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ABSTRACT 

 

The purpose of the study is to study about the viral marketing as a phenomenon and 

thereby observing the consumer behaviour towards e-mails sent by their friends, 

relatives, marketers and videos recommended or shared on youtube and social 

networking sites. The research method used here is both exploratory and descriptive. 

The secondary data for exploratory research was collected from research papers 

and journals on earlier studies on viral and internet marketing. The primary data 

collection was done through a survey conducted both in field and online using a 

questionnaire. The survey used convenience sampling. The responses were collected 

mainly on a four point Likert Scale. There is a significant effect of demographics like 

age, profession and education level on consumer behaviour on opening, reading and 

forwarding of e-mails and sharing or recommending of videos of social networking 

sites. Those who are in the age group of 16-30 years are more likely to open e-mail 

having jokes, funny video links, game links, chain letters, job offers etc. While those 

who are more than 30 years of age are more likely to open mails regarding special 

offers from companies or social awareness messages. Humorous and informational 

videos are more likely to be shared. The marketers should send customized e-mails 

after proper demographic and behavioural segmentation. Above all any web content 

which is hilarious, provides valuable information and is easy to share can become 

viral. Viral marketing is a very effective tool available to the marketers today. 

 

KEYWORDS: Consumer behaviour, e-mail marketing, Internet marketing, Viral 

marketing. 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

  

  



IJMMR                           Volume 3, Issue 5 (May, 2012)                     ISSN 2229-6883 
 

Sri Krishna International Research & Educational Consortium 
http://www.skirec.com 

 - 38 - 

INTRODUCTION 

Internet is changing the way business and marketing are traditionally done. The opportunities of 

doing business worldwide are just at the click of a mouse. It has several characteristics such as 

global reach, real time interactivity, instant feedback etc. which makes the marketing of a 

product or service a great success. Internet marketing, also known as web marketing or e-

marketing, is basically the marketing of a product, service or an idea on internet. Internet ties 

together the technical and creative aspects of the Internet, including web designing, promoting, 

advertising, and trading online. Susane Watzke Otte (2009) has an opinion that people do not 

communicate “face to face” often because of their busy schedule. This is the reason that there is 

an ever increasing tilt towards virtual communication because people are spending most of their 

time on social networking sites like facebook, twitter, linkedIn, orkut etc. Internet has become a 

tool for relaxation and developing and strengthening interpersonal relations more than a way of 

information search. Lada A. Adamic and Bernardo A. Huberman (2007) said that consumers are 

showing resistance to conventional forms of advertising such as television or print ads, therefore 

the marketers are moving towards alternate strategies, including buzz marketing. Vilpponen 

(2006), Goldenberg (2001), and Kaikati and Kaikati, (2004) mentioned internet is an 

inconspicuous media, it is about sharing experience. If the target audience is carefully nurtured, 

it can lead to a huge difference to the brands as most companies are increasingly trying to cut 

down their advertising expenditure. It is below the line marketing tool and a very effective one. It 

requires low budget and can build a customer-base in no time as compared to traditional media. 

There are several types of Internet Marketing such as  

 Display advertising, which appears on web pages in many forms, including web banners, 

images, location maps etc. These items drive the traffic from other websites to the 

marketers‟ website. 

 Search Engine Marketing, which is a form of web marketing that involves the promotion 

of websites by increasing their visibility in search engine results pages through the use of 

paid inclusion, paid placement and contextual advertising.  

 Social Media Marketing, which is the marketing strategy that many companies are 

employing today so as to be a part of a community, society, group and network of people 

on the internet. It is the process of driving customer traffic from social networking sites 

such as Facebook, Twitter, Orkut, LinkedIn, My Space, You tube etc. The click on an ad 

on these sites directs the users to the company‟s website. A social networking site is an 

online platform that focuses on building and strengthening of networks or relations 

among people who share ideas, interests, activities, tastes and preferences. 

 Viral Marketing: It is the process of creating interesting, entertaining, appealing or 

informative messages, articles or videos designed to be passed on by each recipient. It 

spreads like an epidemic, often by e-mail or SMSs. The videos get spread by sharing and 

recommendations on social media sites or by passing of video links in e-mails etc. 
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VIRAL MARKETING 

Viral marketing is same on Internet what we have Word-of-Mouth communication offline. It has 

a multiplier effect in the transfer of a message to others by exploiting common tastes and 

preferences. The name viral implies that it can take epidemic proportions if well planned. Each 

recipient of the message or video is a potential carrier. It can help achieve lowering the cost of 

customer acquisition since consumers transfer messages in their reference groups. The term 

„Viral Marketing‟ was coined by Rayport (1996) and was then made popular by Tim and Steve 

(1997). It used to describe the practice of e-mail advertising of hotmail for itself by each 

outgoing mail from the users of hotmail. According to Helm, Sabrina (2000), “Viral marketing 

can be understood as a communication and distribution concept that relies on customers to 

transmit digital products via electronic mail to other potential customers in their social sphere 

and to animate these contacts to also transmit the products.” Wilson (2005) described viral 

marketing as “any strategy that encourages individuals to pass on a marketing message to others, 

creating the potential for exponential growth in the message‟s exposure and influence”. Larson 

(2009) argued that viral marketing through e-mails, SMSs, videos and social media is the new 

format of the traditional word-of-mouth marketing; only difference being that it is exponentially 

quicker. It enables the word-of-mouth to spread at the speed of thought. Dwight Gould (2004) 

opined that e-mail marketing is not only quick, direct and cost effective strategy but also can be 

tracked. E-mails increase consumer reach due its ability of spreading virally by allowing the 

receiver to pass on to more recipients, leveraging their own network. The effectiveness of an e-

mail campaign depends on the quality of mailing list and the appeal of the message. The list 

should be selected using proper demographic and psychographic segmentation. According to 

Tim and Steve (1997), for a successful viral marketing, the strategy, since inception, must 

include an element that is viral. Apart from the technical aspects, the marketer should have a 

sense of how to sow the seed of the idea or product or service within its target customers. 

However most of the viral phenomenon start, not knowing that it will become viral. Somebody 

creates an interesting ad, a funny e-mail or joke, a video clip, a sketch, or an incident to amuse 

friends or inform consumers, and sends it to someone. The receiver, getting impressed of it, 

sends it to others in his reference groups and like this it becomes a virus! Rayport (1996) studied 

that viral marketing seeks to exploit pre-existing social networks of an individual to produce 

exponential increase in brand awareness, through a process similar to that of spread of an 

epidemic. It harnesses the advantages of Internet and is very effective in covering a large 

geographical area rapidly. Steve Jurvetson (1997) also argued that viral marketing makes use of 

the recommendations by friends and has a snowball effect. It is more powerful than other means 

of advertising because it conveys an implied endorsement from a known person. For this reason, 

companies should personalize their referral e-mail so that it clearly shows that it is coming from 

a friend. Bernardo A. Huberman (2007) too opined that it is human nature that they are more 

interested in what a friend buys than what a stranger buys. An individual is more likely to trust 

the opinion of friends and get influenced by their actions. They found that 68% of individuals 

consulted friends and relatives before buying consumer electronics. This figure was more than 

half of those who used internet to get product information.  
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According to Zien, Jason (1999), the characteristics for viral marketing can be defined 

into two basic structures, the active and the frictionless viral marketing. Both reflect different 

forms of word of mouth viral marketing. Active Viral Marketing is closely associated with the 

traditional Word of mouth because the user is personally involved in the process of acquiring 

new customers. A person uses a product or service and likes it. Then this user actively 

encourages friends, relatives, colleagues or peers to use this product and asks them to check the 

company website where the product or service information is present, a free trial of software may 

be present or anything which can influence others to check online. In contrast to active viral 

marketing, frictionless viral marketing does not require an active participation of the consumers 

to advertise or spread information about a service or a product. The product or service 

automatically transmits the promotion message to the recipient. The most famous example for 

this type is Hotmail. With every Hotmail message that is sent, the advertising for Hotmail 

spreads automatically. Joanna A. Kwiatkowska (2009) listed several advantages of viral 

marketing like: low cost of reaching a prospect, no need of a professional tool to create a good 

viral message, possibility to attain high level of trust, value, position and brand knowledge. 

Kwiatkowska also mentioned „negative word of mouth‟ as one of the most dangerous 

disadvantage. The negative word of mouth reaches thousands of potential customers in a very 

short time, endangering the brand image and the success of an online marketing campaign. The 

risk is that once the formulated promotional message is released it can neither be controlled nor 

its direction can be influenced. There is no control as to whom the viral message is sent. Senders 

can modify the message during the process of transmission. It is impossible to measure the virus 

existence in the Internet. Above all any web content which is hilarious, provides valuable 

information and is easy to share can become viral. 

METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of the study was to study about the viral marketing as a phenomenon and 

thereby observing the consumer behaviour towards e-mails sent by their friends, relatives, 

marketers and videos recommended or shared on You tube and social networking sites.  The 

research method used here is both exploratory and descriptive. The primary data was collected 

through a survey using a questionnaire. The secondary data for exploratory research was 

collected from various newspaper articles, research reports and journals on this topic. The 

sample size is restricted to 250 using the convenience sampling. The online questionnaire was 

sent through e-mails and each respondent was requested to send it to a few of their friends, 

colleagues and relatives etc. Thus the method also used snowball sampling. The questionnaire 

had 8 questions and a personal details section. The responses were collected mainly on a four 

point Likert Scale ranging from 1(Strongly Agree) to 4 (Strongly Disagree) and 1 (Most 

Important) to 4 (Least Important). Four point Likert scale, being the simplest and easy to 

understand, is suitable for this survey. Five point scale, including “Neutral”, was avoided to 

reduce biasness. ANOVA and Correlation were used for analysis. Some questions were also 

based on nominal scale for which frequency was calculated. 
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSIS 

The formulation of a good marketing strategy requires an up-to-date consumer profile. 

For a viral campaign this profile helps in segmenting and targeting the consumers with an 

appropriate message. The questionnaire included a section on consumer profile. The respondents 

include people who use Internet and access accounts on Social Networking Sites. The 

demographic profile included respondent‟s age, gender, marital status, profession and education 

level. Table 1 presents a demographic profile of the respondents who have participated in this 

study. 

TABLE 1: DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE OF THE RESPONDENTS 

Profile Frequency Percentage Cumulative Percentage 

Age in years    

20 or Below 63 25.2 25.2 

21-30 107 42.8 68.0 

31-40 62 24.8 92.8 

Above 40 18 7.2 100.0 

Total 250 100  

Gender    

Male 151 60.4 60.4 

Female 99 39.6 100.0 

Total 250 100  

Marital Status    

Married 107 42.8 42.8 

Single 143 57.2 100 

Total 250 100  

Profession    
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It can be seen from Table 1, the majority of respondents are from 21-30 years (42.8%), followed 

by 20 years or below (25.2%) and 31-40 years (24.8%). Gender profile reveals 60.4% 

respondents were Male while 39.6% were Females. Marital status profile reveals 57.2% 

respondents who were Single while 42.8% were married. Profession profile reveals that a large 

number of respondents were students (43.2%), followed by Service class people (28%). The 

sample had a representation of 18% people who are self employed. The sample also involves 

10.8% housewives. The Education level profile depicts that 49.6 % of respondents were Post 

Graduate while 25.2% each were Graduate and Intermediate pass. 

RELIABILITY ANALYSIS 

Cronbach‟s alpha is a coefficient of reliability, which is commonly used as a measure of 

the internal consistency. The reliability estimate i.e. Cronbach‟s Alpha is 0.751, which indicates 

acceptable reliability of data.  

COMPARATIVE OF MEAN: ANOVA 

AGE WISE ANOVA FOR E-MAILS 

Null hypothesis: There is no significant effect of the age group on forwarding different kinds of 

e-mails. 

Alternate hypothesis: There is significant effect of the age group on forwarding different kinds of 

e-mails. 

  

Student 108 43.2 43.2 

Self Employed 45 18.0 61.2 

Service 70 28.0 89.2 

Housewife 27 10.8 100 

Total 250   

Education Level    

Intermediate 63 25.2 25.2 

Graduate 63 25.2 50.4 

Post Graduate 124 49.6 100 

Total 250 100  
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TABLE 2: AGE WISE SUMMARY OF MEANS AND ANOVA OF FORWARDING OF 

DIFFERENT KINDS OF E-MAILS 

Forwarding of different 

kinds of e-mails 

20 years  or 

Below 

(N=63) 

21-30 

years 

(N=107) 

31-40 

years 

(N=62) 

41-50 

years 

(N=18) 

F- 

Value 

P- 

Value 

Jokes 1.43 1.59 1.85 3.00 36.46 0.00 

Chain e-mails 1.29 2.42 2.71 2.00 31.23 0.01 

Funny video links 1.71 2.25 2.13 3.50 19.89 0.00 

Special offers 3.86 3.59 3.42 3.50 9.81 0.00 

Game links 3.14 3.75 3.87 4.00 20.71 0.00 

Social Awareness messages 2.00 1.42 1.29 1.00 20.88 0.00 

Job offers 3.29 3.58 3.73 3.50 9.41 0.00 

Extraction Method: Compare Means, One way ANOVA 

Note:  i)  All Figures except F- values are mean values. 

     ii) Value is significant at 5% level with degree of freedom (df) = 2/250 

Table 2 depicts that the highest mean score on the variable “Forwarding of Jokes in e-

mails” is accorded by customers belonging to the age group 20 years or below (1.43), followed 

by those who are in the age group of 21-30 years (1.59). The lowest mean score is obtained by 

the customers, who are in the age group 41-50 years (3.00). The F- value for this factor is 36.46 

(df =2/250). Thus it is significant at 5 % level. This implies that the customers who are in age 

group 20 years or below forward mails containing jokes. The P- value for each of the variables, 

i.e. forwarding of jokes, chain e-mails, funny video links, special offer e-mails, game links, 

social awareness messages and job offers is less than 0.05. Thus alternate hypothesis has been 

accepted. This implies that there is a significant effect of the age group on forwarding different 

kinds of e-mails. 

Respondents in the age group 20 years or below and 21-30 years usually forward e-mails 

having jokes, chain letters, funny video links and game links. While those in the age group 40 

years and above do not forward such mails. Those in the age group 31-40 years frequently 

forward mails containing special offers from companies. Respondents in the age group 40 years 

and above more often forward mails containing social awareness messages whereas those in the 

group 20 years or below forward such mails less often. 
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EDUCATION LEVEL WISE ANOVA FOR E-MAILS 

Null hypothesis: There is no significant effect of the education level of a consumer on 

forwarding different kinds of e-mails. 

Alternate hypothesis: There is significant effect of the education level of a consumer on 

forwarding different kinds of e-mails. 

TABLE 3: EDUCATION LEVEL WISE SUMMARY OF MEANS AND ANOVA OF 

FORWARDING OF DIFFERENT KINDS OF E-MAILS 

Forwarding of different kinds of e-

mails 

Intermediate 

(N=63) 

Graduate 

(N=63) 

Post 

Graduate 

(N=124) 

F- 

Value 

P- 

Value 

Jokes 1.43 1.71 1.86 8.46 0.00 

Chain e-mails 1.29 2.43 2.50 40.68 0.01 

Funny video links 1.71 2.14 2.43 12.37 0.00 

Special offers 3.86 3.57 3.50 12.41 0.00 

Game links 3.14 3.57 3.94 38.94 0.01 

Social Awareness messages 2.00 1.43 1.29 27.98 0.00 

Job offers 3.29 3.43 3.72 20.27 0.00 

Extraction Method: Compare Means, One way ANOVA 

Note:  i).  All Figures except F- values are mean values. 

     ii). Value is significant at 5% level with degree of freedom (df) = 2/250 

Table 3 depicts that the highest mean score on the variable “Forwarding of Chain e-

mails” is accorded by customers whose education level is only Intermediate (1.29), followed by 

those who are graduate (2.43). The lowest mean score is obtained by the customers, who are post 

graduate (2.43). The F- value for this factor is 40.68 (df =2/250). Thus it is significant at 5 % 

level. This implies that the customers whose education level is only intermediate forward mails 

containing jokes. The P- value for each of the variables, i.e. forwarding of jokes in e-mails, chain 

e-mails, funny video links, special offer e-mails, game links, social awareness messages and job 

offers is less than 0.05. Thus alternate hypothesis has been accepted. This implies that there is a 

significant effect of the education level on forwarding different kinds of e-mails. Respondents 

who are presently educated till intermediate forward more of e-mails containing jokes, chain 

letters and funny video links. Whereas respondents who are post graduate or graduate forward 
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more of e-mails containing social awareness messages and special offers from different 

companies. 

AGE WISE ANOVA FOR VIDEOS 

Null hypothesis: There is no significant effect of the age group on forwarding or sharing 

different kinds of videos. 

Alternate hypothesis: There is significant effect of the age group on forwarding or sharing 

different kinds of videos. 

TABLE 4: AGE WISE SUMMARY OF MEANS AND ANOVA OF FORWARDING OF 

DIFFERENT KINDS OF VIDEOS 

Forwarding of different 

kinds of videos 

20 years or 

Below 

(N=63) 

21-30 

years 

(N=107) 

31-40 

years 

(N=62) 

41-50 

years 

(N=18) 

F- 

Value 

P- 

Value 

Movie trailers or songs 1.14 1.58 2.15 3.00 46.08 0.01 

Humorous videos 1.14 1.83 2.15 2.50 40.09 0.00 

Stunts or special acts 

videos 

1.71 2.00 2.58 3.00 31.88 0.00 

Informational videos 2.14 2.17 2.44 2.00 6.46 0.00 

Kolaveri song video 1.14 2.34 3.00 4.00 112.47 0.00 

Extraction Method: Compare Means, One way ANOVA 

Note:  i).  All Figures except F- values are mean values. 

     ii). Value is significant at 5% level with degree of freedom (df) = 2/250 

Table 4 depicts that the highest mean score on the variable “Forwarding of movie trailers 

or songs videos” is accorded by customers belonging to the age group 20 years or below (1.14), 

followed by those who are in the age group of 21-30 years (1.58). The lowest mean score is 

obtained by the customers, who are in the age group 41-50 years (3.00). The F- value for this 

factor is 46.08 (df =2/250). Thus it is significant at 5 % level. This implies that the mostly 

customers who are in age group 20 years or below forward or share videos of movie trailers and 

songs. The P- value for each of the variables, i.e. forwarding of movie trailers and videos, 

humorous videos, stunts, informational videos and video of the song Kolaveri is less than 0.05. 

Thus alternate hypothesis has been accepted. This implies that there is a significant effect of the 

age group on forwarding or sharing different kinds of videos. Videos of movie trailers, songs, 

humorous videos and videos showing stunts or special acts are more prone to be forwarded by 
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customers in the age group 20 years or below. Informational videos such videos aimed at raising 

a social issue etc. are more likely to be shared or forwarded by customers who are 40 years of 

age or above. The song Kolaveri Di became an instant hit and was shared mostly by customers in 

the age group 20 years or below. 

CORRELATION 

TABLE 5 PEARSON CORRELATION (2 TAILED): RECEIVING E-MAIL VS 

OPENING E-MAIL 

 

I frequently 

Open Jokes 

through e-

mails 

I frequently 

Open Chain 

letter (luck, 

religious etc.) 

through e-

mails 

I frequently 

Open funny / 

interesting 

video links 

through e-

mails 

I frequently 

Open Social 

awareness 

messages in 

e-mails 

I 

frequently 

Open job 

offers in 

e-mails 

I frequently 

Receive Jokes 

through e-mails 

.310
*
 .552

**
 .735

**
 -.343

*
 -.494

*
 

I frequently 

Receive Chain 

letter (luck, 

religious etc.) 

through e-mails 

.437
*
 .661

**
 .790

**
 -.400

*
 -.590

*
 

I frequently 

Receive funny / 

interesting video 

links through e-

mails 

.116 .373
*
 .818

**
 .048 -.138

*
 

I frequently 

Receive Social 

awareness 

messages in e-

mails 

-.364
*
 -.400

**
 -.380 .850

**
 .627

*
 

I frequently 

Receive job 

offers in e-mails 

-.477
*
 -.328

*
 -.576

**
 .344

**
 .735

**
 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
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*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

There is good relation (0.310) between respondents who receive Jokes in their e-mails 

and those who open such mails. There is a strong correlation (0.661) between respondents 

receiving and opening e-mails containing chain letters of luck or of religious content. There is a 

strong correlation (0.818) between respondents receiving and opening e-mails containing funny 

or interesting video links. There is a strong correlation (0.850) between respondents receiving 

and opening e-mails containing social awareness messages. There is a strong correlation (0.735) 

between respondents receiving and opening e-mails containing job offers. 

DISCUSSION 

The purpose of the study was to study about the viral marketing as a phenomenon and 

thereby observing the consumer behaviour towards e-mails and videos and also to find out the 

types of e-mails and videos which can spread virally. More than half the respondents have 

regular access to internet and that too mostly from home. Therefore marketers can design 

customized messages or advertisements through e-mails and videos. E-mails which are funny, 

interesting and attractive are more likely to be read and forwarded by consumers in the age group 

20 years or below and 21-30 years. So it is not profitable sending such messages to consumers 

above 30 years of age. Advertisements (whether an e-mail or a video) when targeted to 

consumers in the age group above 30 years should contain some social awareness message  

because such messages are read and often forwarded by them. This suggests that consumers who 

are above 30 years of age are usually more aware of the marketing tactics and thus take interest 

only in messages or advertisements which have some interesting information about the product 

or service. They are less interested in reading jokes and chain letters as they usually have a busy 

schedule. These strategies will help direct the customer traffic to the marketer‟s website. Those 

in the age group 31-40 years frequently forward mails containing special offers from companies. 

The videos which are informational and aimed at increasing social awareness are more likely to 

be forwarded by customers more than 30 years of age and those who are well educated. 

CONCLUSION 

Viral Marketing can help achieve lowering the cost of customer acquisition since 

consumers transfer messages in their reference groups. Somebody creates an interesting ad, a 

funny e-mail or joke, a video clip, a sketch, or an incident to amuse friends or inform consumers, 

and sends it to someone. The receiver, getting impressed of it, sends it to others in his reference 

groups and like this it becomes a virus. E-mails increase consumer reach due its ability of 

spreading virally by allowing the receiver to pass on to more recipients, leveraging their own 

network. The effectiveness of an e-mail campaign depends on the quality of mailing list and the 

appeal of the message. Therefore the e-mail content must be customized and sent only after 

demographic and psychographic segmentation. It has been observed that e-mails from friends are 

more likely to be opened and read because the sender has credibility for the recipient and also the 

recipient and sender usually have common interests if they are friends. The risk associated with 

viral marketing is that once the formulated promotional message is released it can neither be 

controlled nor its direction can be influenced. There is no control as to whom the viral message is 

sent. 
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