Cant get enough on Virus Marketing: Here’s more

BY Paul A. Herbig

The success of a self-propelling, viral marketing campaign depends on creative execution and the quality of the initial seeding. To optimize message spread,content must be entertaining and engaging. The online audience will pass

on advertainment, not ads. Content that's funny, topical, or sexy has best viral currency as it reflects well on the message sender, not the message originator. The Ford Ka evil twin clips recently doing the rounds were classic 

(but animal cruelty allegations sparked enough controversy to make the ad quickly disappear.) 

Ensure the message fits with the brand's values and personality and doesn't undermine perceptions held by the target audience. My perception of the Ford 

Ka, it has to be said, was certainly improved by viewing the clip. Video clips

offer the greatest visual appeal and require the least viewer interaction 

or involvement. Be careful to use formats that are widely accepted (such as

.mpg) to ensure ease of use and encourage distribution.

It's possible to offer incentives, such as prize drawings and discounts, 

to encourage viewers to forward commercial e-mail to contacts and thus spread 

your message. But these member-get-member schemes are better used for cost-effective 

customer acquisition. Non-incentivized viral campaigns are more of a brand-building 

tactic.

Initiating a true viral campaign requires careful seeding amongst key influencers

within the target audience and can be boosted by postings on sites such as

the Lycos Viral Chart,

ViralMeister, <a

 target="_blank" href="%20http://www.ttr2.co.uk">TTR2, and <a

 target="_blank" href="%20http://www.viralbank.com">ViralBank.com, which

can also offer tracking and campaign measurement. Evaluating viral spread

is possible, to some extent, by tracking content downloads and monitoring 

chart success and qualitative consumer feedback.

If you're thinking of using viral material, be aware that gaining a complete 

return on investment (ROI) picture is impossible, not least because the content 

can continue to circulate on the Web long after the campaign is considered 

over.
So now, of course, all the free e-mail services and lots of other e-businesses do the same thing. But AllAdvantage.com is taking it one dubious step further. 

AllAdvantage's basic business model is based on paying customers 50 cents an hour to let the company's "Viewbar" display ads on their desktops. Nothing wrong about that deal in itself, but the problem comes from the way AllAdvantage markets this service. Along with getting paid for your own Viewbar time, AllAdvantage pays you 10 cents for each hour that someone you refer to their service uses the Viewbar and 5 cents an hour for anyone your referral, in turn, gets to sign on to the service, and so on. These "extended referral credits" can go down four levels, and AllAdvantage says some customers wind up earning $5,000 a month or more.

One obvious problem with this is that it appears to be an open invitation to spammers to make some quick money by telling 500,000 of their closest friends about this wonderful deal. In fact, when I first started getting gripes about AllAdvantage, I assumed it was yet just another bulk e-mail pyramid scheme. Most of the messages that I've seen promoting it were clearly from your typical spammer types, and many of my regular spam-forwarders get at least a few spams promoting AllAdvantage every month. 

There were a few indications, however, that AllAdvantage wasn't just another bulk e-mailer. One thing I noticed was that the numbers identifying the person who is supposed to get the referral credit were rarely repeated, which indicated that somebody was keeping the spammers under control. On the AllAdvantage Web site, there were warnings that spam was indeed a naughty thing and those caught doing it would forfeit their earnings. There was even a list of cancelled accounts, which included some of the identification numbers of those who spammed my readers.

The final piece of evidence that AllAdvantage was not just a spam front came when I called the company and found myself speaking with its chief privacy officer, Ray Everett-Church. You may remember Everett-Church as a board member of the Coalition Against Unsolicited Commercial E-Mail (CAUCE), which helped defeat the infamous Murkowski Amendment that would have legalized spam (and which innumerable spammers to this day still cite in their messages as if it had passed), so his anti-spam credentials are solid. And he says AllAdvantage recognizes that it must prevent spam and is committed to educating customers to ensure they know what spam is.

"When we discover a credible report of spamming, the account is suspended while we investigate," Everett-Church says. "If there is clear evidence of additional abuses, the account is terminated and any referral monies due go into an anti-spam fund. In cases where it appears they just didn't understand what they were doing was wrong -- say a kid spammed his economics class -- we'll smack them around a bit and make sure they understand it's a violation before we give them a second chance." 

Everett-Church's example of a student sending e-mail promoting AllAdvantage to his economics class raises the more important issue here, and the one that prompted a few gripes from readers who received AllAdvantage pitches from people they knew. Who is and who is it not appropriate to recruit to AllAdvantage for a referral fee? Is it OK to promote AllAdvantage to everyone in your company, or your department, or just those you sometimes lunch with? If I send my mother a message suggesting she join AllAdvantage, it's still acquaintance spam; it's an unsolicited e-mail with commercial intent. Where is the dividing line?

Everett-Church said he doesn't have an answer to that critical question. The commercials during last week's Super Bowl were all the evidence we need of the huge amount of money companies are ready to spend to drive customers to Web sites, and a couple of ads sounded like they were adopting a similar version of AllAdvantage's approach to viral marketing. Perhaps the day is coming when most of us will get more unsolicited commercial e-mail from friends than from strangers. If so, I fear the epidemic may prove fatal to the Internet.

However, the more contrived, the more cynical and negative the audience will tend to get if they even suspect it to be contrived or discover the conspiracy.

Targeting the influencers to get a few evangelists among them to spread the gospel about your product..

Create an informed subculture: opinion leaders who are among the first to accept a trend and whom their peers will willingly follow.  If you cannot find these leaders, empower others to become quasi-leaders by providing information and access

Viral Marketing Getting Partial Credit for Burger King Recovery


 AdWeek took a long look at Burger King's viral marketing 


efforts to try to figure out if they work. To date, 


effectiveness figures have been relegated to traffic 


figures, such as MarketingVOX's early report of 


McDonald's versus Burger King site traffic after the 


initial seeding of the viral campaign. AdWeek got to the 


meat of the matter by consulting a retail consultancy: 


Burger King's sales saw significant increases each month 


since October, rising seven to 14 percent compared to the 


same month the year before. 


 http://marketingvox.com/rd/11902

Viral marketing has been around nearly as long as e-mail. When you get right down to it, people are insane sharers, especially on the Web. It's our nature to want to pass great things along to family, friends and colleagues. Pass-along is largely about wanting the semi-authorial credit that comes from introducing someone to something entertaining. The thing itself is a stand-in for your own sense of humor, worldview, politics, taste, etc. You must pass it on as soon as you realize its cool, even if you haven't gone through the whole experience, because you get no cool credit if your recipient already received it from someone else. How many times have we forwarded something, only to get a response like, "I've already seen this."? Who wants to be second? 

Subservient Chicken, the brilliantly successful marketing promotion that convinced marketers to add a viral element to many of their campaigns, was funny, ironic, and became iconic. It was also widely shared. Although Subservient Chicken cost Burger King only $40,000, don't make the mistake of believing viral campaigns are cheap. They can be as expensive as broadcast, like BMW Films; or they can be as inexpensive as a home movie. What's key is the quality of the idea.

Because we create digital marketing programs for a living, most viral campaigns find their way into our mailboxes. Colleen DeCourcy, our executive creative director, recently chaired the Clio Awards' Internet Jury. She viewed many viral campaigns she'd never before seen. That's a sure sign a large number of campaigns are being launched, but only a few are becoming truly viral. 

 What motivates someone to choose the "forward" command over the "delete" command? A successful viral campaign offers: 

Humor It's got to be funny, provocative, irreverent, subversive, or deranged to get attention.

Originality It must be fresh; something the user hasn't seen before.

Simplicity The "pay-off" must come quickly; time is at a premium. Most good viral campaigns aren't overly immersive. If they are immersive, the interface is very simple.

Timeliness Pop culture references must be timely; pop culture has a short life span.

Subtlety Great viral campaigns aren't overt product pitches. The association is subtle. If a reader feels they're shilling, they won't send it on.

It's easy to be an experience critic, but hard to be an experience architect. To help, here are some campaigns that illustrate the success factors above:

Method Cleaning Products
Trojan Condoms (viewer discretion advised)
Quiznos
 Most clients are asking about adding a viral element to their marketing campaigns. As always, it depends on marketing objectives, the target market and the brand. My advice? Think it through. Come up with something fresh and new. Then, test it. If it doesn't spread, let it die. 

