretical integration of viral intentions in the classical 

advertising framework, and confirm the importance of attitude toward the ad for viral 

behavior. 

 

6.2 Social factors and viral intentions 

 

The first step in analyzing the influence of social and psychosocial factors on viral 

intentions was to focus on the consumer socialization theory. Researchers show that the 

key influencers in the socialization relationship are family and peers (Moschis 1981, 

1987; Moschis and Churchill 1978). As an output of the socialization process, consumers 

acquire a wide variety of consumer skills, including cognitions and behaviors (Moschis 

1987). These include all kind of activities related to purchasing, spending, product, brand 

decisions and consuming behaviors.  
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In this context, we considered that the socialization relationship with family and 

peers is important for viral intentions, and hypothesized that the frequency in 

communication about advertising with members of the family and peers positively 

influences viral intentions.  

After analyzing the data obtained in the survey, we found support for a positive 

relationship between family communication about advertising and consumers’ viral 

intentions. At the same time, we did not find support for the importance of peer 

communication, which we believe is due to consumers placing a higher importance on 

their family’s opinion, rather than their peers. Unlike most socialization studies, we also 

surveyed adult consumers, instead of reducing our focus to teenagers or young 

consumers. Moschis (1987) found that teenager peer groups are significant sources of 

influence, because young consumers learn from their peers, including different elements 

of consumption and use them as tools to express themselves and help them fit better 

within their social groups. In this context, we believe this can be one of the reasons we 

did not find significance for peers, since adult consumers might not place such a high 

importance on peer opinion.  

Nevertheless, the significance of family communication and socialization for viral 

intentions contributes to showing the importance of social variables for consumers’ viral 

behavior, and the role of socialization theory in the advertising literature. 

Another socially related variable analyzed in this study comes from the social 

network theory and focuses on tie strength. Mark Granovetter (1983) formulated an 

information diffusion model focused on the strength of weak ties that serve as bridges 
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between network segments. Strong ties express the reciprocal social relationships, while 

weak ties refer to loosely connected individuals. In this context, we hypothesized that 

individuals with stronger ties with their social networks are more likely to forward viral 

advertising to their connections.  

However, the data analysis does not find a significant relationship between tie 

strength and viral intentions. This can possibly be due to two reasons: our focus on 

analyzing the individual and not the network, and to the still debated role of strong versus 

weak ties in the social networks literature. First, Granovetter (1983) noted that research 

should study the interactions and developments within networks, rather than consider 

only the individual and static analyses. Second, research differs regarding the weight and 

importance placed on weak versus strong ties. Granovetter (1983) stated that weak ties 

create more opportunities for individuals to share information and lead to greater levels 

of social capital. Brown and Reingen (1987) noted that weak ties promote the 

dissemination of information between groups, while strong ties promote the flow of 

communication between the members of a group. These, we believe, could be the main 

reasons for not finding tie strength significant in relation to viral intentions.  

Another psychosocial variable taken into consideration is represented by the 

maven characteristics of consumers. Feick and Price (1987) formulated the term of 

market mavens, distinct from opinion leaders and early purchasers. Market mavens 

possess a multitude of consumer characteristics, such as early awareness of new products, 

shopping enjoyment, communication of information about products and services, search 

activities, use of numerous sources of market information and propensity to reading 
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advertisements. We considered that consumers with market mavens characteristics are 

among the key target segments of viral advertisements, and hypothesized that the higher 

the market maven characteristics of consumers, the higher their viral intentions. 

The results of the data analysis show a positive relationship between increased 

maven characteristics in consumers and their higher viral intentions.  

In this context, we underline the importance of maven characteristics for viral 

advertising research, and bring this factor for consideration in the pool of significant 

antecedents in the formation of viral advertising. This shows for both marketing theory 

and practice the importance of psychosocial variables in the viral advertising theoretical 

framework. It also establishes maven characteristics as important consumer traits in the 

viral process, and potential key target segment for advertising practitioners in the 

diffusion of viral advertisements.  

 

6.3 Viral intentions and the advertising model 

 

The third part of our conceptual model analyzed the key variable, viral intentions, 

in relation with classical advertising variables: attitude toward the ad, attitude toward the 

brand and purchase intentions. Our main focus was to integrate viral intentions in the 

classical advertising model, and answer an especially important and current question for 

researchers and practitioners: whether viral advertising leads to higher purchase 

intentions.  
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In conformity with previous research, we found that attitude toward the ad has a 

significant positive effect on attitude toward the brand (MacKenzie et al. 1986; Mitchell 

and Olson 1981). The data analysis also found a positive relationship between attitude 

toward the brand and purchase intentions, just as hypothesized and showed in previous 

studies (Biehal, Stephens and Curlo 1992; MacKenzie et al. 1986). 

Our focus was on two other key relationships: viral intentions in relation to 

attitude toward the brand and purchase intentions. According to previous research, we 

hypothesized that that attitude toward the brand will positively influence the behavioral 

variables in our model, including viral intentions (Biehal, Stephens and Curlo 1992; 

MacKenzie et al. 1986). In this context, the model testing did find a positive relationship 

between attitude toward the brand and viral intentions.  

This establishes and places viral intentions as a significant variable in relation to 

classical advertising variables, and also shows that it is important for consumers to also 

like the brand, not only the ad, in order for ads to become viral.  

The key relationship tested in this model is represented by the influence of viral 

intentions on purchase intentions. 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, finally, sales (Keller 2009; 

Kirby 2006).  

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, no specific empirical studies have 
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focused on the relationship between viral intentions and purchase intentions, leading 

some practitioners and researchers to wonder regarding the potential of viral ads to 

actually lead to sales. Due to previous practitioner studies, practical data related to viral 

ads, and to their potential to increase consumer interest and likeability, we hypothesized 

that high viral intentions lead to high purchase intentions.  

After testing the structural equations model, we found support for Hypothesis 13, 

showing a positive relationship between viral intentions and purchase intentions. The 

results conclude that consumers’ intention to forward an ad positively influences their 

intention to buy the advertised product, significantly contributing to the discussion related 

to the viral ads’ potential to lead to sales. This finding represents a significant 

contribution to the advertising literature and especially to the incipient research on viral 

ads, and also a major confirmation for practitioners regarding the importance of viral 

advertising.  

We also introduced key demographic variables in the model, and found support 

for a negative relationship between education and viral intentions, conforming to research 

on market mavens, stating that they tend to be slightly less educated than other 

consumers are in general (Feick and Price 1987). Other demographic variables such as 

age and gender were not significant in our study. This might be due to the widespread use 

of the Internet and the relative homogenization of Internet usage and online behavior.  

Overall, the results of this study significantly clarify and advance the advertising 

literature related to viral advertising, by establishing the key antecedents of viral ads, 

such as ad appeal, socialization and maven characteristics, and also by confirming the 
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position of viral intentions in the context of classical advertising variables such as attitude 

toward the ad, attitude toward the brand and purchase intentions. A key contribution to 

both research and practice is represented by the support found for the positive 

relationship between viral intentions and purchase intentions, establishing the importance 

for viral advertising for marketing research, and also for managers.  

The next section presents the key conclusions of this study, as well as some 

suggestions for future research.  
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CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSIONS, LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

 

Internet-based advertising is continually growing, while technology and other 

factors have significantly evolved and positively affect the way consumers process 

communications, favoring rapid and efficient information exchange and interactivity 

(Johnson, Bruner and Kumar 2006; Keller 2009). In the online context, advertising and 

marketing research studies related to the Internet have mentioned numerous concepts, 

such as “electronic word-of-mouth”, “word-of-mouse”, “viral marketing”, “buzz” and 

“viral advertising” (Dobele, Toleman and Beverland 2005; Jurvetson 1997; Porter and 

Golan 2006).  

First, this study provided an overview of the past social media research focusing 

on different aspects of the viral communication, and clarified the definitions and 

differences between the various terms used in the relation marketing-Internet: “electronic 

word-of-mouth”, “word-of-mouse”, “viral marketing” and “buzz”. We showed that the 

key differences between these concepts can be summarized in terms of the platforms 

used, traditional communication or Internet, their objective, type of message being 

transmitted, actors and orientation of the communication. We provided a definition for 

the key concept of our study, viral advertising, as unpaid online distribution or 

communication of advertising content and messages from consumer to consumer. 
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Our conceptual framework and tested models focused on key ad characteristics 

that affect viral intentions, social influencers, as well as integrated the viral intentions 

concept in the context of classical advertising variables. The findings confirm the 

importance of ad appeals for attitude toward the ad and especially for viral intentions. As 

research and practitioners estimated, humorous appeal appears as the most successful 

characteristic of viral ads. 

The study also shows the importance of social factors for consumers’ viral 

intentions, integrating the socialization theory and market maven theory in the viral 

research. The results support a positive relationship between consumers’ socialization 

and communication related to advertising with their family and their viral intentions, 

showing that reference groups are important for viral advertising. The statistical analysis 

also found a psychosocial characteristic, such as consumers’ market maven traits, to be 

positively related to viral intentions. Overall, both ad appeals and social factors are found 

to be important antecedents of viral ads.  

Attitude toward the ad is also found to be a significant influencer of viral 

intentions, as expected, and also a mediator of the relationship between ad appeals and 

viral intentions.  

In the context of classical advertising variables, we confirm the previously 

reported relationship between attitude toward the ad and attitude toward the brand. We 

also show that attitude toward the brand positively influences purchase intention, as 

previous studies noted.  
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In this classical advertising framework, we introduce the concept of viral 

intentions and find support for two important relationships. Attitude toward the brand 

positively influences viral intentions, showing that an advertisement’s viral potential 

increases if the consumer likes both the ad and the brand advertised.  

The study finds support for a key relationship in the viral advertising research and 

practice: the positive relationship between viral intentions and purchase intentions. While 

this relationship was previously subject to debate, especially in the practitioners’ world, 

our analysis shows that a consumer’s intention to forward an advertisement also 

influences the individual’s intention to purchase the advertised product. In this context, it 

establishes a relationship between viral advertising and its potential to lead to increased 

sales, showing that viral advertisements are at least as efficient in influencing consumers’ 

buying intentions.  

The results also show that education plays a role in the viral process, by 

negatively impacting consumers’ intention to forward an advertisement.  

Overall, this analysis represents a significant contribution to the modern 

advertising research and practice, and a key step forward in the relatively sparse viral 

advertising research. It establishes the role of viral intentions and ads in the classical 

advertising framework, and provides a steady base for future research. 

Limitations 

This dissertation is a first attempt in providing an overall analysis related to viral 

advertising, its antecedents and its place in the advertising literature. For this reason, we 

were not able to analyze in depth each of the many aspects that raise our interest, from a 
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detailed focus on each of the numerous antecedents of viral intentions, to analyzing how 

ethnic characteristics bring variations in the effects of viral advertisements.  

Since the purpose of this study was to provide a general overview of viral 

intentions, we did not analyze more in detail aspects of high interest for practitioners, 

such as what type of humor and sexual appeals work best, and for which types of 

consumers. In addition, we were not able to focus on more social variables that can affect 

consumers’ viral intentions.  

From empirical point of view, a more diverse sample, especially in ethnic context, 

would probably be beneficial for this type of studies. Nevertheless, there are many other 

measurement scales that might have benefited the operationalization of our variables, as 

well as a detailed assessment of the viral intentions scale.  

Nevertheless, given the fact that our study took place in a simulated environment, 

results with higher significance might be obtained in a real social media environment. 

In the following section, we propose a few aspects that might benefit future 

research on viral advertising. 

Future research 

Since we already showed the place of viral intentions in advertising, as well as its 

highly important relationship with purchase intentions, further studies can focus in depth 

on different aspects confirmed by our study. While we noted the positive influence of 

humor and sex appeal in the viral process, future research can analyze this relationship 

more in depth, including, for example, different types of humor, as well as levels of 

controversy of the ad, especially in sexual context.  
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Regarding potential social variables and given the importance current marketing 

research and practice awards to social networks, viral advertising research can also focus 

on analyzing the behavior and potential of viral ads in a real network context.  

Other variations of our conceptual model in viral advertising studies and use of 

different research variables can prove beneficial for modern advertising research. 

Different elements discussed by advertising researchers and managers, such as variations 

based on the creator of the ad and importance of user-generated advertising, use of 

violence as an appeal, diffusion of viral public ads and differences based on ethnicity are 

some of the points that can be advantageous and practical for future advertising research.  
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Appendix 1: Established scales used in model testing 

 

Attitude-Toward-the-Ad (Humor) 

Chattopadhyay and Basu (1990), Cline, Altsech, and Kellaris (2003), and Zhang 

(1996) 

 

1. Not humorous / humorous   

2. Not funny / funny   

3. Not playful / playful   

4. Not amusing / amusing   

5. Dull / not dull 

6. Boring / not boring   

 

Ad informativeness 

Edwards et al. (2002) 

The ad I saw was: 

1 .  helpful 

2 .  informative  

3 .  useful 

 

Ad sexual content 

Reichert et al. (2007), Putrevu (2008) 

1. Do you think the ad contains any sexual content? (one=not at all, 

seven=very much) 

2. I would describe the ad as: 1= not very sexual 7=very sexual  
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Tie Strength 

Norman and Russell (2006), Reingen and Kernan (1986), Brown and Reingen (1987) 

 

1. Approximately how frequently do you communicate with the contacts on your 

“friends” list on this social networking site? 

(1= “never” and 7= “very frequently”) 

2. Overall, how important do you feel about the contacts on your “friends” list on this 

social networking site? 

(1= “not at all important” and 7= “very important”) 

3. Overall, how close do you feel to the contacts on your “friends” list on this social 

networking site? 

(1= “not at all close” and 7= “very close”) 

Market Maven scale 

Feick and Price (1987) 

 

1. I like introducing new brands and products to my friends. (1=strongly disagree and 

7=strongly agree) 

2. I like helping people by providing them with information about many kinds of 

products. (1=strongly disagree and 7=strongly agree) 

3. People ask me for information about products, places to shop, or sales. (1=strongly 

disagree and 7=strongly agree) 

4. If someone asked where to get the best buy on several types of products, I could tell 

him or her where to shop. (1=strongly disagree and 7=strongly agree) 

5. My friends think of me as a good source of information when it comes to new products 

or sales. (1=strongly disagree and 7=strongly agree) 

6. Think about a person who has information about a variety of products and likes to 

share this information with others. This person knows about new products, sales, stores, 

and so on, but does not necessarily feel he or she is an expert on one particular product. 

How well would you say that this description fits you? (1=does not fit very well and 

7=fits very well) 
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Attitude toward the ad 

MacKenzie and Lutz (1989), MacKenzie and Spreng  (1992) 

 

What is your overall reaction to the ad you just saw: 

1. good / bad 

2. like/dislike 

3. pleasant/unpleasant  

 

 

Attitude towards the brand  

MacKenzie et al. (1986) 

 

What is your overall feeling about using the advertised product; 

1= Unfavorable 7=Favorable 

1= Bad 7=Good 

1= Foolish 7=Wise 

 

Intention to forward (from intention to buy) 

MacKenzie et al. (1986) 

 

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

 

1= Unlikely 7=Likely 

1= Improbable 7=Probable 

1= Impossible 7=Possible 
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Intention to forward (II) 

Chiu et al. (2007), Harrison-Walker (2001) 

 

1. "This message is worth sharing with others"  

2.  "I will recommend this message to others." 

 

Intention to forward (III) (from intention to recommend) 

Maxham and Netemeyer (2002, 2003) 

1. How likely are you to spread positive word of mouth about…. 

2. I would recommend ____ for ___________ to my friends. 

3. If my friends were looking to purchase  . I would tell them to try 

 

Intention to buy 

MacKenzie et al. (1986) 

 

Please estimate the "probability that you will try this product when available in your area: 

1= Unlikely 7=Likely 

1= Improbable 7=Probable 

1= Impossible 7=Possible 

 

 

Peer communication about consumption 

Moschis and Moore (1979, 1982), Benmoyal-Bouzaglo and Moschis (2009) 

 

Peer communication about consumption 

‘Please think back to the time you were between the ages of 12 and 18, and circle one 

number for each of the following to show how often it was happening. How often did you 

. . .’ 

1 You ask your friends for advice about buying things. 
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2 You and your friends talk about buying things. 

3 You and your friends talk about things you saw or heard advertised. 

4 You wonder what your friends would think when you were buying things for yourself. 

5 Your friends ask you for advice about buying things. 

6 Your friends tell you what things you should or should not buy. 

7 You go shopping with your friends. 

8 You try to impress your friends. 

 

1=never, 5=very often 

 

 

Family communication about consumption 

Moschis et al. (1986) 

 

Following is a list of things parents often say or do to their children. Read each statement 

carefully and check whether your own parents (or whomever you live with most of the 

time) say or do it very often, often, sometimes, rarely, or never. 

Your Parents ... 

Ask you to help them buy things for the family. 

Ask you what you think about things they buy for themselves. 

Ask you for advice about buying things. 

Say you should decide what things you should or shouldn't buy. 

Say that buying things you like is important even if others do not like them. 

Say you should decide yourself how to spend your money. 

 

1=never, 5=very often 
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Appendix 2: Pre-test Questionnaire 

 

Consent Form 

 

1) Title of Research Study: An analysis of online viral advertising.  

 

2) Investigator: Dr. Pradeep Korgaonkar and Maria Petrescu 

 

3) Purpose: The purpose of this research study is to analyze the antecedents and effects 
of online ads  

 

4) Procedures: Participation in this study will require you to view a short 30 seconds ad 
and complete a survey available online. The survey will take about 20 minutes to 
complete.  

 

5) Risks: The risks involved with participation in this study are no more than one would 
experience in regular daily activities.  

 

6) Benefits: Potential benefits that subjects may attain from participation in this research 
study include the satisfaction of knowing that they have contributed to a better 
understanding online advertising. 
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7) Data Collection & Storage: All of the results will be kept confidential and secure and only 
the people working with the study will see your data, unless required by law. The data 
will be kept for 5 years in a password protected computer. We will make every attempt to 
maintain your confidentiality to the degree permitted by the technology used.  However, 
no guarantees can be made regarding the interception of data sent via the Internet by 
any third parties. 

 

8) Contact Information: *For related problems or questions regarding your rights as a 
research subject, contact the Florida Atlantic University Division of Research at (561) 
297-0777.  For other questions about the study, you should call the principal 
investigators, Dr. Pradeep Korgaonkar at 954-236-1348, or Maria Petrescu at 954-667-
7832.  

 

9) Consent Statement: 

I have read or had read to me the preceding information describing this study.  All 
my questions have been answered to my satisfaction. I am 18 years of age or 
older and freely consent to participate.  I understand that I am free to withdraw 
from the study at any time without penalty.  I have printed a copy of this consent 
form for my records. By the “I agree” button below, I am giving my consent to 
participate in this research study. 

 

I agree I do not agree to participate in this research study 
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Please watch the following video and then please answer the following questions: 

…………………………………………………… 

 

Attitude-Toward-the-Ad (Humor) 

On a scale from 1-5, 5 being the highest, do you think the video is: 

1. humorous   

2. funny  

3. boring   

4. amusing 

 

Ad informativeness 

On a scale from 1-5, 5 being the highest, the ad I saw was: 

5. helpful 

6. informative  

7. useful  

------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

Ad sexual content 

8. Do you think the ad contains any sexual content? (one=not at all, 

five=very much) 

9. I would describe the ad as: 1= not sexual 5=very sexual 

10. The ad content is: 1=not erotic 5=very erotic 

11. The ad includes: 1=no sexual images 5=sexually charged images 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

Viral intentions 

Please estimate the probability that you will forward this ad to your contacts: 
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12. 1= Unlikely 5=Likely 

13. 1= Improbable 5=Probable 

14. 1= Impossible 5=Possible 

15. "This message is worth sharing with others" 1=highly disagree 5=highly 

agree 

16. How likely are you to spread positive word of mouth about this ad? 1=Highly 

unlikely 5=Highly likely 

17. If my friends were looking to purchase this type of product, I would tell them 

about the ad. 1=highly disagree 5=highly agree 

Personal Information 

 

18. Gender: Male Female 

19. Please type your age: ……………………  
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Appendix 3: Pre-test commercials 

 

Informative 

Video 1 – Ariel http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6GDdAeOENtw 

Video 2 – Oriflame http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zkZd7N6VVxA 

 

Humor 

Video 1 – Condom http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OY3uqfdWjDI 

Video 2 – Detergent http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lmuyfsHpAso 

 

Sex 

Video 1 – Massage http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Fj9PRg5IW5A 

Video 2 – Denim http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Sjpi4BouzqA 

Video 3 – Agent provocateur http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pfLBLvSidzQ 
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Appendix 4: Final Questionnaire 

 

Consent Form 

 

1) Title of Research Study: An analysis of online viral advertising.  

 

2) Investigator: Dr. Pradeep Korgaonkar and Maria Petrescu 

 

3) Purpose: The purpose of this research study is to analyze the antecedents and effects 
of online ads  

 

4) Procedures: Participation in this study will require you to view a short 30 seconds ad 
and complete a survey available online. The survey will take about 20 minutes to 
complete.  

 

5) Risks: The risks involved with participation in this study are no more than one would 
experience in regular daily activities.  

 

6) Benefits: Potential benefits that subjects may attain from participation in this research 
study include the satisfaction of knowing that they have contributed to a better 
understanding online advertising. 
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7) Data Collection & Storage: All of the results will be kept confidential and secure and only 
the people working with the study will see your data, unless required by law. The data 
will be kept for 5 years in a password protected computer. We will make every attempt to 
maintain your confidentiality to the degree permitted by the technology used.  However, 
no guarantees can be made regarding the interception of data sent via the Internet by 
any third parties. 

 

8) Contact Information: *For related problems or questions regarding your rights as a 
research subject, contact the Florida Atlantic University Division of Research at (561) 
297-0777.  For other questions about the study, you should call the principal 
investigators, Dr. Pradeep Korgaonkar at 954-236-1348, or Maria Petrescu at 954-667-
7832.  

 

9) Consent Statement: 

I have read or had read to me the preceding information describing this study.  All 
my questions have been answered to my satisfaction. I am 18 years of age or 
older and freely consent to participate.  I understand that I am free to withdraw 
from the study at any time without penalty.  I have printed a copy of this consent 
form for my records. By the “I agree” button below, I am giving my consent to 
participate in this research study. 

 

I agree I do not agree to participate in this research study 
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After you watch the video, please feel free to click the LIKE button if you want to be 

given the option to share the video with any of your contacts. 

 

Attitude toward the ad (MacKenzie et al. 1986) 

What is your overall reaction to the ad you just saw: 

1. 5=good 1=bad  

2. 5=like 1=dislike  

3. 5=pleasant 1=unpleasant  

 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
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Attitude towards the brand (MacKenzie et al. 1986) 

What is your overall feeling about using the advertised product: 

4. 1= Unfavorable 5=Favorable  

5. 1= Bad 5=Good  

6. 1= Foolish 5=Wise 31 

Viral intentions  

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

7. 1= Unlikely 5=Likely  

8. 1= Improbable 5=Probable  

9. 1= Impossible 5=Possible  

10. "This message is worth sharing with others" 1=highly disagree 5=highly 

agree  

11. How likely are you to spread positive word of mouth about this ad? 1=Highly 

unlikely 5=Highly likely  

12. If my friends were looking to purchase this type of product, I would tell them 

about the video. 1=highly disagree 5=highly agree  

Purchase Intention (MacKenzie et al. 1986) 

Please estimate the "probability that you will try the advertised product the next 

time you buy this type of product: 

13. 1= Unlikely 5=Likely  

14. 1= Improbable 5=Probable  

15. 1= Impossible 5=Possible  
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Tie strength (Feick and Price 1987) 

16. Approximately how frequently do you communicate with the contacts on your 

“friends” list on social networking sites? 1= “never” and 5= “very frequently”  

17. Overall, how important do you feel the contacts on your “friends” list on 

social networking sites are? 1= “not at all important” and 5= “very important”  

18. Overall, how close do you feel to the contacts on your “friends” list on social 

networking sites? 1= “not at all close” and 5= “very close”  

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Market Maven scale 

19. I like introducing new brands and products to my friends.  

1=strongly disagree and 5=strongly agree  

20. I like helping people by providing them with information about many kinds of 

products. 1=strongly disagree and 5=strongly agree  

21. People ask me for information about products, places to shop, or sales.  

1=strongly disagree and 5=strongly agree  

22. My friends think of me as a good source of information when it comes to 

new products or sales. 1=strongly disagree and 5=strongly agree  

 

Peer communication about advertising (Moschis) 

How often do:  

23. You and your friends talk about buying things seen in advertisements. 

1=never, 5=very often  



  
 157 

24. You and your friends talk about advertisements you saw. 1=never, 5=very 

often  

25. Your friends tell you or send you new advertisements they saw. 1=never, 

5=very often  

26. You tell or send your friends new advertisements you saw. 1=never, 5=very 

often  

 

 

Family communication about advertising (Moschis) 

How often do:  

27. You and your family members talk about buying things seen in 

advertisements. 1=never, 5=very often  

28. You and your family members talk about advertisements you saw. 1=never, 

5=very often  

29. Your relatives tell you or send you new advertisements they saw. 1=never, 

5=very often  

30. You tell or send your relatives new advertisements you saw. 1=never, 5=very 

often 28 

Personal Information 

 

31. Gender: Male Female 

32. Age:  18-25 26-34 35-44 45-64 65 and over 
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33. Education Background: (Check the highest qualification) 
Some high school High school Undergraduate studies 

Graduate studies Postgraduate Degree  

34. Approximate Household Yearly Income  

      Less than $40,000  $40k-$80k    $81k- $120k    $121k-

$160k       More then $160k 

35. Your Ethnicity 

White (Non Hispanic)               African American          Hispanic American 

       Asian American      American Indian               Other  

36. Since you clicked the "like" button, please write the e-mail addresses where 

you want to send the link of the video: 



  
 159 

Appendix 5: Item correlations 
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