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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
There are few rewards more exhilarating to marketers than the 

exponential increase in reach, awareness, and word-of-mouth from 
communications gone ‘viral’. Marketers strive for the viral success 
of communications across a number of channels, but recent develop-
ments in online video (i.e., YouTube’s emergence in 2005) offer a 
means of tracking audience responses in a manner not previously 
possible. Video also affords a tremendous opportunity for people to 
engage others with emotion and information. We focus on online vid-
eo and examine content and audience response features that predict 
the video going viral.  

It might be assumed that any interesting content that generates 
a strong emotional response is enough to achieve viral status. Indeed, 
research (Berger 2011; Berger and Milkman 2011) has identified emo-
tional arousal intensity as the motivation for news content sharing, with 
higher arousal emotions more strongly linked to sharing (Berger 2011). 
Berger and Milkman (2011) also find that the emotional responses of 
positivity, awe, anger, sadness, and anxiety all predict sharing.  

Logically preceding this strong emotional response, we predict 
that video content features will also explain viral success. Based on 
the Incongruity-Resolution theory of humor (Mulder and Nijholt 
2002), videos with elements of incongruity should be more success-
ful. This incongruity might take the form of juxtaposition (i.e., unex-
pected combinations) or exaggeration (i.e., hyperbole of basic facts). 
Though the implication of humor might seem to suggest that such 
videos would be perceived positively, we also investigate the role of 
negative reactions, such as sadness and anger because Benign Viola-
tion theory (McGraw and Warren 2010) suggests that negative reac-
tions may also lend explanatory power. 

We compiled a dataset of over six-hundred English-language 
videos hosted by YouTube across 15 categories (e.g., Auto, Comedy, 
Education).  Four research assistants blind to the hypotheses coded 
the videos. One was exclusively tasked with collecting data on the 
outcomes while the remaining were responsible for coding all the 
videos according to a scheme we provided. The inter-rater reliability 
(PRL) scores for each coded variable exceed .80. 

Predictors: Many videos contain highly exaggerated content, 
such as those that make hyperbolic claims or show extravagant or 
over-the-top behavior. We code this variable (exaggeration) on a 
three point scale (‘none’, ‘modest exaggeration’, to ‘extensive exag-
geration’). Second, we code to what extent videos put together two 
or more elements whose joining seemed incongruous (juxtaposi-
tion) also on a three point scale (‘none’, ‘moderately incongruous’ 
to ‘highly incongruous’). The correlation between the two predictors 
was weak (r =.10, p <.01). 

Mediators: Each content coder also included ratings on a 5-point 
scale (‘none/very weak’ to ‘very strong’) of how a ‘typical viewer’ 
would respond emotionally to the video in terms of 6 basic emotions: 
joy, love, sadness, fear, anger, and surprise (Shaver et al. 1987). 

Outcomes: All five outcomes measures are based on statistics pro-
vided by YouTube: Under each video, viewers are able to press one of 
two buttons: ‘like’ and ‘dislike’, a likely indicator of positive and nega-
tive attitudes; the number of ‘comments’ made by viewers and the num-
ber of times a viewer added the video to a personal page (‘favorites’); 

and ‘video views’, the number of times a video has been seen overall.  
The five variables are positively correlated (r =.51-.77, p <.01). 

We conducted our analysis using Structural Equation Modeling 
and a series of covariates (e.g. dummies to reflect the category from 
which we harvested the video, length of video, interactive compo-
nent, presence of a call to action).  Our first model (without media-
tors) suggests that Exaggeration predicts Comments (γ = .08, p< .05), 
Dislikes (γ = .15, p< .01), Favorites (γ = .07, p< .05) and Likes (γ = 
.10, p< .01) while Juxtaposition predicts Comments (γ = .08, p< .05), 
Favorites (γ = .08, p< .05) and Video Views (γ = .08, p< .05).  

Model 2, including only significant emotional mediators (all 
were initially included but only significant paths are retained), shows 
that Exaggeration influences Anger (γ= .16, p<.01), which in turn im-
pacts both the number of Dislikes (γ= .07, p<.05) and Favorites (γ= 
-.07, p<.05). Also, Juxtaposition predicts Surprise (γ= .45, p<.01), 
which in turn leads to increased Comments (γ=.11, p<.01) and Video 
Views (γ= .10, p< .01). With the mediators included, the direct path 
between Exaggeration and each of Comments (γ = .09, p< .05), Dis-
likes (γ = .14, p< .01), Favorites (γ = .08, p< .05) and Likes (γ = .10, 
p< .01) remain significant while the impact of Juxtaposition on Com-
ments (γ = .03, p> .10) and Video Views (γ = .04, p> .10) disappears.   
We also assessed each emotional mediator one at a time in order to 
guard against the possibility that two or more mediators were ac-
counting for the same variance in the outcomes, but this revealed that 
none of Joy, Love, Sadness or Fear individually predicted any of the 
outcomes regardless of the method of analysis. Based on our data, 
only Anger and Surprise offered explanatory power. 

The findings of this research show that indeed there are two 
strategic ways that video content goes viral: Exaggerated content has 
a direct positive effect of the number of favorites, likes, and dislikes 
but at the cost of inspiring anger. Juxtaposed content has a direct 
positive effect on the number of comments and video views, an effect 
that is fully mediated by surprise. These findings open the door to 
additional exploration and theorizing as well, such as what is the role 
of specific video features (e.g. use of humor versus disgust versus 
sexual imagery) in driving virality by virtue of differentially impact-
ing juxtaposition, exaggeration, anger and surprise?  
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