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Viral Marketing – You Want To Catch It
LORI TURNER
Print | Front Page | Email this story

If you’ve at least dipped a toe into the social marketing pool,
you know that it takes time and commitment to grow your
fan or follower base. Imagine a faster path to creating buzz
for your product or service through pre-existing social
networks versus being reliant upon just your own.

Viral marketing is an electronic form of buzz marketing
where your message passes from person to person, like a
virus, within already established social networks, without
your direct involvement. Although it’s as old as word-of-mouth advertising,
technology has enabled viral marketing campaigns to grow exponentially, very
quickly, if done right.

E-mail provider Hotmail conducted one of the most well-known viral
campaigns. The strategy was simple. Hotmail provided free e-mail accounts to
users with an embedded message on every outgoing e-mail inviting users to
claim their own free hotmail account. The embedded ad could not be removed.
This low-cost, simple viral strategy generated more than 12 million users in
just one and a half years. Imagine the traditional advertising investment
required to create results like those.

So how do you generate profits by selling free accounts? Hotmail banked on
some users upgrading to its premium e-mail account, which they did.

Another example of viral marketing is entertainment company EepyBird’s
online videos showing Mentos combining with Diet Coke to create geyser-like
sprays. “The buzz” ultimately landed EepyBird on the “Today” show and
generated more than 6 million online viewers. Neither Diet Coke nor Mentos
initiated this brilliant viral marketing campaign, though I’m sure they’d like to
take credit for it. They most certainly benefited greatly from it.

So what makes for a good viral campaign? Some of the better viral campaigns,
such as Hotmail’s, don’t rely on consumers to forward the message. Merely
using the product spreads the word. Other campaigns, like EepyBird’s viral
video, relied upon the consumer to make a conscious effort to forward the
message to their social networks.

There are four types of viral messaging strategies that perform well.

Incentive-based offers, as Hotmail proved, assuming the incentive is strong
enough.

Entertainment-based messages that compel people to share.

Cause campaigns that tap into your target audience’s passions.

And, last but not least, a good controversy. For example, a local Memphis
seafood restaurant is offering a discount if you have a gas receipt not from a
BP station.

When designing your viral marketing campaign, be sure it can scale from small
to large. What if Hotmail hadn’t been ready to keep pace with rapid growth?
Consumer frustration would have killed it. Also, keep in mind what drives your
target audience. Is it appearing smart or cool, saving or making money, being
loved or understood? If you design your campaign around common
motivations and make the process for transferring your message effortless,
you’ll knock it out of the park.

Lori Turner is managing partner at RedRover Sales & Marketing,
www.redrovercompany.com.
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