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Abstract
With the recent trends of viral videos appearing frequently in everyday lives, many of individuals have been demanding a definition for the term “viral videos”. Along with what exactly a viral video is, people have also started to question: what makes a viral video work? Researchers have been conducting studies for years trying to determine factors and characteristics that viral videos tend to have in common. These studies closely look at how these common aspects of popular viral videos have an impact over how often they shared. Most studies have found that positive content is shared frequently; however, some studies also found that content provoking a strong emotional response is more likely to be shared than a weak emotional response. A positive video might not always be shared as often as a negative video if it provokes a stronger emotional response from the viewer. Viewers tend to share content they want their connections to see or be aware of.












What are Viral Videos and What Makes Them Work?
Viral videos have recently emerged as a popular trend in today’s society. Increasing technological advancements have allowed for networks such as social media websites to rise. Through these social media websites, individuals have the ability to post and share content. Sharing is a key component to viral videos, because the amount of “shares” in a certain time period is how to measure if a video is actually viral. There are many factors that influence the success of a viral video, such as characteristics that can not only be emotional, but also technical. Research studies have been conducted to analyze which factors are the most influential in promoting viral content. To further the detail of the research, more specific studies analyzed the actual characteristics of popular viral videos in themselves.
Definition of the Topic
Social media is a way in which technology has enabled individuals to communicate digitally through networks (Cunningham, 2012). Social media provokes sharing information or content that the viewer is interested in because they are connected to individuals that the initial viewer would want the connections to see. This then leads to how social media is a huge impact over the ability for videos to go "viral". Those videos that are shared at an extremely rapid rate, accumulating around 5 million views in a 3-7 day, are considered “viral” videos, as according to Kevin Nalty, otherwise known as “Nalts, the Viral Video Genius,” (O’Neill, 2011). As social media networks grow larger, the definition of how many views required to be considered a “viral video” will continue to increase with the amount of users that are on these websites. Studies have been produced to determine the factors behind what makes a video become viral. Some of the studies mention aspects of an emotional response to the shared content. Emotional response refers to something that causes the viewer to feel strongly in a certain way after viewing the video. Other studies focused on technical characteristics of videos, such as the length of a video, the length of the title name, and the presence of various elements.
Background of Topic
Even before the creation of YouTube, content was shared through email. Over time, viral videos became an internet phenomenon mainly through the production of social media websites. Users were able to upload their own content to share with their viewers and those viewers would often share it with their own audience on their profiles. Aside from sharing on social media websites, YouTube, created in May 2005, was a website used solely for uploading videos that anyone can watch (Fitzpatrick, 2010). Chad Hurley, Steve Chen, and Jawed Karim were the founders of this new website (Fitzpatrick, 2010). These websites were essentially being shared with millions of individuals who had access to the website. In September of 2005, just months after the website was launched, a Nike advertisement was the first to reach 1 million views (Dickey, 2013). This website grew fast, as did the number of users and the number of views acquired in a shorter period of time. Fast forward to 2015, present day YouTube is accumulating uploads of 300 hours of video per day onto the website (YouTube, 2015). With over 1 billion users, YouTube’s statistics report that the number of hours watched increases 50% each year (YouTube, 2015). There is a wide variety of videos accessible on YouTube. These videos can range from educational, funny, scary, sad, music videos, news, or sport clips. Some of these genres of video attract more viewers than other topics. Researchers conduct studies to try to analyze the factors that make certain genres more popular than others. This will help to develop a deeper understanding of what makes a video go viral and why.


Discussion of Research
As viral content has been increasing with technology in today’s society, it has raised the question: what makes a video go viral? Studies have observed technical and emotional factors that influence the success of promoting viral videos.
In a study done in 2011, 6,956 articles that appeared on the front page of New York Times between August 30 and November 30, 2008 were observed using a web crawler that recorded information every 15 minutes about articles on the homepage, as well as the most emailed list (Berger & Milkman, 2011). The researchers closely looked at the valence of the article meaning whether the article itself was positive or negative, and then they also observed the emotions that were provoked by the article (Berger & Milkman, 2011). Positive videos refers to those that influence a happy, excited, or funny emotional response from the viewer. Negative videos entice anger, anxiety, and sad emotions exhibited from the viewer.
The valence results of the study indicate that content is more likely to become viral the more positive it is (Berger & Milkman, 2011). In addition, the article concluded that positive and negative articles are more viral than those that do not provoke an emotion in general (Berger & Milkman, 2011). To further detail their studies, they observed that the positive/negative emotions could incite arousal, or deactivation (Berger & Milkman, 2011). Examples of arousal would be awe, anxiety, and anger. An example of deactivation would be sadness. The study found that the most emailed list of New York Times articles had examples of arousal (Berger & Milkman, 2011). The researchers believed the most important elements of viral articles are positive, arousal elements. The arousal elements generate a stronger emotional response over the deactivation examples and people are apt to share a video if there is a strong emotional response, especially if it is positive (Berger & Milkman, 2011).
To further relate these viral articles to videos, Tyler West (2011) did a study that observed the top 20 viral videos that were labeled by Time Magazine’s most emailed list of 2009. Instead of paying attention to the details of the emotions provoked by these top videos, West focused on the more technical and objective facts of the videos. Combined with the other research studies, this provided more insight into how both emotional and technical factors are essential for producing a viral video. A combination of both factors will make viewers more apt to share the video, rather than it only possessing one of these qualities (West, 2011).
West wanted to relate common characteristics of the videos that might be influential in the success of its going viral (West, 2011). Indicating patterns of common elements within popular viral videos can help answer the question regarding what makes a video go viral. West chose to analyze seven elements: name length of the video, time length of video, element of laughter, element of surprise, element of irony, minority presence, musical presence, youth element, and talent (West, 2011).
The results found that 75% of videos had short names, 60% had short run time, 70% had no element of laughter, 50% had the element of surprise, 90% had the element of irony, 80% had minority presence, 60% had presence of musical qualities, 65% had a youth element, and 60% demonstrated talent (West, 2011). In conclusion, almost all of the viral videos possessed some sort of ironic element to them (West, 2011). A video could possess an ironic element by shocking its viewers when something unexpected happened. If the viewers were not expecting it, they would be shocked, and the video would be ironic because it is not what they thought it was. 
The next most frequent element was the presence of minority (West, 2011). The presence of minority is common in viral videos because people are often interested in areas they may not have much knowledge about. The minority presence might also increase the number of shares in a video because it promotes diversity. All ethnic groups would celebrate this trait and feel more inclined to share the video with their peers (West, 2011).
Multiple studies have tried to reduce viral videos down to a science, ultimately trying to observe what makes a video go “viral”. In a study conducted by Rosanna E. Guadagno, Daniel M. Rempala, Shannon Murphy, and Bradley Okdie (2013), 256 undergraduate psychology students took an online survey. This survey asked the participants to rate on a scale from 1-7 the likelihood of the participant to share the video (1 - not likely to share, 7 - very likely to share) (Guadagno, Rempala, Murphy, & Okdie, 2013). The next question had the members rate 1-7 how strongly they agreed with feeling four different categories while watching the video (1 - strongly disagree, 7 - strongly agree) (Guadagno et al., 2013). The categories were labeled cute, funny, disgusting, and anger-inducing (Guadagno et al., 2013).
The results found that the participants were more apt to share videos that were “Funny”. Grouped together, the study also concluded that participants would share funny and cute (positive emotions) at a much higher rate than they would anger and disgust (negative emotions) (Guadagno et al., 2013). This showed that positive videos are more likely to be shared than ones that provoke negative emotions from the viewer; however, an interesting part of the research demonstrated that the participants would rather share a negatively stimulated video, rather than the control video. This helped capture the concept that videos are shared when they produce a stronger emotion (positive or negative) rather than a slight emotional response. This would mean that an atrociously disgusting video would be shared before a moderately funny video would (Guadagno et al.,2013).
The researchers indicate that videos are most likely to be positive when sharing with people one cares about (Guadagno et al., 2013). Individuals want their connections to share the same experience as they did when viewing the video. Based on this statement, the researchers provide the suggestion that users should share friendly content to help brighten the day of their connections, who are usually friends and family. Individuals would tend not to share negative content that could potentially disrupt the day of their peers (Guadagno et al., 2013).
Finally, after observing viral content, emotions of viral videos, and then technical characteristics of viral videos, the last study analyzed viral videos through social media, specifically YouTube. The previous studies have been more general and have worked down to the most detailed study of the four discussed. This study goes into depth by closely looking at only one specific widely popular viral video (Mohr, 2014).
In a study conducted by Mohr (2014), the goal was to determine four critical factors of viral content: “of identifying key elements of successful viral campaigns, differences in variations in levels of success, the relationship between source and popularity of video, and the role/impact of the influencer in communication models,” (Mohr, 2014, p. 44). There was a single video in the study which allowed the researcher to observe and analyze it intently while paying attention to details of the video. The video was the Susan Boyle YouTube clip that Mohr used to observe the path it took to becoming an internet phenomenon (Mohr, 2014). In this YouTube video, Susan Boyle was a 48 year old contestant on “Britain’s Got Talent” where she performed “I Dreamed a Dream”. The crowd was blown away by her voice, and she was the headline in the news for weeks to come. Her audition video went viral.
Susan Boyle’s performance resembled “deep emotional content that was unusual and highly memorable,” (Mohr, 2014, p. 44). Another reason why the performance was highly memorable was because “Britain’s Got Talent” is a popular show and “I Dreamed a Dream” is a popular song. The unusual aspect of the performance was because many viewers considered her to be “frumpy”, but she received a standing ovation and a “yes” to continue onto the next round from all the judges (Mohr, 2014). The second factor considers the underlying digital network.     The video was shared through the social network: YouTube, a popular site that is highly convenient to people in all areas of the world (Mohr, 2014). The third factor has to do with word of mouth pressure, from those influenced and those willing to share (Mohr, 2014). Susan Boyle became the centerpiece of many conversations. People were talking about how the performance really proved the point: don’t judge a book by its cover. In addition to that, Mohr also found that Susan Boyle’s performance and lifestyle caused a great deal of drama. Drama attracts the attention of individuals and is the centerpiece of most conversation; therefore, a presence of drama means that people are more likely to discuss/share the event. The fourth important factor refers to a concept called “seeding”, meaning who shares the video has a drastic impact over how often it is shared (Mohr, 2014). For example, Susan Boyle was shared by Ashton Kutcher who had 1,000,000 followers (Mohr, 2014). This audience was exposed to the video, and in turn, they continuously shared with their followers, and the cycle ran on (Mohr, 2014).
Conclusion
           In conclusion, viral videos are promoted through both technical and emotional factors. Viral videos often provoke a strong emotional response, usually one that reflects positive emotions such as happiness. These videos should also possess an ironic element or minority presence. Both have been seen commonly within viral videos because an ironic element produces a shock factor and minority presence connects individuals from all ethnic groups and promotes diversity. Finally, it is vital to understand the path that videos take that influence their ability to become viral. A viral video will be most successful if it is shared by people that have a large audience and an immense number of connections. This research is important because it helps analyze what individuals in society are attracted to. Understanding the science behind this can be beneficial to many industries, especially marketing and advertising. The marketing and advertising industry can use this research to identify key components of producing a viral video or commercial. If a company were able to produce a viral commercial or video, it will reach an immense amount of people and essentially, will promote their product, company, or service brand. It is essential to understand viral videos because they will be increasingly used along with viral marketing. Adolescents are the primary targets for viral marketing (Kaneav, 2007). This audience is the next generation of the future. Viral marketing will only to continue to incorporate itself into the everyday lives of people everywhere, especially as the younger generation starts to take over society.
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