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Abstract












Viral marketing is a relatively new tool in the marketing communication toolbox and has the potential to quickly reach large audiences at low costs compared to traditional advertising. Since consumers are becoming more cynical about the influence from marketers, viral marketing seems the perfect weapon for marketers. Not only because content created by marketers is spread voluntarily through consumer networks but also because personal communications are usually considered as sincere and not motivated by a pro-business motivation but rather by a non material pro-social motivation. Because of this increased sender credibility viral marketing has the potential be more effective than traditional advertising.

While viral marketing keeps evolving in a vibrant marketplace and both consumers and marketers are adapting to the new means of marketing communication, there is still imperfect understanding of how viral marketing works. Since one of the two goals of a viral tactic is to increase forwarding behavior, this thesis will investigate how the intention to forward viral videos can be increased. This will be done by focussing on two areas in specific; the sender of the viral and the content of the viral video message. The intention to forward is expected to be higher when the sender of the message is a close tie rather than when the message is received via a company. The message characteristics expected to have a positive influence on the intention to forward the viral video are humor, surprise, relevance and soft sell message content. In addition to these direct effects, the relation involvement on intention to forward and the relation humor on intention to forward are expected to be moderated by the type of message content (hard- versus soft sell message content), and by altering the sender of the message (company versus strong tie). Whether forwarding behavior can be increased by applying the aforementioned message- and sender characteristics will be explored in the current research. The results are presented further on in this thesis.  

Table of contents











Abstract










  1
Chapter 1: Introduction 








  4

1.1 Viral marketing: A first acquaintance 






  5
1.2 Research relevance








  5
1.3 Research question









  6
1.4 Research goal









  8
1.5 Thesis structure









  8
Chapter 2: Literature background







  9 

2.1 From receiver to sender








12
2.1.1 Motivations to send







12
2.1.2 Sender characteristics







15
2.1.3 Sender credibility




   


18
2.1.4 Influence groups







19
2.2 Message 










21
2.3 Medium










24
Chapter 3: Hypotheses building 







27
3.1 Sender characteristics: Company versus strong ties




27
3.2 Message characteristics 








29
3.2.1 Surprise 









29
3.2.2 Humor









30
3.2.3 Involvement








32

3.2.4 Hard sell- versus soft sell message content




34
3.3 Moderating effects








37
3.3.1 Moderating involvement on intention to forward: Hard sell- versus soft sell   
         message content








38
3.3.2 Moderating involvement on intention to forward: Sender characteristics
39
3.3.3 Moderating humor on intention to forward: Hard sell- versus soft sell     
             message contents 
  






41
3.3.4 Moderating humor on intention to forward: Sender characteristics 

41
3.4 Conceptual framework








42
Chapter 4: Research methodology







43
4.1 Variables and measures








43
4.1.1 Dependent variable







43
4.1.2 Independent variables







44
4.2 Data collection method








48
4.3 Sample selection









50
4.4 Data screening









51
Chapter 5: Data analysis and research results





54 
5.1 Factor analysis









54 
5.2 Regression









57

5.2.1 Direct effects








58
5.2.2 Interaction effects







60
5.2.3Additional results







61
5.3 Summary of the results








64 

Chapter 6: Conclusions








66
6.1 General discussion and implications






66
6.2 Contributions









69
6.3 Limitations and future research







70
References










73
Appendix










81
1: Questionnaire version 1, combining company and soft sell message content 

81
2: Questionnaire version 4, combining friend and hard sell message content 

86
3: Output factor analysis








91
4: Output regression analysis








95
1. Introduction









    



           


This exceptionally well viewed viral marketing video featuring animated babies on roller skates has led to a campaign-specific Facebook fanpage of over half a million fans while the number of views for the Evian Live Young campaign kept increasing by over 900.000 views per week a year after its launch (Lee, 2010), even without significant exposure on television (Learmonth, 2010). 

Even though Bazadona (2000) indicates that measuring views or hits is not a valid measure of viral marketing success, because its is solely an activity level measure, the results of the Evian campaign can be named quite an accomplishment especially since the world is becoming increasingly cluttered with advertisements and consumers tend to be increasingly capable to avoid ads (Clow & Baack, 2007). The augmented adoption of ad blocking technologies, such as digital video recorders, allow consumers to skip or even eliminate commercials and these technologies give consumers control over their television advertising consumption (Yang & Smith, 2009). Besides consumers’ increased ability to select and avoid marketing messages (Mooradian, Matzler & Szykman, 2008) the increased audience fragmentation also contributes to the diminishing advertising efficacy (Kaikati & Kaikati, 2004) as is the current media landscape which is characterized by media fragmentation (Porter & Golan, 2006), inflated media costs and diminishing returns (Kirby & Marsden, 2006).  
In a world where consumers’ do not passively accept being part of the traditional communication process anymore, but rather dominate and initiate this process, Evian managed to get more than 100 million views, by employing a viral strategy. This number overestimates the number of distinct viewers and is not informative about the times the video was actually (fully) watched but it does illustrate the enormous potential viral marketing offers. Cruz and Fill (2008) suggest that since an increasing proportion of marketing budgets are spend to advertise online, at the expense of traditional marketing communication channels, companies are becoming increasingly aware of new tools such as viral marketing.

Viral marketing success would not been possible without an increase in internet penetration and broadband access (Ferguson, 2008), higher computer literacy rates, and an increase in the user-friendliness of internet tools (Sun et al., 2006). However that these opportunities exist does not guarantee equally impressive results for every company interested in employing a similar strategy as Evian did simply because factors contributing to the success of viral marketing remain largely unidentified (Ho & Dempsey, 2009). This thesis will try to resolve some of the mystery surrounding this relatively new means of marketing communication by examining four message characteristics, a sender characteristic, several interaction effects and their relation on the intention to forward the viral message.

1.1 Viral marketing: A first acquaintance 

It is often claimed that the term viral marketing first appeared in 1997 when it was used to describe the exponential growth of Hotmail (Cruz & Fill, 2008; Helm, 2000; Jurvetson, 2000; Phelps et al., 2004; Porter & Golan, 2006) however Kirby and Marsden (2006) suggest the first use of this term dates from 1989 when it appeared in a pc magazine article. Viral marketing is the online form of word-of-mouth, WOM (Chaffey et al., 2009; Cruz & Fill, 2008; Helm, 2000). Wilson (2000) agrees that in an offline setting viral marketing is a synonym for word-of-mouth, creating a buzz, leveraging the media, or network marketing but in an online setting the phenomenon it is solely called viral marketing. 

Viral marketing has many variants, such as video clips, mini-sites (Ho & Dempsey, 2009) online games, online greeting cards (Hirsch, 2001), pictures (Cruz & Fill, 2008) or interactive websites (Van der Lans et al., 2010). Additional examples of viral marketing are provided by Sjerps (2009) who mentions polls, quizzes, audio fragments, e-mail newsletters, e-mail closures and tell-a-friend options as alternative forms of viral marketing appearances. A more extensive description of viral marketing and the potential benefits of this strategy from a company’s perspective can be found in the beginning of the second chapter.

1.2 Research relevance

Perhaps caused by the relative novelty of the concept, the viral marketing literature is characterized by a lack of empirical research. In 2006, Porter and Golan claimed to have conducted the first empirical study with respect to viral marketing. Some other notable exceptions of authors who contributed to the viral marketing literature with empirical findings are De Bruyn and Lilien (2008), Ho and Dempsey (2009), and Van der Lans et al. (2010). 
A fairly recent article by De Bruyn and Lilien (2008) indicates that the advancements of the internet resulted in increased importance of electronic peer-to-peer recommendations. This potential was recognized by marketers who have attempted to take advantage of peer-to-peer referrals through viral marketing campaigns. Watts, Peretti and Frumin (2007) declare that just a fraction of these attempts resulted in success while a larger proportion fails to attract the intended audience’s attention. The authors proclaim that the elements that contribute to the success of viral marketing campaigns can usually be derived after success is reached but predicting at forehand which attempts for viral success will succeed, is close to impossible, even for experienced viral marketing practitioners. An article published by Godes et al. (2005) is in concurrence with this view, and states that the elements making viral marketing effective remain mostly unknown to both marketing practitioners and academics. Seemingly not much progress regarding this topic is gained over the years as is indicated by Ho and Dempsey (2009). The authors suggest that regardless of the increasing popularity of viral marketing, factors contributing to the success of this new means of marketing communication remain largely unidentified. One of the future research directions Ho and Dempsey (2009) suggest to explore, are the characteristics of online content. The authors highlight the importance of identifying the characteristics that make some online content more viral than other content (Ho & Dempsey, 2009). 

1.3 Research question

As can be concluded from the previous paragraph, there is still a lot of mystery surrounding viral marketing and in specific the elements that make viral messages effective and thus successful. This thesis will try to explain viral marketing forwarding behavior based on the message characteristics surprise, humor, relevance and soft sell message content. The importance of creating an appealing campaign that encourages consumers to forward, is advocated by Dobele, Toleman and Beverland (2005) because consumers are increasingly worried about forwarding messages that their friends consider to be spam messages, which are unsolicited, and unwanted, mostly commercial, bulk e-mails (Cranor & LaMacchia, 1998; Phelps et al., 2004). The creation of an appealing campaign is therefore a vital part of an attempt to create viral marketing success (Dobele, Toleman and Beverland, 2005). Besides the aforementioned message characteristics the influence of the sender (company or close relation) on the intention to forward will be researched. 

Not all forwarding happens intentionally, the diffusion of the viral message can happen deliberate or unintentional (De Bruyn & Lilien, 2008). An often mentioned example in the viral marketing literature of unintentional marketing message diffusion is Hotmail. A free     e-mail account was offered to consumers. With every e-mail sent containing a link promoting the company such as “Get your private, free e-mail at http://www.hotmail.com”, the company grew from zero to twelve million users in eighteen months (De Bruyn & Lilien, 2008; Porter & Golan, 2006; Wilson, 2000; Kirby & Marsden, 2006; Krishnamurthy; 2001; Kaikati & Kaikati, 2004). Subramani and Rajagopalan (2003) also make the distinction between conscious and unintentional message diffusion but call this an active or passive recommender role. This intentional dissemination, or active recommender role, is closely aligned with traditional word-of-mouth communication. This is because the transmitter of the viral message is personally involved in the message diffusion (Wiedemann, Haunstetter & Pousttchi, 2008). This thesis will investigate how message- and sender characteristics influence the intention to deliberately forward virals. More specifically of the many forms of appearances viral marketing has, as described in paragraph 1.1, this research will be restricted to videos. To further mark out the direction of the thesis research the word “electronic” is incorporated in the research question, because solely e-mailed viral marketing as opposed to mobile viral marketing, described in paragraph 2.3, will be topic of research.

In addition to the aforementioned main effects of the sender- and message characteristics on intention to forward, interactions between some variables are also expected. The relation involvement on intention to forward and the relation humor on intention to forward are expected to be moderated by the type of message (hard- versus soft sell message content), and by altering the sender of the message (company versus strong tie). 

The research question will be as follows:

How can the intention to forward electronic viral marketing videos be increased?

The research question is divided in two sub questions;

· How can the relationship between sender and receiver explain the forwarding behavior of viral marketing videos?

· How can message characteristics explain the forwarding behavior of viral marketing videos?

1.4 Research goal

The goal of this thesis research is to discover whether companies can increase the chance of their videos being forwarded by utilizing certain message characteristics. This will be done by exploring whether surprise, humor, relevance and a soft sell message approach have a significant influence on the intention to forward. This relation is expected to be positive in the case of surprise, humor, creativity and relevance and more negative in case of a hard sell video. 

Besides these message characteristics also sender characteristics will be researched. Do consumers evaluate a message sent by a close relation differently than when an identical message was e-mailed directly from the company’s e-mail address? This finding will result in interesting recommendations for companies interested in applying viral strategies because the results will demonstrate whether companies have to allocate resources to identify and target a special group of viral consumers to diffuse the company’s messages (Hirsch, 2001; Phelps et al., 2004; Dobele, Toleman & Beverland, 2005) or whether they can omit this part and target consumers directly. 

1.5 Thesis structure

The structure of the thesis proceeds as follows; the theoretical review of the relevant viral marketing literature and word-of-mouth literature in chapter two will serve as the foundation for the third chapter in which hypotheses of expected main effects and interaction effects are developed. The research methodology is explained in the fourth chapter. The main empirical results are presented and discussed in chapter five while the implications of these findings will be presented in the final chapter of this thesis, chapter six.

2. Literature background








 
This chapter is constructed as follows; first viral marketing will be defined followed by a literature review of how employing this strategy can be beneficial from a company’s perspective. Since viral marketing is a form of communication, this chapter will continue with an elucidation of the communication model. The elements which together form the model will be dissected and serve as paragraph headings. In the accompanying paragraph viral marketing literature regarding the subject of the heading will be reviewed. These findings will be summarized in an overview table in the chapter’s last paragraph.

· Viral marketing definitions and benefits from a company’s perspective
Viral marketing is a strategy whereby individuals forward a message to other individuals on their e-mail lists or tie advertisements into or at the end of messages. Viral marketing concerns making electronic messages into a form of evangelism or word-of-mouth referral endorsement from one consumer to other prospective clients (Dobele et al. 2005) and encouraging these contacts to forward the message to contacts of their own. Because in the ideal situation, from the company’s perspective, the message diffuses at an exponential pace, this type of marketing is called viral, since the message’s exposure and influence can have the potential to spread like virus (Helm, 2000; Kirby & Marsden, 2006; Wilson, 2000).

Viral marketing uses consumer-to-consumer communications, or personal communications as opposed to business-to-consumer communications, which often can be classified as mass communication (Ho & Dempsey, 2009; Krishnamurthy, 2001). Although not always as obvious as traditional advertising, viral marketing is also from an identified sponsor (Porter & Golan, 2006). Helm (2000) suggests that the aim of viral marketing is to maximize reach, however Dobele et al. (2007) state that viral marketing has two goals, which are the consumption of the message and the forwarding of it. 

With a viral marketing strategy a company intends to utilize customers’ communication networks to endorse and distribute products (Helm, 2000). Viral marketing offers interesting opportunities from a company’s perspective.  The key driver in viral marketing identified by De Bruyn and Lilien (2008) is the effectiveness of uncalled-for, electronic recommendations to activate awareness, create interest, and generate revenue or product adoption. Five years before this suggestion Subramani and Rajagopalan (2003) already noted that viral marketing was becoming an important way to spread the word and stimulate the trial, adoption, and usage of services and products.

Dobele, Toleman and Beverland (2005) acknowledge three advantages viral marketing can offer companies executing the strategy properly. The first advantage is that the message is sent on a completely voluntarily basis. In most cases there is no financial incentive given to the sender which will make the receiver evaluate the message more positively than had the message been part of a mass marketing advertising campaign. This voluntarily spreading of the marketing message also means that the costs are born by the consumers who forward and not by the company, which is the second benefit from a company’s point of view. The last benefit is that a sender will know who in his/her network will be most likely to appreciate the message so individuals can target receivers of the message more effectively than a company would be able to do (Dobele, Toleman & Beverland, 2005). These advantages viral marketing has as opposed to mass marketing can lead to a faster diffusion of a product or service and a more cost efficient adoption by consumers (Krishnamurthy, 2001). Another advantage is that when viral messages are spread online via (links on) blogs they can improve search engine results at no charge for the company (O’Leary, 2010).

Thus viral marketing can be utilized to communicate marketing messages at low cost, to boost the diffusion process, sales, reduce response time, and to potentially effectively reach consumer groups who are difficult to reach via other marketing communication channels (Dobele, Toleman & Beverland, 2005; Dobele et al. 2007) with increased message credibility thanks to peer recommendations (Dobele et al. 2007; Smith, Menon & Sivakumar, 2005). Another reason for the higher credibility is caused by the motivation of the sender. Because this motivation is pro-social, meaning that the goal is to help or to educate others rather than a pro-business motivation, which is a desire for selling and profit and could for instance exist out of customer acquisition (Dichter, 1966; Godes et al., 2005; Phelps et al., 2004). Thus in a period where the media costs are rising and advertisers experience increasing difficulty breaking to advertising clutter (Pieters, Warlop & Wedel, 2002; Putrevu, 2008) viral marketing offers marketers an attractive alternative for the traditional advertising channels.

· Communication model

The communication model will be used to structure the theory regarding viral marketing and its offline variant word-of-mouth (WOM). The sender will be the subject of the first paragraph, which is further divided into subparagraphs in which the motivations to send, the characteristics of the sender, sender credibility, and groups influencing referral behavior will be discussed. The second element in the communication model, and the second paragraph of this chapter centres around the message. Before the literature featured in paragraphs 2.1, 2.2 and 2.3 is summarized in an overview table, the various media which can be utilized for the diffusion of viral messages will be described.

The communication model suggests that successful communication takes place when the message that was sent reaches its destination in a form that is understood by the intended audience. The basic communication process model, which can be influenced by noise during all phases, is depicted in the figure below (Clow & Baack, 2007). 


Figure 1: The Communication Process Model

This basic communication model can be used to illustrate the phenomenon of viral marketing communication by multiplying the basic model and by incorporating a small addition. As was indicated earlier in this chapter the goal of viral marketing is to maximize reach (Helm, 2000) or formulated differently, to stimulate forwarding behavior (Dobele et al., 2007) thus turning receivers into senders, illustrated by the coloured rectangle in figure two. The end purpose is that the later receivers, no matter how far removed from the original sender, the company, will show positive feedback to the original sender. Examples of feedback mentioned by Clow and Baack (2007) are purchases, inquiries, complaints or visits to the website. Illustrating the most basic situation the receiver turns into a sender and sends the message via a medium to one single other receiver. The model will then look like figure two, shown on the following page. 

    Figure 2: Communication Process Model utilized in a viral marketing context

The literature on viral marketing will now be broken down to each of the elements featured in figure two, starting in the next paragraph with the main goal of viral marketing, turning message receivers into further disseminators, senders.

2.1 From receiver to sender

Roughly categorized a consumer can receive viral e-mail messages from a company representative or from friends/acquaintances. Since these two types of senders are perceived differently by recipients and can potentially lead to different types of behavior, both categories will be discussed in the subparagraph 2.1.2 sender characteristics. However this paragraph will commence by looking into the potential motivations for individuals to become senders. Also sender credibility and groups who can potentially influence (viral marketing) communication will be discussed in subparagraphs 2.1.3 and 2.1.4, respectively. 

2.1.1 Motivations to send 

In 2004 Phelps et al. were the first to examine the virality of pass along e-mail by studying the responses and motivations of consumers because the understanding of this behavior could lead to influencing it. Pass-along e-mail was defined as e-mail received from an acquaintance, which that person most probably had received from an acquaintance of their own and so on. The authors mention jokes, virus alerts, lost children notices, animated clips and pass-along         e-mails with links to specific websites among the examples of pass along e-mails with viral elements. Phelps et al. (2004) concluded that the six most mentioned reasons for sending pass along e-mails were; because it is fun, because I enjoy it, because it is entertaining, to help others (pro-social motivation), to have a good time and to let others know I care about their feelings. 

Ketelaar, van Voskuijlen and Lathouwers (2010) asserted that the viral marketing literature was lacking studies aimed at identifying characteristics senders of viral marketing campaigns had in common. Their research regarding viral marketing in an online social network context suggested that the main motive to forward viral campaigns was knowing the sender, especially whether the sender can be characterized as reliable and credible. Alternative motives augmenting the likelihood of forwarding viral campaigns in an online social network were the campaign appreciation and the consumers’ brand involvement. Viral campaigns from brands that consumers appreciate and regard as ‘strong’ had a higher chance of being forwarded than ‘weaker’ brands. In the case of brands that appealed to the consumer, the identity of the person who forwarded the campaign was less relevant than in the case a message was received concerning a brand with which the consumer has a weak brand relation. In case of the latter situation more importance was attached to campaign appreciation and to the identity of the forwarder. Ketelaar, van Voskuijlen and Lathouwers (2010) suggested this dominance of the sender characteristics in the further diffusion of the message is a new and crucial insight. To increase the positive influence of the sender, the authors suggest advertisers to set limitations to the number of social network friends to which the message can be forwarded. The goal of this limitation is to let the senders select their closest relations, relations that will perceive the sender as more reliable and credible and on which senders are likely to have more influence than on their other social network ‘friends’. The proposition can thus be summarized as a more effective message dissemination by targeting friends on quality rather than quantity because social networkers are less likely to forward viral campaigns sent by vaguely known acquaintances (Ketelaar, van Voskuijlen & Lathouwers, 2010).

Before the first notice of viral marketing and even the birth of internet, Dichter (1966) stated that WOM recommendations for products or services are triggered by the sender who expects some sort of benefit or fulfilment in return, which in pure WOM incidents are not monetary or material but rather immaterial and mental. The motivation of a sender to engage in WOM recommendation can be the result of (a mixture of) four types of involvement. The first category is product-involvement, which can be triggered by a pleasant or unpleasant experience with the product or service. Self-involvement, the second type, is motivated by insecure individuals who are looking for self-confirmation. Other-involvement, the third class, also mentioned by Phelps et al. (2004), is motivated by the will to help, and letting others benefit from one’s experiences. Derbaix and Vanhamme (2003) validate the assertion that WOM can be motivated by perceived benefit for others. The last group of potential WOM activators consist out of message-involvement, which does not necessarily require experience with the product class but rather experience with how the product was presented in ads (Dichter, 1966). 

Since Ho and Dempsey (2009) declared that the decision to forward or not is made completely voluntarily, their study focussed on understanding Internet users’ motivation to forward online content. The authors distinguished four potential motivations based on interpersonal communication literature which are the need to be part of a group, the need to be individualistic, the need to be altruistic, also specified by Dichter (1966) and Phelps et al. (2004) and the need for personal growth. The personal growth motive is illustrated by the authors with the example of college students who forward electronic content to professors in the hope this will lead to career opportunities.  The authors concluded that internet users who tend to forward more online content then others were primarily driven by a need to be individualistic and/or more altruistic (Ho & Dempsey, 2009). 

Not all receivers of viral marketing messages will disseminate the message further, when consumers receive an e-mail, the decision to open or delete it depends on the context of an individual’s state of mind. When the content appears inappropriate or consumers are rushed, consumers will be more likely to delete e-mails instantly and thus not to forward (Phelps et al. 2004). Other reasons not to further diffuse a received message are labelled negligence motives by Ketelaar, van Voskuijlen and Lathouwers (2010) and consist out of not feeling like forwarding or not seeing the point of sending. The receivers’ state of mind influences whether pass-along e-mails lead to the experience of positive or negative emotions. However focus group research indicated that when negative feelings were experienced by receivers these feeling where not transferred to the sender by a less positive perception of the acquaintance who had sent the e-mail (Phelps et al. 2004).

Although Ho and Dempsey (2009) suggested that consumers make the decision whether or not to (further) disseminate viral marketing messages voluntarily, in some instances the motivation to send is manipulated by companies offering incentives as reward for referrals (Phelps et al., 2004; Dobele, Toleman & Beverland, 2005). This intermediary role for consumers to persuade other consumers was already suggested by Dichter (1966) however with regard to stimulating WOM recommendations. Among the incentives to spark viral marketing are monetary incentives such as a fixed amount paid per converted new customer, or consumers are offered discounts after they have helped the company disseminating its marketing message by sending a certain number of e-mails to their social network contacts (Phelps et al., 2004). Wilson (2000) argues that viral campaigns centred around the exploitation of common human motivations and behaviors for message dissemination, a desire for love, popularity, or greed, are necessary ingredients for viral success. However if receivers would become aware that the message received was stimulated by awarding the sender this could potentially dilute the power of the referral (Phelps et al., 2004). This finding is in accordance with research on source credibility, which concludes that when individuals are conscious of a source’s persuasive intent, the effect on opinion change will be weakened (Petty & Cacioppo, 1977, Schul & Burnstein, 1985) and could lead to source discounting of the sender by the recipient (Godes et al., 2005). Source discounting can occur when an individual updates his opinions and notices a bias between previous held judgements and newly acquired information (Schul & Burnstein, 1985) leading to new insights regarding the motivation(s) of the sender and a reduction in the perceived credibility of the sender (Weiner & Mowen, 1986).

2.1.2 Sender characteristics

In this subparagraph a distinction will be made between messages diffused via companies and via social networks in an online environment. The latter usually consists out a close network of eight to twelve people of family and friends and a broader network which may consist of hundreds to even thousands contacts (Wilson, 2000).

· Online message diffusion via social network

After their 2004 study which focussed on the virality of pass along e-mail, Phelps et al. concluded that when occasional senders of pass-along e-mails were asked to articulate their perceptions of pass-along e-mail senders in general, those latter were described as extrovert, sociable, cheerful, intellectual, big-hearted, giving, and passionate. These occasional senders, categorized as ‘Infrequent Senders’ by the authors, are likely to be more selective in selecting receivers than do their frequent sending counterparts when forwarding pass-along e-mail. The number of e-mails sent can have consequences for the decision whether or not to open e-mails received from a particular sender since messages from senders who often send low quality messages or a disproportionate amount of messages are more likely to end up in the digital waste bin unopened. After content analysis, in which participants were asked to forward all pass-along e-mails received in a specific period to the research team, the authors concluded that there were no differences in the number of pass-along e-mails received by men and women, nonetheless females had a higher likelihood of forwarding these messages along (Phelps et al., 2004).

Research by Dobele et al. (2007) indicated that the gender of the sender influences the effectiveness of the viral message. Gender was found to moderate the relationship between the emotions the viral message evoked and forwarding behavior. In particular males were more likely than females to forward campaigns based around the emotions of fear and disgust than females were. This finding could also be applied to the use of humor. Males were more likely to forward messages with a humorous touch, especially when the type of humor applied could be classified as ‘disgusting humor’ (Dobele et al., 2007).

To gain insight in how viral marketing can be effectual De Bruyn and Lilien (2008) studied how the strength of influence of e-mailed recommendations is moderated by sender characteristics. This was researched by investigating the pass-along process of an unsolicited e-mail invitation to partake in an online survey. These invitations were sent by an acquaintance and the reactions of this e-mail invitation of 1100 individuals were observed. The stages of the recipients’ decision-making process consisted out of three consecutive phases starting with whether or not to open the received e-mail. In the instances the e-mail was opened the second decision was whether or not to click on the embedded link to get directed to the survey and when this was done the respondent had the choice whether he wanted to complete the survey. De Bruyn and Lilien (2008) found that close relationships between the sender and message receiver had a positive influence on the first two phases of the decision-making process, but that this relation did not affect whether a respondent completed the survey. Thus unsolicited e-mails received via emotionally close sources were more likely to be opened than unsolicited e-mails received from unknown senders or distant acquaintances. The total decision-making process was negatively influenced by demographic similarity.  Perceptual affinity, which was defined as the degree of congruency between two persons likes (or dislikes), values and experience, increased the number of survey website visitors, meaning that recommendations from people with similar preferences and tastes have a higher probability to generate interest (De Bruyn & Lilien, 2008). 

· Online message diffusion via companies

Van der Lans et al. (2010) describe three manners in which a company can seed its viral marketing campaign. The term seeding refers to the recruitment of a (large) group of initial contacts who can potentially function as the first generation of ‘infected’ individuals (Wiedemann, Haunstetter & Pousttchi, 2008). The first seeding option Van der Lans et al. (2010) mention is sending an e-mail to individuals who opted-in on receiving company- or product information. This first alternative offers the company options to target specific customers or customer groups. A second option for the company to plant its campaign is via online advertising, for instance by using banners on specific websites which the target audience is likely to visit. This might be a more effective option for companies since this type of seeding is less obtrusive than the first option, the seeding e-mail. Marketers however can also seed campaigns via traditional advertising channels in an offline environment such as television or newspaper advertisements (Van der Lans et al., 2010). The method of employing traditional media for the promotion of the company or a product and to attract consumers to the website is called brand spiralling (Clow & Baack, 2007). However it is anticipated that this method is less effective since consumers cannot directly visit the website, and have to remember to do this at a later point in time (Van der Lans et al., 2010) although with the increased adoption of smartphones this weakness of the brand spiralling method may quickly fade. Cruz and Fill (2008) add that marketers can also utilize the company’s website, blogs and viral advertising seeding websites for the seeding of viral marketing campaigns. Seeding websites are websites on which virals can be planted by individuals or the company’s representatives. These websites can be independent third-parties (Porter & Golan, 2006) while other seeding websites offer paid-for placement (Cruz & Fill, 2008).

Even though Porter and Golan (2006) focussed on an analysis of the differences in the content of television versus viral advertisements they also directed some attention to the initiators behind these campaigns. The authors found that the majority (62%) of the analyzed television advertisements came from Fortune 500 companies while non-Fortune 500 companies were responsible for the majority (60%) of the analyzed viral ads. However this result did not came as a surprise to the authors since the advertising strategies of Fortune 500 companies can generally be considered more conservative (Porter & Golan, 2006). 

Focus group research by Phelps et al. (2004) indicated that when companies sent unsolicited e-mails, these messages evoke much annoyance by recipients and these messages are mostly instantly deleted by recipients, without opening. However when e-mails containing company information were sent via a person from the recipients’ social network, this information would not be considered ‘junk’ for the reason that the recipient would assume that this information is valuable and was forwarded for a good reason (Phelps et al., 2004).

2.1.3 Sender credibility

Throughout the viral marketing- and its offline variant word-of-mouth communication literature, authors consent about the effects of viral marketing and WOM compared to traditional advertising. What makes WOM communication strategies appealing according to Trusov, Bucklin and Pauwels (2009) is that they offer the potential of overcoming consumer resistance paired with lower marketing costs and fast delivery especially when the medium internet is employed. However, the strength of WOM- and viral communication is the sender’s credibility, which a sender is deemed to possess in case the sender’s communications are regarded as valid, truthful and therefore worth considering (Wilson & Sherrell, 1993).

Word-of-mouth can be defined 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” (Arndt, 1967). Dichter (1966) stated that the belief in the sender’s non-commercial intent is the main source of the power of WOM communication. A characteristic of consumer-to-consumer communication is that this type of communication is regarded as an honest and open form of communication (Phelps et al., 2004) usually originating from peers, friends or family (Gelb & Johnson, 1995). WOM communication is perceived to be more effective than advertising (Gelb & Johnson, 1995) and more credible compared to mass media communication (Sheth, 1971). Individuals are most likely to consider and accept information received via information sources that are regarded as objective- and credible sources providing valid and truthful information (Kelman, 1961). 

Because receivers assume that messages received from their social network are motivated by non material pro-social reasons rather than a pro-business motivation, this leads to higher sender credibility than had the message been sent via a company. This is illustrated by Derbaix and Vanhamme (2003) who explain the power of WOM by mentioning its higher credibility compared to information from commercial sources because the latter is controlled by companies for instance in the forms of advertising and sponsorships. Phelps et al. (2004) state that when consumers are aware that the e-mail received was sent by a (marketer from a) company, messages are often deleted. This is in contrast to receiving e-mail messages from senders from one’s social network. In such a case recipients are more hesitant deleting these messages (De Bruyn & Lilien, 2008; Phelps et al., 2004). A possible explanation is that the receivers’ curiosity to the message content is triggered (Krishnamurthy, 2001), because friends are more likely to be aware of the tastes and interests of recipients opposed to companies (Ho & Dempsey, 2009). 
Dobele et al. (2007) also acknowledge the power of peer-to-peer recommendations, since viral marketing triggering peer-to-peer recommendations increases message credibility. Because of the effectiveness of peer group sent recommendations, these types of referrals are labelled the ‘ultimate marketing weapon’ by Kaikati and Kaikati (2004). Cruz and Fill (2008) mention the credibility and perceived objectivity as advantages of the powerful and influential communication form WOM. The credibility aspect is such an important factor in message dissemination that companies often try to take advantage of source credibility by identifying individuals  in certain segments of the consumer market (Hirsch, 2001) and providing them incentives to disseminate the message (Dobele, Toleman & Beverland, 2005; Phelps et al., 2004) as mentioned in subparagraph 2.1.1. Chung and Darke (2006) indicate that stimulating positive word-of-mouth could be a potentially successful strategy for companies. In case consumers are not aware of the pro-business motivation they are likely to evaluate the message positively, as they perceive the source to be credible (Dobele, Toleman & Beverland, 2005). However Phelps et al. (2004) warn that the positive effects associated with messages from credible sources could potentially weaken when consumers find out referral behavior was stimulated by a commercial source.

2.1.4 Influence groups

The example of the (mis)use of source credibility by providing incentives illustrates how commercial sources can influence consumers through viral strategies. However there are reference groups, which is an existing or imagined person or group considered of having noteworthy weight upon a person’s evaluations, ambitions, or activities (Whan Park & Lessig, 1977) that are naturally more influential than other individuals (Dobele, Toleman, Beverland, 2005). This can be caused by their social status, self-confidence, specialized know-how, or assertiveness (Subramani & Rajagopalan, 2003). 

Dichter (1966) initially indicated seven groups who could potentially influence WOM and later these groups were categorized into three smaller groups, based on the communality of the motivations. The three groups, in increasing order of commercial intent are disinterested friendliness, community of consumership and commercial authority. The group disinterested friendliness contains both intimates and people of goodwill, because in both cases WOM is not motivated by potential material gain and in some cases WOM is motivated by enhancing the listener’s well-being. The group community of consumership is motivated by a uniting common interest in a certain product or service and consists out of sharers of interest and connoisseurs.  The last group, commercial authority, consists out of groups influencing WOM because of their (in)direct monetary benefit. This group consists out of sales employees, professional experts such as beauticians, and celebrities (Dichter 1966). However the notion of celebrities being an influential group is criticized by Watts and Dodds (2007), since the authors state that influentials can influence their direct environment only via direct influence and in the case of celebrities their ability to influence consumers is mediated via the media. These groups of influentials, or opinion leaders, influence the opinions or behaviors of a large fraction of their peers, the opinion seekers (Watts & Dodds, 2007; Sun et al., 2006), by brokering information between the mass media and other consumers (Feick & Price, 1987). Since product involvement is the opinion leader’s main motivator to talk about commodities, Feick and Price (1987) conclude that in general the opinion leader is typified by a combination of influence and product class specific knowledge or expertise. 
In an online environment opinion leaders, or similarly influentials (Kotler & Armstrong, 2006; Watts & Dodds, 2007), are also labelled e-fluentials (Cruz & Fill, 2008; Kirby & Marsden, 2006; Subramani & Rajagopalan, 2003; Sun et al., 2006). Cruz and Fill (2008) stated that the opinion leader is indispensable in the diffusion of word-of-mouth communication. Other authors have suggested that in order to increase chances of successful diffusion of the company’s viral messages, companies should identify and target opinion leaders to diffuse the company’s messages (Dobele, Toleman & Beverland, 2005; Hirsch, 2001; Phelps et al., 2004). However, opinion leaders were only found to exert modestly more influence than average consumers since in general social change is caused by a crucial mass of easy to influence persons influencing other easily persuaded persons (Watts, 2007; Watts & Dodds, 2007). Ho and Dempsey (2009) also implicitly comment on the construct of e-fluentials when they stated that no specific product class knowledge is required for an individual to send an e-mail concerning information about a specific topic to an expert. The authors illustrated this with the example of a person not involved in fashion sending fashion tips which (s)he came across on Internet, to a friend who is involved in this topic.

The construct of the market maven resembles the notion of opinion leadership regarding the influence derived from expertise, however in case of the market maven this knowledge is not product specific and is not necessarily derived from product involvement. The market mavens’ expertise is the more general market knowledge such as (changes in) a product’s marketing mix. Market mavens are knowledgeable about a wide variety of goods, including recently launched products, and the shops where to acquire them for the best prices. Market mavens supply other individuals with information across product classes, derive pleasure out of shopping, pay more attention to advertising, and appear to utilize general media more than non market mavens (Feick & Price, 1987). This last notion is still valid when applied to an internet setting, which was not available for a large audience at the time the article of Feick and Price appeared. Mavens can benefit from the internet since this medium allows for a potentially larger span of influence by reaching a greater number of individuals (a-) synchronously than feasible via traditional media or face-to-face contact (Subramani & Rajagopalan, 2003).

Phelps et al. (2004) applied the market maven construct to an internet setting by defining viral mavens as internet users who received and forwarded larger quantities of pass-along e-mail. Related to this is Ho and Dempsey’s (2009) notion of the e-maven, which was defined as the internet users who are likely to forward electronic content.  Similar to market mavens,           e-mavens continuously obtain and diffuse general market information; however e-mavens employ the electronic channels e-mail and internet to diffuse this information. Ho and Dempsey (2009) found a positive and significant relation between internet consumption and forwarding behavior. This is similar to earlier findings of Sun et al. (2006) who pointed out that internet familiarity is a necessary condition for exerting influence and that internet usage was significantly related to forwarding and chatting.
2.2 Message

Dobele, Toleman and Beverland (2005) studied which elements make viral marketing campaigns successful. After an assessment of successful viral marketing campaigns they identified that well targeted fun and intriguing messages that capture the imagination and are used to promote products that are highly visible or easy to use are the elements the researched campaigns had in common. Besides this the authors advice to combine technologies, by using multiple media channels and to identify opinion leaders in the company’s target markets and trigger them, by granting incentives, to forward the advertised message (Dobele, Toleman & Beverland, 2005). 

One year earlier, after Phelps et al. (2004) collected electronic word-of-mouth data via focus groups, content analysis and personal interviews, the authors recommended viral marketing advertisers also to focus on desires for fun and entertainment. In addition they suggested message developers to create messages that ignite strong emotions, such as humor, inspiration, sadness or fear, because these type of messages have a high likelihood to be forwarded. E-mails that are considered to be old, stupid, unexciting or not meeting a quality or relevance threshold will not be forwarded after reception (Phelps et al., 2004).

In 2007, Dobele et al. continued researching emotions in a viral marketing context and proclaimed that emotions are the key driver of viral marketing campaigns. Therefore Dobele et al. (2007) explored the effect of the utilization of emotions in viral messages on the receivers’ response and forwarding behavior. The researched emotions were the primary emotions consisting out of joy, surprise, fear, sadness, disgust, and anger. The motivation for the authors to research this topic was an article by Hirsch (2001), which suggested that the elements that viral campaigns should trigger are generating interest, or being fascinating, fun, unique and/or passionate (Hirsch, 2001). Dobele et al. (2007) made a selection of nine viral marketing campaigns based on their globalness and successfulness, where the authors defined being successful as how far the message has spread, or increased turnover, sales or brand development from the company’s perspective. The research method involved a survey followed by an in-depth interview. The researchers concluded that all the viral campaigns under investigation triggered an emotional reaction in recipients. For a viral campaign to be effective it necessarily had to contain the factor surprise, since this emotion dominantly featured in all the researched virals according to the respondents. However including this emotion is a necessary but not sufficient condition for viral success. To guarantee success of the message surprise must be combined with other emotions. As mentioned in the subparagraph describing sender characteristics, Dobele et al. (2007) concluded that disgust- and fear based messages were more likely to be forwarded by male respondents than by female respondents thus making gender a moderator of viral message effectiveness.

In 2006, Porter and Golan, who claimed to have conducted the first empirical study with respect to viral marketing, attempted to find differences in viral advertising compared to television advertising by analyzing the content of 235 television advertisements and 266 viral advertisements. The television ads were randomly selected from an online database containing television advertisements. This method could not be applied to select viral advertisements because at the time there were no such databases available. This resulted in the decision to use a convenience sample of viral ads collected from several sources such as viral video seeding websites, the internet in general and from the personal collections of viral advertising firms who had participated in the Viral Award festival. The research results indicated that in terms of the function of the advertisement both television and viral ads focused on branding. The second most important ad function for both types of advertising was providing information. The function call to action was hardly used. Concerning the utilized appeals, which are the design elements used to attract the consumers’ attention or to present information to the consumer (Clow & Baack, 2007) there were several significant relationships between the format and the use of appeals. Viral ads were less likely to use animation and feature brand identification then television ads, and more likely to use violence, nudity and sex appeals than television ads. However, Porter and Golan (2006) also suggested that the appeal used was influenced by the industry to which the virally advertised product or service belonged. An example of this is that the pharmaceutical industry was less likely than other industries to use a violent appeal, while the media- and entertainment industry were more likely than other industries to use a violent appeal in their viral advertisements. The authors concluded that viral ads utilize, significantly more than traditional ads, provocative content to trigger forwarding of messages. In order for the viral message to be forwarded it must be extraordinary, and emotional or funny enough because practically all viral ads in the research sample used a humorous appeal. However the results of the study can not be generalized because of the use of a convenience sample for the viral ads. The use of this sample is likely to bias the results in favour of more entertaining and provocative virals (Porter & Golan, 2006). 

After conducting a survey and in-dept interviews with viral marketing academics and practitioners Cruz and Fill (2008) made a distinction between two types of viral marketing messages; commercial and non-commercial. Although the authors consider the first group paid advertising rather than virals, the group of commercial viral was labelled Placed virals and contained an overtly branded message and/or a call to action. These messages were placed via paid-for seeding sites, resulting in appearances on those website’s homepages. The second group, called random viral, contained commercial-free messages with a focus on entertaining and engaging elements and thus did not include explicitly branded messages and action inducing strategies of commercial placed videos. The authors suggested that it was likely that both types of virals would be evaluated differently although the authors did not elaborate on this proposal (Cruz & Fill, 2008). That the viral marketing academics and practitioners distinguished between a category based on the message function call to action is not in line with Porter and Golan’s (2006) finding in which the authors claimed that the ad function call to action was hardly used among viral advertisements. This bias in findings might be caused by Porter and Golan’s (2006) convenience sample. 

2.3 Medium

Kotler and Keller (2009) define viral marketing as the creation of WOM to support marketing objectives and efforts by utilizing the internet. Phelps et al. (2004) describe viral marketing as the stimulation of honest communication between consumers and declare that the most likely communication medium employed for message diffusion is e-mail.

The forwarding of electronic content is called e-WOM, meaning internet word-of-mouth by forwarding electronic content (Ho & Dempsey, 2009). E-WOM concerns both positive and negative testimonials made by former, actual or potential clients about products or companies made available via the internet (Henning-Thurau, 2004). This is mostly done via e-mail however another medium that can be employed is instant messaging. In addition to instant messaging other communication media with the ability to select receivers can also be used for the diffusion of viral marketing messages (Ho & Dempsey, 2009). Other media which can be employed for viral message diffusion are social networks (Chaffey et al., 2009) but also blogs and seeding websites (Cruz & Fill, 2008). 

Because of the growth of cell phone ownership and cell phone applications, mobile viral marketing, which is founded on both electronic viral marketing and traditional word-of-mouth (Wiedemann, Haunstetter & Pousttchi, 2008),  is becoming a new medium for WOM communication (Cruz & Fill, 2008). The definition of mobile viral marketing resembles the definition of electronic viral marketing but deviates on the utilized medium of message dissemination since the diffusion of the messages depends on mobile equipment and mobile communication technique, rather than electronic communication techniques. Mobile viral marketing can be defined as a distribution- or communication strategy which involves and depends on consumers to transmit content via mobile devices to their social network contacts, and to encourage these persons to further disseminate the message (Wiedemann, Haunstetter & Pousttchi, 2008).
Phelps et al. (2004) indicate that pass-along e-mails can encourage face-to-face and telephone conversations between the sender of the message and its receiver(s). For instance by phoning a recipient to verify that the e-mail was indeed received and to discuss it. That pass-along           e-mails have a wider reach than solely the message’s receivers is illustrated by the example that in some instances e-mails are printed out and spread across office employees. As mentioned earlier, in paragraph 2.2, viral marketing is suggested to have an increased chance of success when multiple media channels are employed (Chaffey et al., 2009; Dobele, Toleman & Beverland, 2005; Watts, Peretti & Frumin, 2007) or when integrated with other marketing communication instruments (Cruz & Fill, 2008). 
	Summarizing viral marketing literature with respect to the communication model

	§2.1 From receiver to sender
	§2.2 Message
	§2.3 Medium

	Motivations 

… to send pass-along e-mail:

because it is fun, 

because I enjoy it,  

because it is entertaining, 

to help others 

to have a good time 

to let others know I care about their feelings. 

Phelps et al. (2004)

…to forward viral campaigns in online social network context:
Identity and familiarity with sender. Can sender be characterized as reliable and credible? 

Ketelaar, van Voskuijlen & Lathouwers (2010)

… to recommend in WOM context:

Sender expects ‘mental gratification’ 

Potential WOM activators:

product-involvement, 

self-involvement

other-involvement

message-involvement. 

Dichter (1996)

… to forward viral e-mails

the need to be individualistic, 

the need to be altruistic,

the need to be part of a group,

the need for personal growth. 

Ho & Dempsey (2009)

Incentives are provided. 

Dobele, Toleman & Beverland, (2005); Phelps et al.(2004)
	Motivations 

… not to send (pass-along) e-mail:

Being in a rush

Negligence motives: not feeling like forwarding or  not seeing the point of sending. 

Phelps et al. (2004)
Ketelaar, van Voskuijlen & Lathouwers (2010)

Sender characteristics;

extrovert,       sociable,     cheerful,        intellectual, 

big-hearted,   giving,         passionate

Phelps et al. (2004)

Females have a higher likelihood to forward pass along e-mails in general. Phelps et al. (2004)

Males are more likely to forward fear- and disgust based e-mails, also messages containing disgusting humor. Dobele et al. (2007)

Close relation between sender and receiver results in higher likelihood to open received e-mails and click on embedded links. De Bruyn & Lilien (2008)
Commercial sources

Cause annoyance, message are often deleted unopened, however, not considered as junk when received via friend.  Phelps et al. (2004)

Viral ads are more likely to come from non-Fortune-500 companies.
Porter & Golan (2006)

Credibility

Sender and message credibility is high since sender is believed to be motivated by pro-social reasons.

Influence groups

disinterested friendliness, community of consumership commercial authority Dichter (1966)

E-mavens Ho & Dempsey (2009)
	Characteristics increasing chance of forwarding:

Fun and intriguing messages that capture the imagination 

Dobele, Toleman & Beverland (2005)

Fun and entertaining messages igniting strong emotions, such as humor, inspiration, sadness or fear. 

Phelps et al. (2004)

Fascinating, fun, unique and/or passionate messages

Hirsch (2001)

Surprise (necessary but not sufficient condition), must be combined with other emotions (e.g. joy, fear, sadness, disgust and anger.) 

Dobele et al. (2007)

Provocative content being extraordinary, and emotional or funny enough.

Porter & Golan (2006)

Viral ads were more likely to use violence, nudity and sex appeals than television ads. The used appeal was influenced by the industry to which the virally advertised product or service belonged.

Porter & Golan (2006)

Characteristics decreasing chance of forwarding:

Old, stupid, unexciting or low quality messages that do not meet quality and relevance standards.

Phelps et al.(2004) 


	Electronic viral marketing

Internet

Kotler & Keller (2009)

E-mail

Phelps et al. (2004)

Social networks 

Chaffey et al., (2009)
Company’s website

Cruz & Fill (2008)

Blogs

Cruz & Fill (2008) 
O'Leary (2010)
Seeding websites

Cruz & Fill (2008)

Instant Messaging and other media with the ability to select receivers. 

Ho & Dempsey, 2009
Mobile viral marketing

Mobile phones
Cruz & Fill (2008)

Wiedemann, Haunstetter & Pousttchi, 2008

Viral marketing is suggested to have an increased chance of success when multiple media channels are employed.

Chaffey et al., (2009);

Dobele, Toleman & Beverland, (2005); Watts, Peretti & Frumin, (2007)






3. Hypotheses building










The theoretical review of the viral marketing literature in chapter two will serve as the foundation for this third chapter in which hypotheses of the expected main effects and interaction effects are developed. While the first paragraph will describe how the characteristics of the sender are expected to influence an individual’s intention to forward, the second paragraph will describe how the characteristics of the message are hypothesized to influence forwarding intention.  In addition to the five expected main effects described in the first two paragraphs interactions between some variables are also expected, as will be clarified in the third paragraph. All expected relations are illustrated in the conceptual framework presented in the last paragraph of this chapter.

3.1 Sender characteristics: Company versus strong ties
As was suggested earlier, in subparagraph 2.1.2, consumers can come across viral marketing via different sources. The characteristics of the source can contribute but also decrease the message’s potential effect on belief or attitude change (Wilson & Sherrell, 1993). Unsolicited e-mails sent via different sources lead to different responses from recipients (De Bruyn & Lilien, 2008; Phelps et al., 2004). Similar results were found by Van der Lans et al. (2010) who suggested that individuals who had opted-in on receiving company e-mail had a lower propensity to open and read e-mails seeded by companies than viral e-mails received via friends. 
Phelps et al. (2004) advocated that when unsolicited e-mails were sent via different sources (company versus a not further specified person known by the respondent) different levels of annoyance and value were attached to the message by its recipients. The authors proposed researching the influence of source characteristics on viral message dissemination as a potential valuable area of future research (Phelps et al., 2004). This suggestion will be followed and this thesis will explore whether the sender of the viral marketing message, strong tie relation versus commercial source, significantly influences forwarding behavior, when identical messages are sent.

While Phelps et al. (2004) compared companies versus non commercial sources, De Bruyn and Lilien (2008) identified differentiating effects when the source of the e-mail was defined as a close and trusted source versus unknown senders or distant acquaintances. De Bruyn and Lilien (2008) asserted that when the source of unsolicited e-mails are considered to be close and trusted there is a higher probability these type of e-mails will be opened given that consumers regard opening e-mails from strong tie relations as less hazardous than when the sender of the e-mail could be classified as a weak tie relation. In the latter case recipients are not likely to open e-mails since recipients expect less valuable content or more ‘suspicious information’ than had the e-mail been sent via a strong tie relation (De Bruyn & Lilien, 2008).

Tie strength provides insight in the strength of an individual’s social relation (Brown & Reingen, 1987). A strong tie can be characterized as a direct reciprocal relation involving regular interaction and low emotional distance, whereas weak tie relations can be defined as fairly irregular social contacts with high emotional distance and one-way exchanges (Granovetter, 1973; Perry-Smith & Shalley, 2003). Strong ties refer to interactions with friends, family members (Brown & Reingen, 1987; Godes & Mayzlin, 2009; Ruef, 2002) and partners while examples of weak tie relations are the relations with acquaintances and ex-colleagues (Sun et al., 2006). Strong tie relations are regarded to be more prominent than weak tie relations in influencing the word-of-mouth communication process and for the diffusion of word-of-mouth referrals. Weak ties however are also crucial in the diffusion of (viral marketing) messages since weak ties are likely to form bridges between networks by providing more non-redundant information than strong ties (Brown & Reingen, 1987). Consumers however evaluate messages from strong ties more positively (De Bruyn & Lilien, 2008).

The source characteristics to be researched differ from previous research in a viral marketing context since the research of Phelps et al. (2004) did not discriminate between weak or strong ties versus commercial sources. Also since the findings of Phelps et al. (2004) resulted out of focus group research, it will be interesting to see whether they can be empirically validated. The distinction between company and strong tie sender was made in the research of Van der Lans et al. (2010) however the different responses generated could also be triggered by the deviating e-mails sent to both groups. This study however will keep the message constant and will combine the commercial source studied by Phelps et al. (2004) and strong tie sources studied by De Bruyn and Lilien (2008), leading to hypothesis one.

Hypothesis 1: The recipient’s intention to forward a viral marketing video is expected to be higher when the video was received via a strong tie relation.

3.2 Message characteristics

The message characteristics described in the following section are variables expected to change consumers’ intention to forward viral marketing videos when this message characteristic is present in the viral video. In order of appearance the message characteristics surprise, humor, involvement and hard- soft sell message content will be discussed.

3.2.1 Surprise

Surprise is defined as “the astonishment, wonder, or amazement that grows with the unexpectedness and importance of an event” by Valenzuela, Mellers and Strebel (2010). According to Teigen and Keren (2003) surprise is sometimes being treated as a cognitive process concerning beliefs about the chance a certain event will occur, while another view on surprise is to regard surprise as an emotion. Derbaix and Vanhamme (2003) conclude that in psychology most recent research regarding this topic suggests surprise is an emotion.  Valenzuela, Mellers and Strebel (2010) do not choose sides but declare that if surprise is indeed an emotion, it is a very extraordinary emotion since surprise can both be pleasant or painful, thus either positive or negative.

When unexpected or misexpected events occur the short-lived emotion of surprise is aroused (Derbaix & Vanhamme, 2003), which results in amazed and astonished responses (Ekman & Friesen, 1975).  Dichter (1966) suggested that word-of-mouth could be stimulated by using surprise in advertising. Derbaix and Vanhamme (2003), also referring to WOM rather than the online variant viral marketing, suggest that surprise has a strong and positive influence on referral behavior since “the more surprised the consumer is, the more s/he will spread WOM”. This is in line with the findings of Dobele et al. (2007) who suggested that campaigns centred around surprise and joyfulness can have a big impact. The authors even stated that for viral marketing effectiveness the inclusion of surprise is a necessary condition. Nevertheless to assure success of the viral marketing message surprise must be combined with other emotions (Dobele et al., 2007). An article by Berger and Milkman (2009) studied the virality of over 7.500 The New York Times articles. One of the findings of the authors was that the more surprising, positive and practical useful articles were inclined to be more viral (Berger & Milkman, 2009). 

Although Berger and Milkman (2009) empirically investigated the virality of newspaper articles and the literature suggests that there should exist a relation between utilizing surprise as a message characteristic and forwarding behavior, none of the previously described studies empirically investigated the relation between surprise and viral marketing. It will be interesting to see if these suggestions can be empirically validated when the study objects are viral marketing videos rather than newspaper articles, of which the content is not created by marketers, and the research regards viral marketing rather than its traditional form, WOM. Another potential contribution of this research is a sole focus on the pleasant surprise and its influence on forwarding behavior. Derbaix and Vanhamme (2003), Dichter (1966), Dobele et al. (2007) and Berger and Milkman (2009) did not make a distinction between the experience of positive or negative surprise. Since in general individuals presume that messages they found surprising will also be new and surprising to others (Derbaix & Vanhamme, 2003) the following effect is expected:

Hypothesis 2: The more positively surprising a viral marketing video is considered, the higher the intention of the recipients to forward it.

3.2.2 Humor 

Humor is one of the most commonly used communication strategies in advertising (Alden, Mukherjee & Hoyer, 2000). Humor is one of the advertisement execution strategies that has the potential to break through ad clutter and can engage audience attention (Lee & Mason, 1999; Putrevu, 2008). Since there is a positive relation between education and humor comprehension (Eisend, 2009), Madden and Weinberger (1984) proposed that humor appears to be most effective when applied to upscale well-educated individuals, in particular when these individuals are youthful males. 

After a meta-analysis, a statistical abstract of conclusions across interrelated studies (Wilson & Sherrell, 1993), covering 43 studies Eisend (2009) concluded that employing humor in advertising resulted in several significant effects. The attitude towards the ad, positive affect, attention, and purchase intention were notably enhanced, while humor was also found to decrease source credibility. However in contrast to previous findings no support was found for the advertising liking enhancing effect that humor was expected to have (Eisend, 2009).

A humorous appeal can result in a pleasurable experience for the audience however not all humorous attempts will be appreciated by all recipients and lead to pleasure for all audiences (Madden & Weinberger, 1984; Speck, 1991). Speck (1991) identifies incongruity resolution, arousal-safety and humorous disparagement as basic humor mechanisms used in advertising to generate humor. Each of these processes involves a play manipulation, arousal, tension and finally a tension reducing mechanism and a mechanism to enjoy arousal (Speck, 1991).

According to Kuhlman (1985), humor stimuli are effective when they pose a modest amount of puzzle, cognitive dissonance or incongruity to the individual. Raskin (1985) states that incongruity-resolution is a very valuable framework for understanding the process of humor creation. Suls’ (1972) incongruity-resolution theory of humor comprehension and appre-ciation is compounded out of two parts which are the detection and the resolution of the incongruity. Humor results when the incongruity, the deviation from expectations, is resolved. However since the three humor mechanisms are not mutually exclusive they may (partly) overlap (Brown, Bhadury & Pope, 2010).

On the subject of viral marketing literature regarding humor, recent research suggested that viral ads that contained the executional element comedic violence, which is the portrayal of violent behavior in a humorous manner, had a higher probability to be forwarded (Brown, Bhadury & Pope, 2010). Porter and Golan (2006) found that principally every viral advertisement studied utilized humor as an executional strategy. For this reason the authors identified humor as the necessary condition for creating content with viral abilities. A 2004 study of Phelps et al. found that of the types of e-mails respondents forward, ‘jokes’ were mentioned most often. The same authors articulated that messages that ignite strong emotions such as humorous messages do, but also messages aimed at evoking sadness, fear or inspiration, had a higher likelihood to be forwarded (Phelps et al., 2004). Dobele, Toleman and Beverland (2005) mention that when viral marketing messages capture an individuals’ imagination caused by the message’s funny or intriguing character, these messages are more likely to be spread. 

The findings of Phelps et al. (2004) and Dobele, Toleman and Beverland (2005) provide theoretical insights, however the authors did not back their suggestions up with empirical findings. The studies of Brown, Bhadury and Pope (2010) and Porter and Golan’s (2006) in contrary were empirical. However the results of Brown, Bhadury and Pope (2010) related to a very specific type of humor which had a higher chance of being forwarded. Porter and Golan (2006) identified humor as the necessary condition for creating viral content however their study focussed on the differences between viral and traditional advertising, and the relation of humor on message diffusion was not emprically tested. This research will focus on whether viral videos with varying levels of humor influence the individual’s intention to forward. The following effect is expected;
Hypothesis 3: The more humorous a viral marketing video is considered, the higher the intention of the recipients to forward it.

3.2.3 Involvement

Involvement is a consumer response that reveals a sense of self or identity (Hitchon & Thorson, 1995). In 1981 Petty and Cacioppo stated that there was a general belief that involvement was related to the personal relevance of a message since when persuasive messages where considered personally relevant this was characterized as a high involvement situation. After a review of personal involvement literature Greenwald and Leavitt (1984) had a similar suggestion when they concluded that the reviewed authors agreed that high involvement (approximately) equalized personal relevance or personal importance. According to Smith et al. (2007) the concepts of relevance and involvement are also related but their statement is the other way around, namely that relevance is often referred to as involvement. Smith et al. (2007) defined relevance as the degree to which minimally some advertising execution elements or brand elements are meaningful, useful or valuable to the individual, this can be achieved via ad-to-consumer relevance in which the advertisement consists out of execution elements that are relevant to consumers, or brand-to-consumer relevance in which the featured brand or product category is relevant to prospective buyers. Both constructs resemble one of the four hypothesized motivators of WOM communication, respectively message-involvement and product-involvement suggested by Dichter (1966) and briefly described in subparagraph 2.1.1. Product involvement, an example of the brand-to-consumer relevance category has been recognized to be one of the main motivators of WOM (Dichter, 1966). 

The motivation for using both ad-to-consumer and brand-to-consumer relevance to test the relationship of the concept of relevance on intention to forward is because Zaichkowsky (1994) suggested that to be involved with an advertisement an individual is not required to be an expert of a certain product category, or to be involved in the category. Earlier Zaichkowsky (1985) defined involvement as an individual’s perceived ad relevance triggered by the individual’s interest, needs and values. Involvement can also be triggered by other aspects of the ad, not necessarily relating to the product, such as the execution elements or the message itself. When individuals find these non product aspects of the ad appealing, these aspects can increase consumer relevance and consequentially raise the individuals’ involvement (Zaichkowsky, 1994). Thus different persons can be differently involved with the same advertisements. 

Several authors suggested that relevance to the consumer influences referral behavior positively. Pousttchi and Wiedemann (2007) for instance, although referring to a mobile viral marketing context rather than an electronic viral marketing context, mention relevance of the marketing content as being one of the factors to assure viral marketing success. Phelps et al. (2004), state that when the pass-along message meets the consumers’ thresholds for relevance or quality, the consumer is more likely to forward the message. Chung and Darke (2006) studied factors that influenced word-of-mouth. They unveiled that consumers are more likely to provide WOM when the product is self-relevant meaning that it is of personal significance, relevant for the self-concept, or as Ho and Dempsey (2009) explain, the product is more closely aligned to a person’s self-image than utilitarian products are. The explanation for this relation, according to Chung and Darke (2006), is the difference in social benefits of WOM of utilitarian versus self-relevant products, because the latter serves as a manner of self-presentation. Another outcome of the research was that consumers overstated the benefits of the goods when the good was liked, identified with, and self-relevant (Chung & Darke, 2006). After researching viral marketing in an online social network context Ketelaar, van Voskuijlen and Lathouwers (2010) confirmed the influence of brand-to-consumer relevance on forwarding behavior when they concluded that consumers are more likely to forward viral campaigns for brands that appeal to them and consider as strong brands, as opposed to brands perceived by the consumer as weak. A strong brand connection positively influences forwarding behavior (Ketelaar, van Voskuijlen & Lathouwers, 2010). 

The research findings will contribute to the current viral marketing literature since previous research solely focussed on involvement conceptualised as brand-to-consumer relevance, thus neglecting ad-to-consumer relevance. Since the studies described above, with the exception of Chung and Darke (2006) which focussed on WOM, solely contributed to the literature with theoretical insights, rather than empirical results, it will be interesting to see whether suggestions from a word-of-mouth-, mobile viral marketing- and online social network context can be empirically validated when applied to e-mailed viral videos.  
Hypothesis 4: The more involving a viral marketing video is considered, the higher the intention of the recipients to forward it.

3.2.4 Hard sell- versus soft sell message content

White (1972) stated that the main task of advertising is creating persuasive new approaches to state selling propositions. Advertising can be defined as “any paid non-personal presentation and promotion of products, services or ideas by an identified sponsor” (Kotler & Zaltman, 1971). Wells, Moriarty, and Burnett (2000) add, by attempting to influence or persuade audiences via mass media, to this definition. In their definition of advertising in a viral marketing context Porter and Golan (2006) also mention the aspect of persuasion and furthermore state that advertising, both traditional and viral, is employed for influencing and persuading audiences. 
Cramphorn and Meyer (2009) suggest that the goal of advertising is enlarging the targeted audience’s willingness to acquire the advertised brand. Yang and Smith (2009) similarly suggest that the common goal of most ads is to persuade potential buyers to acquire the promoted brand, however the authors indicate that this is not uncomplicated to achieve because of several resistive responses such as counter-arguing advertisement claims, or source discounting, triggered by the vested-interest of the source of the ad can occur. Counter- arguing can take place when a person receives new information and compares this to previously acquired information, his previously held opinions, and a divergence is noted. When the evidence of the message is neutralized or opposed by the impulsive thought that was triggered this leads to counter arguing (Wright, 1973). The concept of source discounting was explained in subparagraph 2.1.1. 

Thus the goal of (viral) advertising is to persuade, but preferably in such a manner that source credibility is maintained and no resistive responses are aroused. How can this be done?

According to Kaikati and Kaikati (2004) viral marketing is one of the six marketing techniques that fall under the umbrella of stealth marketing and according to this theory consumers cut themselves off when they become aware of a (commercial) source’s intent to persuade. Stealth marketing therefore tries to have a more subtle of softer persuasional influence by interfering with the consumer’s persuasion detection function and catching consumers off guard so that consumers are less aware that they are in fact pushed into a certain direction. The consumers actually think they themselves initiated thinking and talking about a (new) product or service. Stealth marketing has the propensity to present goods “by the softest sell of all” (Kaikati & Kaikati, 2004). 

The dimensions of the soft and hard sell constructs are not clearly defined in the literature (Silk & Vavra, 1973; Cox & Cox, 1988). Applied in a personal selling context Bursk (1947) describes hard sell as a high pressure selling technique which involves talking consumers into buying, even in cases in which the prospect does not want the good, or the good does not fit the consumers’ needs, but also when the consumer cannot afford the good. Chu, Gerstner and Hess (1995) describe hard sell as a situation in which individuals are linked to products in such an annoying manner that the average consumer’s displeasure exceeds the potential product benefits. The soft sell approach in contrary is a selling technique characterized by a low perceived pressure to buy (Bursk, 1947).

The soft/hard sell approach can also be applied to the content of advertising messages. An example of a soft sell message, which is a pleasant, subtle (Silk & Vavra, 1973), casual and friendly approach of communicating the sales message, is given by Aaker (1985) when he described a beer advertisement that focussed on generating positive mood and sympathetic product associations, rather than highlighting product characteristics. This is opposed to hard sell messages which are more product oriented, deliberately to the point, clear (Krugman, 1962) and irritating (Silk & Vavra, 1973). A hard sell approach is based on verbal arguments (Bass et al., 2007) and is more forceful (Clee & Wicklund, 1980) than the friendly and on emotional images based (Bass et al., 2007) soft sell approach and involves aggressive consumer persuasion. In case of the hard sell approach the influence agent is straightforward about his intention to persuade (Kardes, 1988). This approach may provoke consumer reactance and can potentially damage the influence agent because of backfiring of his attempt to persuade (Clee & Wicklund, 1980).

In 1966 Dichter suggested a positive relation between soft sell approaches and WOM, and also between soft sell and the acceptance of recommendations made by commercial sources.  To be able to exploit the selling power of WOM, which according to Dichter (1966) is derived from the belief that the sender has no interest in selling and profit, the advertiser should appear non-commercial and disinterested. Dichter suggest that the advertiser should appear sincere, not commercially involved but motivated by the consumers’ well-being. The consumer should perceive the company’s ads as providing guidance and information rather than being a instrument to persuade, because in the latter case ad claims will be rejected. When advertisers develop sales messages that consumers can enjoy, and meanwhile employ a soft sell strategy by understating the real sales proposition, this might lead to higher sales (Dichter, 1966).

Since there has been no previous research in a viral marketing context investigating the effect of a hard/soft sell approach on the intention to forward the results of this study will contribute to the understanding of the drivers of forwarding behavior. However Cruz and Fill (2008) did make a distinction between a commercial and a commercial-free viral message, as described in paragraph 2.2, but the authors did not suggest how the forwarding behavior or evaluation of both types of viral messages differs between receivers of these types of virals but rather suggest this as a future area of research. It would indeed be interesting to research the impact of the persuasion level of an explicitly branded commercial viral video versus a non explicit version on the intention to forward since the decision to forward is made completely voluntarily by the receiver (Ho & Dempsey, 2009) and will only happen when receivers evaluate the message as perceiving value (Dobele, Toleman & Beverland, 2005) or when quality or relevance thresholds are met (Phelps et al., 2004). 

The suggestion of Cruz and Fill (2008) will be followed, however in their article they distinguished two types of virals, one placed on seeding sites while the other was not, visualized in the grid below.                             
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                                                                            Figure 3: Identifying thesis research area

This thesis will investigate cell C, non placed virals with varying levels of the commercial message, thus a soft- and hard sell message. The expected effect is described in the fifth hypothesis.

Hypothesis 5: The more soft sell a viral marketing video is considered, the higher the intention of the recipients to forward it.

3.3 Moderating effects 

In addition to the five expected main effects introduced in the paragraphs before, interactions between some variables are also expected. The sender (company versus strong tie) and the message characteristic soft/hard sell are expected to moderate the relation between humor on intention to forward and the relation involvement on intention to forward, for reasons explained in the following subparagraphs. These moderators are not expected to result in additional significant effects when added to the relation between surprise and the intention to forward because although the combination of surprise and soft sell would be more likely than surprise and hard sell, the relation between surprise and intention to forward is not expected to be significantly influenced by adding soft/hard sell as a moderator. The effect of sender on the relation between positive surprise and intention to forward virals has not yet been researched. However since the goal of a master thesis is to be of both practical and scientific relevance this effect will not be incorporated in the current research. Surprise occurs when unexpected or misexpected events occur (Derbaix & Vanhamme, 2003) resulting in astonished and amazed responses (Ekman & Friesen, 1975). In the future, companies will experience increasing difficulty to present a video that recipients would regard as unexpected.   

If a person for example sees a certain number of magic tricks, at a certain point s/he will see similarities between these tricks resulting in a diminished surprised response. Applying this example to virals, and in specific viral videos, companies will face increasing difficulty to be original and coming up with videos that do not cause a déjà-vu feeling. In some instances companies utilize concepts that have proven to be successful in the past. A recent example of this are the Tipp-ex’s ‘Hunter shoots a bear’ videos which got millions of views in September and October 2010 on YouTube but in fact is an updated version of Burger King’s ‘Subservient Chicken’-website. The basic idea behind these campaigns is that there is an interaction between the viewer and the subject(s) of the campaign which in the Tipp-ex campaign is a hunter and a bear, and in the Burger King viral a person dressed in a chicken suit. By typing in key-words the viewer is in control of the actions of the subject(s). In the case of the YouTube Tipp-ex campaign, a hunter gets a surprise visit of a bear appearing behind his tent. The hunter grabs his riffle and aims it at the bear. The 30-second video clip ends with two options for the viewer, either to let the hunter shoot the bear, or not to shoot the bear. In both cases the bear is saved, because the hunter reaches out of the You-Tube video frame into the Tipp-ex advertisement on the right side of the commercial. The hunter grabs the Tipp-ex product and applies it to erase ‘shoots’ from the title ‘Hunter shoots a bear’. The viewer can than type in a number of commands such as ‘tickles’, ‘high fives’ but even ‘Michael Jackson’ leading to videos in which these commands, for instance ‘Hunter high fives a bear’ are executed. 

Another example of a viral with a familiar touch is Samsung’s 2010 ‘Use your influence’ viral which resembles Evian’s ‘Live Young’ campaign because it also uses a young adorable child as main character. The campaign also resembles T-Mobile’s successful ‘T-Mobile dance’ campaign since both videos start with one person dancing leading to a reaction of a group of dancers, although the number of dancers involved in the Samsung campaign does not compare with  T-Mobile’s flash mob at a train station in London.

The point is that it will be increasingly difficult to surprise consumers with never-seen-before content because campaigns, deliberately or not, resemble each other, leading to less surprised responses by consumers. Thus to conclude, companies have a higher chance of increasing the intention to forward by developing videos maximizing (ad-to-consumer) relevance or centred around humor, rather than trying to create surprise. These effects will be discussed next.

3.3.1 Moderating involvement on intention to forward: Hard- versus soft sell message content 

High involvement leads to increased resistance to persuasion (Sherif & Hovland, 1961) and higher ad involvement results in higher levels of counter argumentation (Sternthal, Phillips & Dholakia, 1978; Wright 1974) and discounting advertising claims (Yang & Smith, 2009). Based on previous research Yang and Smith (2009) conclude that the acceptation of messages is significantly diminished by consumer discounting. It would therefore be very interesting to see how the relationship between involvement and intention to forward would differ after altering the message from a hard sell sales message, to a soft sell message because one would expect this would lead to reduced counter-arguing and increased message acceptance and potentially increased forwarding behavior. 

The first proposed moderating effect will regard the influence of the level of soft versus hard sell message content, on the relationship between involvement and intention to forward. Involvement was conceptualized as consisting out of ad-to-consumer-relevance and brand-to-consumer-relevance. When individuals are involved this should lead to active information processing (Laurent & Kapferer, 1985) however Petty, Cacioppo and Goldman (1981) suggested that the motivation for the receiver to process low personal relevant information and offer resistance against persuasion is limited. When an individual is not motivated or capable to think about the content of a message, the peripheral route to attitude change is more likely to be followed (Petty, Cacioppo & Goldman, 1981). When consumers experience a low involvement situation they follow the heuristic view of persuasion which means that they avoid thorough processing of for instance the message characteristics such as the comprehensibility and validity of persuasive argumentation but rather focus on the aspects of the message that require minimal cognitive effort to process (Chaiken, 1980). 

In the current research the level of involvement will not be manipulated, rather the effect of different levels of hard sell or soft sell message content on the relation between involvement and intention to forward will be investigated. Since advertising claims will be rejected in case the consumer perceives the ad’s sole focus is to persuade (Dichter, 1966) it is expected that a hard sell message negatively influences the relation between relevance and intention to forward. Soft sell messages, in contrary, are expected to lead to a more positive relation between involvement and intention to forward, thus leading to higher forwarding intentions.

Hypothesis 6: The impact of involvement on the intention to forward the viral marketing video is expected to be higher when consumers regard the video as soft sell as opposed to hard sell.

3.3.2 Moderating involvement on intention to forward: Sender characteristics

Viral marketing referrals are usually sent without a preceding request from the recipient. The receivers are therefore not necessarily eager to invest time in these unsolicited e-mails (De Bruyn & Lilien, 2008). As described in the previous subparagraph recipients may lack the motivation or ability to process these messages. Individuals following a heuristic strategy avoid detailed elaboration of message content, but rather rely on other characteristics such as source characteristics to evaluate the acceptability of the message (Chaiken, 1980). A similar remark was made by Petty and Cacioppo (1981) who suggested that in low involvement conditions the credibility of the source had a big influence on persuasion and that low involved individuals formed attitudes based on the sender’s identity rather than the quality of the message’s content. Likewise Schumann and Thorson (1990) stated that the characteristics of the sender of the message can be transferred to the message or influence how the message is perceived.

Recently Ketelaar, van Voskuijlen and Lathouwers (2010) suggested that when consumers experienced a weaker brand-to-consumer-relevance the factor of who forwarded the message in a online social network had a greater influence in the forwarding behavior of the recipient than in the case the recipient experienced a strong brand-to-consumer-relevance. In this case the sender characteristics had less influence in forwarding. When combining the statements of (Chaiken, 1980), Petty and Cacioppo (1981), and Schumann and Thorson (1990) with the research results of  Ketelaar, van Voskuijlen and Lathouwers (2010) the question raises of what would happen to the relation between involvement and intention to forward if the level of involvement would not be manipulated and the source of the message was altered.

Tie strength was identified as one of the dominant elements explaining the influence of word-of-mouth communications (De Bruyn & Lilien, 2008). In hypothesis one the mechanism of influence on intention to forward was expected to be greater and more positive in the case messages were received from strong ties as opposed to company’s. In the second moderating effect close ties are expected to have a positive influence on the effect of involvement on the intention to forward. The reason for this is that strong ties are more likely to be homophilous (Granovetter, 1973; McPherson, Smith-Lovin & Cook, 2001) meaning having relations with others who are similar with regards to specific characteristics, such as age, gender, education (Ibarra, 1992) and/or ethnicity, religion and occupation (McPherson, Smith-Lovin & Cook, 2001). Similarity between individuals facilitates communication (Brass, 1985; Brown & Reingen, 1987; McPherson, Smith-Lovin & Cook, 2001) and word-of-mouth communication between homophilous ties are more likely to generate interest since the potential  benefits are perceived to be greater when being informed via a similar other (De Bruyn & Lilien, 2008). Pousttchi and Wiedemann (2007) regarded being linked to similar others a fundamental principle of viral marketing. Since closely tied similar others are more likely to be aware of the tastes and interests of recipients than companies (Ho & Dempsey, 2009), or individuals with dissimilar likes and dislikes (De Bruyn & Lilien, 2008) the source of the message is probable to moderate the relation of involvement on intention to forward leading to the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 7: The impact of involvement on the intention to forward the viral marketing video is expected to be higher when consumers receive the video via a strong tie relation as opposed receiving the same message via a company.

3.3.3 Moderating humor on intention to forward: Hard- versus soft sell message content 

Cramphorn and Meyer (2009) found that when humor or music are dominant characteristics of the ad, the ad typically attracts more attention. But how will the effect of this attention grabbing device change when a hard sell or soft sell message is introduced as a moderator?

Research findings of Sternthal and Craig (1973) uncovered several relations between humor and persuasion. In the sixties and seventies humor was believed to be an effective persuasive tool although studies aimed at providing evidence for humor effectiveness leaded to mixed results. Some authors concluded that on repetition humor would quickly wear out and therefore could not be persuasive over an extended time period (Sternthal & Craig, 1973). However in a viral marketing context the consumer is in control of the exposure rate since the individual initiates whether or not to view the viral video, and also determines how often to view the video, so the wear out effect will be present but only to the extent the individual allows it to. 

Although not in the context of viral marketing, the relation of humor and message type has been previously researched. Weinberger and Spotts (1989) declared that to a greater extent than hard sell methods, soft sell methods employ humorous appeals. Markiewicz (1974) suggested that persuasion was aided by soft sell messages with a humorous touch while a humorous hard sell approach decreased persuasion. The subtleness of the presentation of the promotional message is expected to moderate the relation of humor on intention to forward leading to the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 8: The impact of humor on the intention to forward the viral marketing video is expected to be higher when consumers regard the video as soft sell as opposed to hard sell. 

3.3.4 Moderating humor on intention to forward: Sender characteristics 

Source credibility appears to be a dominant driver of viral marketing success in general. However the conclusions in the literature of humor on source credibility are contradicting. While Sternthal and Craig (1973) claimed that humor has a source credibility enhancing tendency, Madden and Weinberger (1984) concluded the opposite after a review of the survey results answered by two groups of ad agency employees, researchers and creative directors. The results of the latter authors suggested that humor reduces source credibility. This conclusion is in line with Eisend’s (2009) suggestion that humor has a negative effect on source credibility.

This research however will not test the relation of humor on source credibility but will test how the relation of humor on intention to forward differs after the inclusion of the variable sender characteristics (strong tie versus company). Both Madden and Weinberger (1984) and Speck (1991) suggested that not all humorous attempts will be appreciated by all recipients and lead to pleasure for all audiences. The so-called in-group will experience pleasure while the out-group may not, and may even be the target of the in-group’s humor (Madden & Weinberger, 1984). Since close ties are likely to experience a homophilous relation they are more likely to share the same sense of humor. Since a high degree of overlap in personal characteristics indicates shared interests and worldviews (Ibarra, 1992) the source of the message is expected to moderate the relation of humor on intention to forward, resulting in the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 9: The impact of humor on the intention to forward the viral marketing video is expected to be higher when consumers receive the video via a strong tie relation as opposed receiving the same message via a company.

3.4 Conceptual framework

The expected relations described in the previous paragraphs are depicted in the figure below. 
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4.  Research methodology







                         

The aim of the first paragraph of this chapter is to clarify the variables of interest of this study and to specify how these variables (dependent and independent) were conceptualized. The chapter will then continue by describing the data collection method and how the sample was selected, followed by a paragraph in which will be explained how the final data file was comprised and a motivation is provided for excluding certain responses from further analysis.
4.1 Variables and measures

Ho and Dempsey (2009) proposed the exploration of the characteristics of online content as a potential valuable area of future research. The motivation for this suggestion was the notion that some online content tended to be more viral. The authors highlighted the importance of identifying the message characteristics that make some online content more viral than other content (Ho & Dempsey, 2009). In 2004 Phelps et al. suggested researching the influence of source characteristics on viral message dissemination as a potential valuable future research direction. Both suggestions of Ho and Dempsey (2009) and Phelps et al. (2004) will be followed. The independent variables, strong tie (versus company), surprise, humor, involvement and soft sell message content are expected to positively influence the dependent variable intention to forward.

4.1.1 Dependent variable

Difficulties in the measurement of viral e-mail communication resemble a challenge described by Godes and Mayzlin (2004) when describing complications of how one should gather data regarding the measurement of word-of-mouth. In case of WOM, the exchange of information occurs in personal and private dialogues which are difficult to observe directly (Godes & Mayzlin, 2004). In a viral marketing context however, it is technically possible to follow particular message strains, in real-time, from the initiator to recipients in various pass-along stages but since this method invades the privacy of the consumer, it raises ethical questions. When the aforementioned tracking system is used with the consent of the research participants, the knowledge that behavior that in general is private is now monitored could alter the behavior of the respondents (Phelps et al., 2004). Since intention and actual behavior are related; “the stronger the intention to engage in a behavior, the more likely should be its performance” (Ajzen, 1991) rather than measuring actual forwarding behavior the dependent variable of interest in this study is the individuals’ intention to forward. 
The intention to forward mobile viral marketing content was empirically investigated by Wiedemann, Haunstetter and Pousttchi (2008) via an online questionnaire. The respondents were instructed to specify the probability that they would forward each of the mobile viral marketing examples on a seven point scale (1 = “yes, definitely” and 7 = “definitely not”). To measure the intention to forward in the current research, the question “Please indicate how likely you are to forward …” was adopted and adapted from Wiedemann, Haunstetter and Pousttchi (2008). Boulding et al. (1993) concur that the construct behavioral intention can be measured with the question “How likely are you to …” but the scale of the authors was anchored between ‘very unlikely’ to ‘very likely’. For the current research the scale of Boulding et al. (1993) was adopted in the questionnaire.

4.1.2 Independent variables

The independent variables expected to exert significant influence on the dependent variable are one source characteristic (company versus strong ties) and the message characteristics surprise, humor, involvement, and the soft/hard sell message approach of the viral marketing video. 

· Company versus strong tie

The interactions with friends (Brown & Reingen, 1987; Godes & Mayzlin, 2009; Ruef, 2002) are used to measure how strong ties influence the intention to forward as opposed to the influence of a company sender on the intention to forward. A similar distinction was made in a recent study of Van der Lans et al. (2010). The study was aimed at the development of a viral branching model which could predict the number of individuals reached by a viral marketing campaign. The authors identified a differential effect as a result of receiving e-mails via different senders. A viral marketing campaign from a financial service provider was the subject of research and the likelihood of partaking in the game after receipt of an e-mail from a friend was found to be considerably higher than the likelihood of partaking after receiving a seeding e-mail sent by the company. However the different responses found in the study could be triggered by a difference in the type of e-mail sent to individuals since the company’s seeding e-mail differed from the viral e-mail sent by a friend. The seeding e-mail was only sent to individuals who had opted in on receiving promotional e-mails from the company (Van der Lans et al., 2010). However consumers opting-in on receiving company information or product information usually already experience a high level of involvement, especially brand-to-consumer relevance, thus this might bias the present study’s results on the intention to forward. In fact Van der Lans et al. (2010) found that the third option to participate in the viral campaign, besides the before mentioned seeding e-mail and viral         e-mail, by clicking on banners, resulted in even higher chances of participating than the chance of partaking of individuals who had received the viral mail from a friend. The authors suggested this was most likely the result a higher campaign interest and company interest of the banner clicking individuals (Van der Lans et al., 2010).

The present study investigates how the intention to forward is influenced when an unsolicited e-mail is sent via a strong tie versus a company. However, the scenario that a consumer who has not opted-in receives an e-mail with a (viral) video from a company is very unrealistic. To measure in the present study how the company as the sender of a viral message influences the intention to forward, a scenario was created. According to the scenario the company hosts a contest with a large price (value €1000) that appeals to the consumer. In order to be able to win this price the individual simply has to insert his/her e-mail address on a specific website. Because the consumer is offered an extra chance of winning when he/she gives the company permission to use the entered e-mail address for the company’s promotional activities the consumer consents with this incentive. 

An incentive structure similar to this was used in September 2010 on the website of the newspaper ‘Algemeen Dagblad’, which is one of the largest paid-for newspapers in the Netherlands. After entering their e-mail address, participants had to answer an easy to resolve question and could then decide to subscribe to the weekly newsletter for an extra chance to win a colorful SMEG retro refrigerator which had a retail value of approximately €850. Other options to earn an extra chance of winning were to share the campaign on social network sites such as Hyves or Facebook.

To test the practical relevance of the scenario three questions were incorporated in the two company versions of the survey to assess whether individuals actually would perform behavior they are assumed to perform in the scenario. The first question evaluated how likely respondents are to fill in their e-mail address on a website if this is necessary to partake in a contest with a large prize (value €1000) that appeals to the consumer. In addition respondents were asked whether they would opt-in on receiving promotional e-mails in return for an extra chance of winning the prize. Since these types of e-mails can easily be blocked after the competition is over, respondents are expected not to see opting-in as a huge hurdle to increase their chances of winning. The third question requested respondents to indicate to what extent they agreed with the statement that they would open   e-mail from the company featured in the video.

· Surprise 
Derbaix and Vanhamme (2003) measured surprise by conceptualising the variable as the experience of amazement, astonishment and surprise. The higher respondents assessed the occurrence of these three items measured on a five-point scale, where one corresponded to ‘‘not at all’’ while five corresponded to ‘‘a lot’’, the more the individuals had experienced the emotion of surprise.  This measure aligns with Dobele et al. (2007) who determined the extent to which their respondents experienced surprise by applying an identical conceptualisation of surprise. This measurement suggestion was followed but to differentiate from previous research only the effect of positive surprise on the intention to forward was measured. To increase the consistency of the questionnaire items, the five-point scale was altered into a seven-point scale anchored between totally disagree and totally agree.

In addition to this measurement the respondents were asked whether they have seen the video at an event preceding the questionnaire because familiarity with the video is likely to decrease the perceived surprise. Besides the effect of familiarity on surprise, repeated exposure to the same ad is also related to the concept of involvement. Zaichkowsky (1994) suggests that an individual’s involvement to a certain advertisement may vary over multiple exposures. Although it is not clear whether this leads to beneficial or disadvantageous effects for involvement, to control for such effects the familiarity question is included in the questionnaire. 

· Humor

To measure how the respondents perceive humor a measure suggested by Zhang (1996) was applied. The measurement consists of five pairs of bipolar adjectives, measured with a semantic differential scale (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.91). The five items determining humor are not humorous-humorous, not funny-funny, not playful-playful, not amusing-amusing, and the reversed coded not dull-dull. The ratings on these measures need to be averaged, and this mean serves as the measure of perceived humor (Zhang, 1996). To increase user friendliness, comprehensibility and the consistency of the overall survey the five word pairs were narrowed down to five statements with a single adjective, measured with a seven-point scale anchored between totally disagree and totally agree.

· Involvement

In 1985 the Personal Involvement Inventory (PII) was developed as a tool for academic research to account for and to measure individual variation in the level of involvement. The PII originally was utilized to measure the state of involvement in the domains purchase situations and products but later it was demonstrated that the construct was also applicable to measure involvement with advertising. The seven-point PII originally consisted out of twenty items but was successfully and reliably reduced to ten bipolar adjective scale items (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.91-0.96). These ten items can be divided into two groups of five items, one representing the affective component of involvement while the remaining items form a group of cognitive involvement. The items forming the group of affective involvement are fascinating, interesting, exciting, appealing, and involving. The five items representing the more rational group are valuable, important, meaningful, relevant, and needed (Zaichkowsky, 1994). To measure ad-to-consumer relevance and brand-to-consumer relevance in the present study the ten item PII was used. To decrease the chance of auto-checking (Smith et al., 2007) three survey items relating to the involvement construct were reverse-phrased. As was the case with the humor measurement, the ten bipolar items were formed into ten single adjectives measured with a seven-point scale anchored between totally disagree and totally agree.

· Soft sell versus hard sell 
Since there is no clear definition regarding the constructs of soft/hard sell, nor a proposed measurement of this construct the measurement will consist out of statements of different authors concerning soft/hard sell, as described in subparagraph 3.2.4. The respondents were asked to what extent they agreed with the statement that the video contained an obvious sales message, where low agreement refers to a soft sell message and high agreement is equal to a hard sell message. Other statements involved the degree to which consumers perceived the video as product orientated, forceful and pleasant, where high scores on the degree of product orientation and forcefulness lead to a high score on hard sell, while a high score on pleasantness relates to the experience of a soft sell message.

· Additional questions

In addition to the survey questions aimed at measuring the dependent and independent variables, some additional questions were added. To make certain that the answers regarding the video were based on the content of the video, respondents were asked whether they were able to play the total video. Respondents who indicated that they have not watched the complete video were automatically directed toward the closing page of the survey. 

Chaffey et al. (2009) state that the two foremost forms of spreading viral messages is via      e-mail and social networks. Although no proposition is hypothesized, in addition to the intention to forward question, a question regarding the respondent’s intention to post the video on his/her social network profile was also included in the survey. The purpose of including this question is to investigate whether an individuals intention to forward viral videos differ from their intention to post viral videos on their social network profile.

To control for the fact that responses might be more or less favourable because of a certain attitude towards Sony Ericsson, two questions (I like the brand Sony Ericsson and Sony Ericsson is a good brand) measuring brand attitude adopted from Cline and Kellaris (1999) were incorporated in the questionnaire. As an additional control variable a question about the ownership of the product featured in the hard sell video as well as in the soft sell video was included in the survey.

The final set of additional questions not directly intended to measure one of the hypothesized effects were two questions requesting the respondent’s age and gender. These questions were included in order to verify that potential differences between the (2x2) designs were not caused by differences between groups with regard to these variables.

4.2 Data collection method

The problem statement will be attempted to be answered by applying a descriptive research design. As in most descriptive researches a survey is utilized (Burns & Bush, 2005) to acquire the primary data needed to gain insights regarding consumers’ intention to forward viral videos.

The alteration of the sender and the subtleness of the presentation of the commercial message are expected to moderate the effects of humor and involvement on the intention to forward. To examine these moderations different survey versions were developed to account for the hypothesized effects, leading to 2x2 versions, since the message source was altered (company source versus strong tie source) as was the link to the video (soft sell message content versus hard sell message content). Both the hard- and soft sell versions of the video featured Sony Ericcson’s smartphone Xperia X10.  

The soft sell version was part of a video campaign of several humorous videos in which actors were invited to a product testing institute to test several smartphones. Each video centres around a different group of individuals ranging from toddlers, seniors, surfers, guidos and glamrockers to models and in each video a different function of the Xperia X10 was highlighted. The video
 selected to feature in the soft sell version of the survey showed the video of three blonde models in the product testing institute, who were asked to answer various questions regarding the product category smartphones. The models sat behind a table with a sign in front of them with the name of the product they were reviewing, the Xperia10, iPhone4 and the Galaxy Vibrant. Because none of the products has a lead role in the video the viewer gets the impression that he/she is watching an actual focus group discussion without being pushed into buying the Xperia X10, or one of the other phones. In fact the girls testing the other two phones and the signs in front of them are more dominantly presented in the video than the girl testing the Xperia X10. Until the end of the three minute video the sender behind this campaign remains unidentified. In the last eight seconds of the video it becomes clear that the sender of this video is Sony Ericsson promoting the Xperia X10. The final fourteen seconds of the video are used to display the other videos of the campaign.

The hard sell video
 was selected after two different Xperia X10 commercials were pre-tested with a small sample of family members and classmates (N=10). Since the intention to forward the videos was identical and the hard sell scores of both videos were approximately equal, the decision which video to utilize in the final version of the questionnaire was based on the results of the question whether the respondents had seen the video before. As mentioned earlier in this subparagraph, familiarity with the video is likely to influence surprise and involvement. Since the first video had apparently appeared on Dutch television respondents indicated more often that they had seen or may had seen this video before compared to the second video. For this reason the second video was employed in the company- and friend hard sell version of the questionnaire. The hard sell video that was selected was shorter than the soft sell version and the total commercial approximately lasted 45 seconds. One of the few spoken lines in this video was “Travel back through your e-mail, Twitter and Facebook and more, all in one place” which was illustrated by the main female character of the video travelling back through time with the Xperia phone in her hands in order to save herself out of an embarrassing situation because she could not  remember the name of the new boyfriend of her best friend.

Two versions of the final questionnaire are inserted in the appendix. Appendix one demonstrates survey version one combining the company sender with the soft sell video, while appendix two displays the friend version of the survey combined with the hard sell version of the video. 

4.3 Sample selection
The sampling method applied was a convenience sample which is one of the four types of a nonprobability sampling method (Burns & Bush, 2005). The convenience sample was composed of students of the Erasmus University. The use of this group in relation to internet studies is advocated by several authors, because this group is among the first age groups growing up with the Internet (Sun et al., 2006) and has a propensity to be the frequent users of the internet (Ho & Dempsey, 2009). Ho and Dempsey (2009) as well as Helm (2000) agree that the segment college students provide great potential to marketers. More specifically Helm (2000) suggests that college-aged students might be particularly useful to function as the first carriers, or patients zero (Watts, Peretti & Frumin, 2007),  in the process of spreading the viral marketing campaign since students tend to be internet users with many intense contacts to other internet users (Helm, 2000). Also younger consumers are more prone to use the internet for fun purposes such as watching video clips, playing games, acquiring hobby information or otherwise browse for fun, compared to older consumers (Howard, Rainie & Jones, 2001). 
In order to collect the primary data needed for the study an invitation to one of the four versions of the survey was sent to approximately 790 students of the Erasmus University. The largest fraction on this group (662 students) was enrolled in the first year’s Economics and Business course mathematics. The remaining group of invited students were classmates who had not been invited to partake in the pre-test, and the marketing students of 2010-2011. After the survey had been online for almost two weeks, a total of 144 responses were collected, which equals a response rate of 18.2%, however as will be explained in the next paragraph not all 144 responses were usable. One potential cause for this low response rate was the fact that the invitation to partake in the survey was sent one week before the examination week. In this busy week students are usually occupied with handing in assignments and preparing for the examinations and therefore perhaps less willing to spend time answering surveys. Another potential cause for the low response rate was the requirement to fill out the survey on a computer or laptop which supports sound. Since the computers at the Erasmus university only support sound in case the individual brings a headphone along and plugs this into the computer, this might have been an obstacle for some respondents. 

4.4 Data screening 

After the survey output from ThesisTools was imported into the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS), the eight reverse-phrased items were reverse-coded to match the direction of the wording of the other questionnaire items. Before the factor analysis and regression were executed, the dataset was first screened for unusable responses. Some responses could not be used because the respondent indicated not to have viewed the complete video, these responses were the first group to be excluded from further analysis. In addition to the previous criterion, other reasons to be excluded from subsequential analysis were more than one missing value per respondent or inconsistencies in answering the survey. 

To reduce the response bias, which is a systematic propensity to respond to survey items based on a different basis then what the item was intended to assess (Baumgartner & Steenkamp, 2001), reverse-phrased items can be used (Field, 2005). However in this survey not only reverse-phrased items but both endpoints of one bipolar PII item were used to measure the respondents consistency of answering the ad-to-consumer-relevance and brand-to-consumer-relevance questions. This was done by asking the respondents to what extent they evaluated the product category smartphones and the video as ‘boring’ as well as ‘interesting’. After the scores on boring were reverse-coded into not boring, the score for each respondent on the variable not boring was deducted from the same respondent’s score on interesting. This was done twice, once for ad-to-consumer-relevance and the second time for brand-to-consumer-relevance, thus leading to two scores which should not deviate from each other, neither positively nor negatively. However the scores of a large number of respondents deviated from zero. When the deviation on either the ad-to-consumer measure or brand-to-consumer measure extended two or minus two, these respondents were judged to have answered the survey in an inconsistent manner and in order to prevent validity problems, these nineteen respondents were excluded from further analysis.

Of the seventeen respondents with multiple missing values, six respondents answered the question which was intended to measure the dependent variable. However, of these six respondents two respondents answered the questionnaire in an inconsistent manner and would have been excluded based on the inconsistency criterion if they were not excluded before because of the multiple missing answers. The four other respondents missed data on eight to seventeen values. Because one respondent neglected to answer questions regarding the control questions and demographics, it was decided to include this respondent into the analysis, leading to a total of sixteen respondents excluded for multiple missing answers.

An additional variable was added to the dataset indicating the reason for exclusion from further analysis. Per survey version the number of variables that were included and excluded, and a motivation for exclusion were requested via frequencies. A schematic overview of how the final sample (N=94) was comprised is provided in the table below.
	
	                The composition the final sample

	Sender
	
	Message Content: Soft sell
	Message content: Hard sell

	
	Company
	Survey version 1
	Survey version 3

	
	
	Initial number of respondents:

- Not seen video:
- Missing values:
- Inconsistent answers:
	38

-6

-3

-8
	100%

15.8%

7.9%

21.1%
	Initial number of respondents:

- Not seen video:
- Missing values:
- Inconsistent answers:
	31

-1

-3

-2
	100%

3.2%

9.7%

6.5%

	
	
	Final number of respondents:

· Males: 

· Average age:
	21

11

21.8
	55.3%

52.4%

ơ=3.2
	Final number of respondents:

· Males:

· Average age: 
	25

18

21.4
	80.6%

72%

ơ =2.6

	
	Strong Tie
	Survey version 2
	Survey version 4

	
	
	Initial number of respondents:

- Not seen video:
- Missing values:
- Inconsistent answers:
	45

-4

-8

-5
	100%

8.9%

17.8%

11.1%
	Initial number of respondents:

· Not seen video:
· Missing values:
· Inconsistent answers:
	30

-4

-2

-4
	100%

13.3%

6.37%

13.3%

	
	
	Final number of respondents:

· Males:

· Average age:
	28

17

22.1
	62.2%

60.7%

ơ =2.7
	Final number of respondents:

· Males:

· Average age:
	20

14
20.6
	66.7%

70%

ơ =2


The table reveals a high number of responses that were excluded from further analysis, in total 51 responses (≈ 35%) were excluded. The number of excluded responses shows a large deviation per survey version, with survey versions one and three as extremes regarding the percentage of responses that could be utilized.

Fifteen people indicated that they were not able to play the total video. No explanation can be given for this unexpected result since whether the video could be played was tested before the survey was made available online, and none of the pre-testers had indicated similar problems. These fifteen respondents were automatically directed towards the closing page of the survey. In addition to these individuals, seven of the sixteen persons with multiple missing values abandoned the survey on page four of the survey which is the page in which the video is presented and also the page with the question asking respondents whether they were able to play the total video. Of the 51 respondents excluded from the survey, 22 respondents (≈ 43%) did not reach the fifth page of the survey, since none of the respondents with multiple missing values exited the survey before page four. An potential explanation clarifying a large fraction of the seven respondents who stopped at the page of the video, but perhaps also a fraction of the fifteen individuals who claimed not to have seen the total video is that the instructions for the survey, in which was explained that a computer or laptop which supports sound was required, were (partly) skipped or poorly read by these individuals. After screening the dataset, the final analysis was conducted via SPSS as is described in the next chapter.

5.  Data analysis and research results



            


In this chapter the data analysis methods factor analysis and multiple regression are described and the research results for the main- and interaction effects are presented. In addition to the hypothesized effects the results for several variables for which no effect on the intention to forward was hypothesized are presented. The chapter will conclude with an overview table and figure which both summarize the hypothesized effects and reveal whether these effects were significantly supported by the data.

5.1 Factor analysis

After the dataset was screened for unusable responses the items were rescaled so that items measured on for instance the scale totally disagree-totally agree which originally was anchored between one and seven now was anchored between zero and six, to provide easier to interpret results after subsequent analysis.

Because all of the measures used to assess the constructs out of the conceptual framework consist out of multiple items, such as the measures for involvement and humor, factor analysis with the principal component extraction method was conducted to validate whether the measures do in fact correlate highly with variables of the in-group, but not with other variables, and represent a single variable (Field, 2005). 

In the initial model the 37 items designed to measure the constructs ad-to-consumer-relevance, brand-to-consumer-relevance, surprise, humor, message content, brand attitude and the questions designed to check the scenario were included. Because the questions designed to check the scenario were only assigned to respondents answering the company version of the survey this resulted in missing values for approximately 50 respondents. Because none of the options dealing with missing variables could be used without either excluding more than half of the respondents, by suppressing the standard deviation or by having an unknown influence on the other estimates, the variables measuring the scenario were excluded from analysis. The two items designed to measure brand attitude did not meet the minimum requirement of reaching a value of .5 for the diagonal elements of the anti-image correlation matrix. These diagonal elements, which have a value between zero and one, represent the measures of sampling adequacy (MSA) and in order to be retained in further analysis the variables should have a value of at least .5 since lower values indicate insufficient correlation with other variables of the ‘family’ (Dziuban & Shirkey, 1974). A value below .5 is regarded as unacceptable (Field, 2005) therefore the two brand attitude measures were also excluded from the analysis.

In the second factor analysis all 32 variables designed to measure one of the constructs out of the conceptual framework were included. While the elements of brand-to-consumer relevance loaded onto a single component, this was not the case for ad-to-consumer-relevance. The affective component of ad-to-consumer relevance (fascinating, interesting, exciting, appealing, involving) loaded highly with humor and some items of surprise. Rotation did not provide better results and therefore it was decided to remove the five affective ad-to-consumer-relevance items. A new model was requested which revealed a component with high loadings on the rational ad-to-consumer-relevance items and surprise. Other solutions retaining the ‘affective’ items or ‘rational’ items of both types of involvement did not prove to be successful and in the final model all ten items designed to measure ad-to-consumer-relevance were excluded. 

Before rotation most constructs loaded on distinct components, with the exception of two of the four (hard-/soft sell)message content items, forceful and not pleasant. Because this scale was not adopted from previous research, Cronbach’s alpha was consulted to get an indication of the (hard-/soft sell) message content construct’s reliability. Inspection of the construct’s reliability analysis revealed that the two items loading on separate components had corrected item-Total correlations below the critical value of .3 which is an indication of internal inconsistency since the items do not correlate well with the other items of the scale (Field, 2005). The values in the column ‘alpha if item is deleted’ indicated that by deleting these items the overall reliability could be increased. The items forceful and not pleasant were stepwise manually deleted in two consecutive models resulting in a third model with an increase of the Cronbach’s alpha on the message content measure composed out of the two remaining variables obvious sales message and product orientation, from .472 to .529. Even after deleting the two problematic items the value of Cronbach’s alpha remained low since Cronbach’s alpha should be around .7-.8 to be considered acceptable (Field, 2005). Further reliability analysis showed that brand-to-consumer-relevance, surprise and humor were reliably measured, as is illustrated with a table placed towards the end of this subparagraph.

To increase the interpretability of the factors, the factors were rotated. While the orthogonal rotation method Varimax is often used because of the straightforwardness of its interpretation (Reise, Waller & Comrey, 2000), the factors were rotated by utilizing the oblique rotation method Direct Oblimin. This method was selected because surprise and humor are theoretically related as is illustrated by Alden, Mukherjee and Hoyer (2000), who found that surprise is a necessary condition to generate humorous evaluations. Support for this relation was found in the component matrix before rotation where some of the items designed to measure humor and surprise loaded on the same component. Since orthogonal rotation assumes independence of the underlying factors and oblique rotation assumes the factors are related or correlated, the latter approach was preferred. The more because multiple psychological constructs were included into the factor analysis and oblique rotations is favoured for modelling psychological constructs since it is incorrect to assume that psychological constructs ever are truly uncorrelated (Reise, Waller & Comrey, 2000). 

The two sets of factor loadings matrices in appendix three are the result of applying an oblique rotation method rather than an orthogonal rotation method, since the latter produces a single rotated component matrix. In the rotated component matrix the factor loadings represent correlation coefficients as well as regression coefficients. The factor loadings of the structure matrix correspond to the correlation coefficients for each factor and variable after rotation and the pattern matrix shows the regression coefficients per variable per factor. While both matrices should be consulted, the pattern matrix is usually employed for the interpretation of factors because the matrix contains information regarding a variable’s unique contribution to a factor (Field, 2005). Consultation of the pattern matrix indicated that after rotation four distinct components remained, in which the first component represents brand-to-consumer relevance, the second component corresponds to positive surprise, while the last two components represent humor and (hard-/soft sell) message content respectively. 

The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy for the final model was .772, and since this value is rather close to one, it is regarded as a good value (Field, 2005) because the measure indicates that the correlation matrix was indeed suitable for factor analysis. Since the Bartlett’s test of sphericity also was highly significant (.000) there is sufficient evidence to consider the data suitable for analysis (Dziuban & Shirkey, 1974). The SPSS output concerning the final model is included as appendix three. 

Besides the factor analysis for the items hypothesized to have a direct effect on the intention to forward, two separate factor analyses were conducted on the control variables designed to check the scenario and to measure brand attitude. The results of the reliability analysis for these factors are presented together with the reliability scores for positive surprise, humor, involvement and message content in the table below.
	Reliability analysis results

	
	Factor
	Cronbach’s Alpha

	Hypothesized effects
	Positive surprise
	 .885

	
	Humor
	 .878

	
	Involvement
	 .915

	
	Message content
	 .529

	
	 
	 

	
	Reliability overall model
	 .861

	Control variables
	 
	 

	
	Scenario (company version)
	 .828

	
	Brand attitude
	 .735


                                                                            Table 3: Cronbach’s Alpha
5.2 Regression

For every respondent an average score per construct was calculated based on the items used for composing the six constructs (positive surprise, humor, involvement, message content, scenario check, and brand attitude) that were retained after the factor analysis. These variables, which were used in further analysis, were given the name of the construct they were designed to measure, for instance brand attitude and positive surprise. 

All variables hypothesized to have an effect on the intention to forward, served as independent variables in a simple regression analysis which was conducted before the actual multiple regression analysis in order to asses the quality of each individual independent variable to predict the outcome variable intention to forward. Since all hypotheses assume a positive relationship between the variable and the intention to forward, the hypotheses are directional meaning that an one-tailed probability should be reported (Tuan Pham, 1998). The value for the one-tailed probability can be obtained by dividing the two-tailed probability by two (Field, 2005). These five simple regression models revealed significant one-tailed results for message content (.000), involvement (.000), positive surprise (.000), and humor (.000) although not always accompanied by significant results for the model’s constant.  Insignificant one-tailed results were found for the variable sender (.253).

5.2.1 Direct effects

Multiple regression analysis was utilized for hypotheses testing. To obtain the final model presented later in this subparagraph, all variables were included together into a multiple regression model, regardless of the results of the simple regression. Among the fourteen independent variables were the variables included into the factor analysis, the interaction variables as well as the variables sender, age, gender and (Sony Ericsson) smartphone ownership. Including all relevant variables into the regression model and stepwise excluding variables is preferred over regression models with a small number of variables to which variables are stepwise added and deleted, because the latter method is more likely to exclude independent variables involved in suppressor effects. These effects take place when an independent variable has a significant effect but only when another predictor is held constant (Field, 2005). This can result in making a Type II error, which is an acceptation of the H0 hypothesis based on the sample while in the population the Ha is true (Moore et al., 2003).  

One-tailed probabilities were used to test the variables featured in the nine directional hypothesis while for the remaining variables two-tailed test were utilized since relationships were expected however, the direction of the relationship was not predicted (Field, 2005). After multiple combinations of variables were examined, a regression model with only the hypothesized effects remained. In this model the variable sender had a highly insignificant (.302) one-tailed effect on the intention to forward meaning that the variable sender does not significantly aid prediction of intention to forward if message content, positive surprise, humor and involvement are also in the model. When the variable sender was excluded from the model this resulted in p-values closer to .000 for most of the other predictors of intention to forward and therefore it was decided to eliminate the variable sender from the final model. 

The  R Square of the final model was .367, meaning that almost 37 per cent of the variance of the dependent variable intention to forward can be explained by the model on the next page. The Durbin-Watson statistic provides information concerning the regression model’s assumption that the residual terms should be independent. The value can fluctuate between zero and four and values of two are an indication that the residuals are not correlated (Field, 2005), the Durbin-Watson statistic for this model is 2.094. 

To identify multicollinearity the correlation matrix composed out of all predictor variables was examined. No sets of variables with very high correlations were found, which is an indication that the variables do not contain the same information (Moore et al., 2003). An additional approach to detect multicollinearity was applied by consulting the variance inflation factor (VIF). These VIFs can have any value between one and infinity, were values larger than one are an indication of correlation between variables. Variables with higher VIF values contribute more to the standard error of the regression model and VIF scores of five or higher are seen as problematic since they are an indication of poorly estimated regression coefficients. The VIF scores for the variables in the model ranged from 1.169 to 1.909 and do not cause for concern of multicollinearity among the independent variables (Alden, Mukherjee & Hoyer, 2000; Field, 2005). The SPSS output is attached as appendix four and the final model, with p-values for the four independent variables based on one-tailed tests, is presented in the table below.
	Multiple regression coefficients

	Variable
	Unstandardized B
	Significance

	Constant
	-1.750
	.001

	Message content
	.974
	.002 

	Positive surprise
	.219
	.045

	Humor
	.270
	.038

	Involvement
	.366
	.005

	

	Dependent variable = intention to forward, R²= .367
p< .05 = bold, p<.10 = italic


The final model consists out of four of the five hypothesized direct effects. All variables are significant at the five per cent level meaning that support is found for the accompanying hypotheses. The baseline for intention to forward is negative when all predictor variables equal zero. However the intention to forward can be increased since all predictor variables are making a positive significant contribution to the model as can be concluded based on each variable’s value for the unstandardized B coefficient. These b-values indicate how the independent variable influences the intention to forward in case the effects of all other predictor variables are kept constant. 

Because the variables were measured using different scales, either anchored between zero and one (message content), or between zero and six (positive surprise, humor, involvement), the standardized b-values are also informative, since they are measured in standard deviation units, which makes these values directly comparable (Field, 2005). Message content was the variable with the highest standardized Beta coefficient of .281, while positive surprise had the lowest Beta score of .182 as can been seen in appendix four. This value indicates that as positive surprise increases by one standard deviation (1.44), intention to forward increases by .182 standard deviations which is 1.74 thus this represents a change of .32 (=.182*1.74) on the intention to forward. This means that for every 1.44 increase in positive surprise, the intention to forward increases by .32 when all other independent variables are held constant.
To conclude the results of the direct effects; support is found for hypothesis two, three, four and five since soft sell message content, positive surprise, humor, and involvement significantly increase the intention to forward when all other predictor variables are kept constant.

5.2.2 Interaction effects

Besides the hypotheses concerning the direct effects on the intention to forward, of which the results were discussed in the previous subparagraph, hypotheses designed to examine the effects of more than one independent variable on the intention to forward were also proposed. The results of these interaction effects are discussed in this subparagraph.

Four hypotheses (hypothesis six up to and including hypothesis nine) were proposed in which interaction effects were included. The relation between involvement on intention to forward and the relation humor on intention to forward were expected to be moderated by the variables message content (hard- versus soft sell content) and by altering the sender of the message (company or strong tie). To test whether a significant relation exists between the four interaction terms (message content*humor, message content*involvement, sender*humor, and sender*involvement), main effects and interaction terms should both be included into the model so that the interaction effects are tested while controlling for the effects of the independent variables involved in the interaction terms (Field, 2005; Moore et al., 2003). The interaction effects were included into the regression model in various ways, for instance by including all four interaction effects together with the main effects into the model, including the variables per set of interaction effects into the main model, or by putting each single interaction effect separately into the model with the direct effects. As final options regression models comprised only out of three main effects and the two interaction effects were requested as well as regression models consisting out of the two main effects and one interaction effect. However none of the requested models resulted in a significant outcome for the interaction effects and its accompanying main effects simultaneously as is illustrated by the models positioned in table five. The variable sender did not have a significant influence on the dependent variable intention to forward when the variables message content, positive surprise, humor, and involvement were also part of the model, as was shown in the previous subparagraph. For this reason table five shows two separate models in which three direct effects and two interaction effects are included. Since the hypotheses concerning the interaction effects were also directional table five reports the one-tailed probability values.
	Multiple regression coefficients

	Model with interaction 1
	Variable
	Unstandardized B
	Significance

	
	Constant
	-.928
	.232

	
	Message content
	-.326
	.377

	
	Humor
	.126
	.276

	
	Involvement
	.403
	.020

	
	Message content * Humor
	.447
	.107

	
	Message content * Involvement
	-.068
	.405

	
	

	
	Dependent variable = intention to forward, R²= .367
p< .05 = bold, p<.10 = italic

	Model with interaction 2
	

	
	Variable
	Unstandardized B
	Significance

	
	Constant
	-1.540
	.027

	
	Sender
	-.123
	.453

	
	Humor
	.419
	.011

	
	Involvement
	.446
	.019

	
	Sender * Humor
	.193
	.221

	
	Sender * Involvement
	-.104
	.364

	
	

	
	Dependent variable = intention to forward, R²= .306

p< .05 = bold, p<.10 = italic


Since none of all requested models resulted in significant interaction effects it can be concluded that there are no significant interaction effects taking the direct effects of the variables (message content/sender, humor, and involvement) already into account. 
5.2.3 Additional results
Before the results of cell phone ownership, brand attitude, the questions designed to check the scenario, age, and gender on the intention to forward are discussed, the results of the question ‘I have seen this video before’ are examined. All p-values in the models in this subparagraph are two-tailed, unless specifically noted, since relationships between the aforementioned variables and the intention to forward were expected but no direction of the relationship was specified.

Since surprised responses arise when an unexpected or misexpected event occurs (Ekman & Friesen, 1975) it was proposed earlier, in chapter four research methodology, that familiarity with the video could decrease the experience of surprise. In addition it was suggested that familiarity might influence an individual’s advertisement involvement. However, since only brand-to-consumer-relevance was retained after factor analysis the influence of familiarity on ad involvement could not be tested. Of the 94 usable responses, nine respondents indicated that they had seen the video of the survey version they were assigned to before. Of these nine respondents, six respondents indicated to have seen the hard sell version before while three respondents indicated to have seen the soft sell version before. Respondents who had not seen the assigned video before, experienced a more surprised response (mean = 2.45) than respondents who indicated to have seen the video previously (mean = 2.33). However, the variable seen before’ did not have a significant influence on the experience of surprise (.702). 

The variables that were added to the one-tailed tested main model, as shown in table four, to discover additional potential significant but not hypothesized effects, were cell phone ownership, brand attitude, the questions designed to check the scenario, age, and gender. After manually stepwise excluding the insignificant variables brand attitude, scenario check and age from the regression model, a model resulted which included the main effects of table four (one-tailed), and the variables smartphone ownership and gender in which gender was highly significant but smartphone ownership was not (.136). After also excluding the smartphone ownership variable from the model, the following model with a R Square of .424 opposed to the original model’s R Square of .367 was obtained. The four variables (cell phone ownership, brand attitude, the questions designed to check the scenario, and age) that did not result in significant effects when added to the main model were then placed into simple regression models. Only the simple regression model with ‘scenario’ resulted in significant results at the ten per cent level, as will be discussed later in this subparagraph.
	Multiple regression coefficients

	Variable
	Unstandardized B
	Significance

	Constant
	-1.856
	.000

	Message content
	.825
	.007

	Positive surprise
	.184
	.069

	Humor
	.303
	.022

	Involvement
	.316
	.011

	

	Gender (1= female)
	.911
	.003

	

	Dependent variable = intention to forward, R²= .424

p< .05 = bold, p<.10 = italic


Adding gender to the model leads to positive surprise being significant at the ten percent level, implying that there is a higher probability, ten per cent rather than five per cent, that the result was not genuine but rather occurred by chance but is accepted as true (Field, 2005). Gender significantly influences the intention to forward. The mean intention to forward was .9 for males and 2.18 for females in the sample. This result is in line with findings of Phelps et al. (2004), who suggested that females were more likely than males to forward pass along e-mails. Wiedemann, Haunstetter and Pousttchi (2008) found no significant difference between both sexes regarding their intention to forward mobile viral content. 

Dobele et al. (2007) found that males were more likely to forward messages with a humorous touch, especially when the type of humor applied could be classified as ‘disgusting humor’. Although the humor utilized in the videos cannot be classified as disgusting, the variable gender was transformed so that the value of one related to males and an interaction term of this variable*humor was created. Both variables (two-tailed) were added to the basic model (one-tailed) shown in table six. The consequence of adding the interaction effect to the model was an insignificant p-value for the variable gender (.799) and the interaction term (.406). The p-value of positive surprise remained significant at the ten per cent level as is shown in table seven. Excluding the variable positive surprise from the model did not result in significant p-values for the interaction effect and its accompanying main effects. As a final attempt a regression model with the two main effects and the interaction term were requested. This model (R²= .344) did not lead to significant results for gender (.283) and the interaction term (.839) but significant results were found for humor (.001, one-tailed). Thus to conclude no support was found for the finding of Dobele et al. (2007) that males were more likely than females to forward messages with a humorous touch. Although the interaction term is not significant its sign is negative which suggests the opposite of Dobele et al.’s finding, namely that males have a lower intention to forward humorous viral videos.
	Multiple regression coefficients

	Variable
	Unstandardized B
	Significance

	Constant
	-1.477
	.087

	Message content
	.844
	.006

	Positive surprise
	.206
	.053

	Humor
	.428
	.023

	Involvement
	.326
	.010

	

	Gender2 (1= male)
	-.224
	.799

	Humor*Gender2
	-.204
	.406

	

	Dependent variable = intention to forward, R²= .429
p< .05 = bold, p<.10 = italic


The dependent variable of interest of this study was intention to forward. However as is suggested by Chaffey et al. (2009) online social networks together with e-mails are the main forms to diffuse viral marketing messages. Because of the importance of online social networks, a question designed to measure the intention to post the video on the respondent’s social network profile was developed. Differences where found between the average intention to forward and the intention to post the video on the individual’s social network profile. The average intention to forward a soft sell message was 1.96 and .57 for a hard sell message, while the average intention to post a soft sell message was .88 and .23 for a hard sell message. That the intention to diffuse the same message differs per medium is an interesting finding, and seems to indicate that the sample prefers e-mail as diffusion medium for viral messages. This might be caused by the relative newness of phenomenon of online social networks and might indicate that individuals are still adapting to the options offered by this medium.

As was described earlier in this subparagraph several additional variables were added to the main model to discover additional significant results. This resulted in significant results for gender. The insignificant variables were then all separately included into simple regression models. The variable scenario, consisting out of three items designed to asses the practical relevance of the scenario included in the company version of the questionnaire, resulted in significant prediction of the intention to forward variable at the ten percent level (.083). By looking at the mean scores of the respondents on the separate components some insights might be gained. The 45 respondents who were assigned to the company version of the survey on average indicated a value of 2.67 (minimum is zero, maximum is six) to enter their e-mail address on a website in return of a chance of winning a price that they value a lot. This average is not increased but actually lowered when this sample of consumers is offered the opportunity to opt-in on receiving promotional e-mail in return for an extra chance of winning the prize (mean = 2.16). Perhaps somewhat surprisingly the sample indicated a higher average intention to open company e-mail if Sony Ericsson would be the sender (mean = 2.22). 

5.4 Summary of the results

The results of the hypotheses testing are summarized in a table and in a figure which both can be found on the next page. The figure graphically illustrates the estimated results regarding the effects which were described earlier in this chapter, the dashed arrows represent the non significant results, while the significant results can be recognized by their solid black lines and their accompanying significant p-value.
	Results of hypotheses testing

	        Hypothesis
	Result

	H1
	The recipient’s intention to forward a viral marketing video is expected to be higher when the video was received via a strong tie relation.  
	Not supported

	H2
	The more positively surprising a viral marketing video is considered, the higher the intention of the recipients to forward it.
	Supported

p < .05

	H3
	The more humorous a viral marketing video is considered, the higher the intention of the recipients to forward it.
	Supported

p < .05

	H4
	The more involving a viral marketing video is considered, the higher the intention of the recipients to forward it.
	Supported

p < .05

	H5
	The more soft sell a viral marketing video is considered, the higher the intention of the recipients to forward it.
	Supported

p < .05

	H6
	The impact of involvement on the intention to forward the viral marketing video is expected to be higher when consumers regard the video as soft sell as opposed to hard sell.
	Not supported

	H7
	The impact of involvement on the intention to forward the viral marketing video is expected to be higher when consumers receive the video via a strong tie relation as opposed receiving the same message via a company.
	Not supported



	H8
	The impact of humor on the intention to forward the viral marketing video is expected to be higher when consumers regard the video as soft sell as opposed to hard sell.
	Not supported

	H9
	The impact of humor on the intention to forward the viral marketing video is expected to be higher when consumers receive the video via a strong tie relation as opposed receiving the same message via a company.
	Not supported
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6 . Conclusions









 

The last chapter of the thesis is organized as follows. The first paragraph will present a general discussion of the results found in the previous chapter followed by an outline of the contributions of the current research. The last paragraph of this thesis will describe the limitations of this study and highlight some potential valuable future research directions.

6.1 General discussion and implications

The research question of this thesis was How can the intention to forward electronic viral marketing videos be increased? This research question was attempted to be answered by researching two components of the communication model: the sender and the message. 

To research how the message characteristics influence the intention to forward, four directional hypotheses concerning the topics positive surprise, humor, involvement and (hard/soft sell) message content were developed. The regression model indicated that the respondents had a negative intention to forward viral videos when the values of all predictor variables were set equal to zero. However, marketers can increase the intention to forward by utilizing the message characteristics positive surprise, humor, involvement, and soft sell message content since all these independent variables positively, and significantly contribute to the intention to forward viral marketing videos when all other predictors are kept constant. The results suggest that the effect of the message characteristics on the intention to forward the viral video differ per message characteristic. More specifically, marketers can increase the intention to forward a viral video most by making the message content more soft sell, as opposed to hard sell. Of all four message characteristics this variable, according to the present study, has the largest positive influence on the intention to forward viral videos. Thus although the goal of advertising is to persuade audiences (Wells, Moriarty & Burnett, 2000), viral videos might be forwarded more often in case the sales message is communicated in a friendly (Aaker, 1985), pleasant and subtle manner (Silk & Vavra, 1973), or when the message is based on emotional images (Bass et al., 2007) rather than being obviously product orientated (Krugman, 1962) and forceful (Clee & Weeklund, 1980). 

The message characteristic with the second largest influence on the intention to forward is more difficult for marketers to influence since this variable concerns the level of brand relevance or product category relevance experienced by prospective buyers. To increase involvement, the marketing efforts should be centred around the goals to make the brand elements meaningful, useful or valuable to the consumer (Smith et al., 2007). In order for a brand or product category to become relevant to the consumer the consumer must first be made aware of this product (category), which creates new brand knowledge. Marketers should therefore focus on generating new brand knowledge and positively affecting existing brand knowledge (Keller, 2003) in order to become relevant to the consumer.  Although not tested in the current research it is also possible that individuals who do not feel personally involved with a certain viral video, would still  forward the content driven by a need to be altruistic (Ho & Dempsey, 2009). 

Increasing the humorousness of the viral video can also result in a higher intention to forward when all other variables are held constant. However it is important to remember that not all humorous attempts will be appreciated by all recipients and lead to pleasure for all audiences (Madden & Weinberger, 1984; Speck, 1991). Therefore it is important to specify the primary target group and pre-test the video in order to asses it viral abilities with a sample of the target group. If the video is liked by the pre-test sample, the sample might be willing to serve as the first carriers of the virus, therefore pre-testing might lead to a valuable seeding option.
By increasing the level of soft sell message content, involvement, or humor of the viral marketing message, marketers can most effectively increase the intention to forward. The intention to forward viral videos can also be increased by raising the level of surprise that is experienced, however a standard deviation change in this variable had the smallest influence on the intention to forward compared to the other three message characteristics. As was argued before in paragraph 3.3 marketers will experience increasing difficulty to surprise consumers with never-seen-before original content because marketing campaigns, deliberately or not feature elements that cause déjà-vu feelings by consumers therefore resulting in less surprised responses. 

Combining the variables humor or involvement with message content or sender did not result in significant additional results on the intention to forward taking the main effects of humor, involvement and message content already into account. This study did not result in significant results for the variable sender, however no effect was hypothesized for the variable gender, which did result in significant effects on the intention to forward when added to a model consisting of positive surprise, humor, involvement and message content. This means that in this specific sample and for this specific set of videos females had a higher intention to forward than males. Similar results were also suggested by Phelps et al., (2004), who proposed that females are more likely than males to forward pass-along messages. However when Wiedemann, Haunstetter and Pousttchi (2008) empirically investigated how the intention to forward mobile viral marketing content differed, gender was not found to significantly influence the intention to forward mobile viral marketing content. However the current research findings might end in valuable opportunities for companies targeting a specific segment of females and interested in utilizing a (potentially) viral strategy. 
The three questions designed to asses the relevance of the scenario which was included in the company version of the survey, proved to be significant at the ten per cent level. This indicates that the student sample was willing to enter their e-mail address on a website in return of a chance of winning a large price. However, when the sample was asked whether they would increase their chances of winning by opt-ing in on receiving promotional e-mail this willingness was lower than the willingness to enter their e-mail address on a website. If these results are indicative for students in general, marketers targeting this segment should realize that this seeding option might not be the most effective for building seeding databases for future marketing campaigns, although some willingness to receive company e-mail is present. The current research focussed on increasing the intention to forward a viral marketing video. As was indicated earlier, viral marketing has two aims of which the first is forwarding. However, in order to be an effective marketing tool, the message should induce the consumer to take action. Only when both objectives are reached viral marketing is effective (Dobele et al., 2007). Perhaps consumers show a higher willingness to opt-in on receiving company e-mail after they have seen a nice viral. The company can than use other seeding options to attract views, such as banners, and ask viewers after viewing whether they would like to opt-in. Another seeding option, depending on the product category is to target e-mavens. The last of the three items designed to assed the practical relevance resulted in an interesting finding for marketers. Although the sample indicated that they were not likely to be tempted to opt-in when this increased chances of winning a large price that they value a lot, the sample indicated that they were willing to open an e-mail sent by Sony Ericsson, whether this result holds when another company is topic of research could be a question for a future study.

6.2 Contributions

Several contributions were made to the viral marketing literature which in general provides theoretical insights without the support of empirical evidence. This thesis research followed the suggestion of Ho and Dempsey (2009) to identify the message characteristics that make some online content more viral than other content. The researched message characteristics were the relation of humor, involvement, positive surprise, and (hard/soft sell) message content on the intention to forward viral marketing videos. Since there has been no previous research in a viral marketing context investigating the effect of hard/soft sell message content on the intention to forward, the results of this study contribute to the understanding of the drivers of forwarding behavior since the results of the present study suggest that soft sell message content significantly increases the intention to forward viral marketing videos.
The literature suggested a positive relation should exist between the experience of surprise and word of mouth. This relation was also believed to exist for viral marketing (Dobele et al., 2007) but was only empirically tested with respect to the virality of newspaper articles (Berger & Milkman, 2009). Since newspaper articles are not a typical form of viral marketing and the content of newspapers can be considered as viral, but not as marketer-created, the current thesis research contributes to the viral marketing literature by empirically investigating the role of positive surprise on the intention to forward. Since the authors described in subparagraph 3.2.1 did not distinguished between positive or negative surprise when researching word-of-mouth or when stating suggestions about the relation between (mobile) viral marketing and surprise, the finding that positive surprise significantly increases the intention to forward, can also be seen as a contribution to the field of viral marketing.

Since significant results were also found for involvement and humor these findings broaden the understanding of the drivers of forwarding behavior because effects were suggested to exist although were never empirically tested. Gender was suggested to positively influence females’ likelihood of forwarding pass-along messages (Phelps et al, 2005) however, when gender was tested empirically in a mobile viral marketing context Wiedemann, Haunstetter and Pousttchi (2008) found no significant influence of gender on the intention to forward mobile viral marketing content. The current research findings do not stroke with the mobile viral marketing findings, more specifically females are more likely than males to forward viral marketing videos. An additional finding, and interesting result of the present study was that the results indicate that an individual’s intention to diffuse a viral marketing video differs per medium. The intention to forward the video via e-mail was higher than the intention to post the video on the individual’s online social network page.

6.3 Limitations and future research

The findings of the thesis are subject to a number of limitations which, together with several future research directions, will be described in this paragraph.
Because the literature lacks a proposed measurement of the variable (hard/soft sell) message content, a measurement was developed based on statements different authors used to describe the phenomenon of hard/soft sell. Reliability analysis indicated bad internal consistency of the message content measure. After deleting the two problematic items the message content measure, which originally consisted out of four statements, was reduced to the items ‘the video contained an obvious sales message’ and ‘the video was product orientated’. This increased the measurement’s Cronbach’s alpha, however it remained far below the acceptable value of .7-.8. When this measure was used into a simple regression analyses no significant influence on the intention to forward was found.  However, when the dichotomous message content measure rather than the original message content measure was put into a simple regression model this resulted in a significant influence of the dichotomous variable on the intention to forward (.000). In order to investigate whether respondents assigned to the hard sell message content version of the survey indeed rated the original message content variable higher, which corresponds to hard- rather than soft sell message content, an independent samples t-test was conducted. In this test the message content measure derived from factor analysis served as the test variable and the dichotomous message content variable as the grouping variable. The respondents assigned to the hard sell version rated the message content of the video as more hard sell (mean = 3.9) than the respondents assigned to the soft sell version of the video (mean = 3.3). Since this effect is significant (.024), this proves that the dichotomous message content variable is not just a random measure and this validates the choice of including this message content measure into the multiple regression model, however the limitation of this study is that the results depend on the researcher’s selection of a ‘hard sell’ and ‘soft sell’ video rather than on respondents’ scores of hard/soft sell message content.

In 2004, Phelps et al. suggested researching the influence of source characteristics on viral message dissemination as a potential valuable area of future research. Before the current research, this suggestion was followed by De Bruyn and Lilien (2008) who compared strong- to weak ties and Van der Lans et al. (2010) who made a distinction between strong ties and company sources as was done in this thesis, however the authors did not control for the message. Based on previous findings the sender was expected to positively influence the intention to forward in case the sender could be characterized as a close tie and a less positive influence in case the sender was a company. When controlling for the message sent, in contrary to the expectations, no support was found for this hypothesis. This could mean that the effect found by Van der Lans et al. (2010) might be the result of the different message sent via both sources, or more likely that the respondents of the current research judged the video based on their attitude towards the video rather than being influenced by the scenario which was inserted into the company version, meaning that the current study’s manipulation failed. However, when studying the non significant results, the direction of the results are as hypothesized; the intention to forward is (a fraction) higher for friends than for the company. When controlling for the message content the intention to forward a hard sell message is .64 in case of a company sender, and .70 in case of a friend sender. When the message is soft sell this intention increases to 1.90 for the company sent viral and 2 for a friend sent viral. 

Because of difficulties of the measurement of viral e-mail communication it was decided not to measure actual forwarding behavior but to measure the intention to forward. Although intention and actual behavior are related (Ajzen, 1991), intention to perform a behavior does not guarantee that the behavior will actually be performed. When more empirically research with respect to viral marketing is conducted these findings should be applied to a real world setting. It should be interesting to see whether the results hold, even when this means that individuals have to be asked permission for the researchers to follow particular message strain, although this might alter the individual’s behavior.

The size of the sample after data screening was limited (N=94) and was solely comprised out of students of the Erasmus University. Although the use of a student sample in internet related studies is advocated by several authors, as described in the paragraph sample selection, the diffusion of viral marketing messages is not limited to this segment. Because the sampling method was a convenience sample, a non-probability sampling method (Burns & Bush, 2005) the generalizability of the study is limited, because not every population member has an equal chance to be part of the sample, the sample may misrepresent the population. Since the non response rate was quite high, above 80 per cent, this increases the chance that the respondents who answered the survey are non representative of the total population because of a self-selection bias. This means that the respondents who did answer the questionnaire differ from the individuals who were not willing or able to fill out the survey (Burns & Bush, 2005). The research data was gathered based on a single set of videos. Although these videos were carefully selected, the hard sell video was pre-tested and the survey included control questions, the results might be influenced by the selected videos. Future research should investigate whether the performance of the model holds when tested on other viral marketing videos. In addition, of all the variants of viral marketing mentioned in the introduction, this study restricted itself to viral videos. Thus the message characteristics found to significantly influence the intention to forward viral marketing videos may be different from the message characteristics that influence the intention to forward for example online games or interactive websites. Therefore future research could focus on the same message characteristics and another form of viral marketing. To broaden understanding of the phenomenon other samples than college aged students should be researched and a probability sampling method should be applied.
Two potentially valuable research directions are viral marketing via online social networks and mobile viral marketing. Chaffey et al. (2009) describes social networks together with e-mails as the main forms to spread viral marketing messages however diffusion via this medium has not been extensively covered in the viral marketing literature although Ketelaar, van Voskuijlen and Lathouwers (2010)  did made a contribution to this segment. The authors suggested that when recipients receive messages in an online social network via senders which are regarded as credible and reliable, this increases the chances of forwarding for the receivers. Other factors positively influencing the intention to forward are campaign appreciation and brand involvement.

With the rapid growth of cell phone ownership, and in particular the adoption of smartphones, it is likely that mobile advertising and mobile viral marketing will become of increasing importance to marketers. Because academic research has overlooked this area which Wiedemann, Haunstetter and Pousttchi (2008) describe as immensely attractive for marketers, it may be an interesting topic for future research. However as was found in the current thesis research the intention to diffuse via different media may differ even in case a similar message is studied. Therefore it will be most valuable to compare the diffusion of a viral message via different media simultaneously.
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Message and sender characteristics 


to increase the intention to forward.




















Last year, those Evian roller babies skated their way into the pages of the Guinness World Records as the most-viewed online advertisement in history, with what the company now claims is more than 100 millions views.





From: Does Viral Pay? Noreen O'Leary Adweek; Mar 29, 2010








Table 1: Summarizing viral marketing literature with respect to the communication model











Figure 4: Conceptual framework








Table 2: The composition of the final sample





Table  4: Multiple regression results





Table  5: Multiple regression results with interaction effects





Table  6: Multiple regression results, including a non hypothesised effect





Table  7: Multiple regression results, additional results





Table  8: Results of hypotheses testing





Figure 5: Estimated model








� Title: Product Testing Institute – Models. Link: � HYPERLINK "http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p2AP3VMAkpA" �http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p2AP3VMAkpA�


� Title: Sony XPERIA X10 commercial. Link:  � HYPERLINK "http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UgamzQioTZk" �http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UgamzQioTZk�
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