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INTRODUCTION 

The burgeoning interest in word-of-mouth marketing and social media optimization can 

be seen as a response to the growing and prohibitive clutter inherent in today’s fragmented media 

landscape that leads to messages being attended to less reliably and exclusively. The 

effectiveness of the ―create once, run everywhere‖ traditional marketing method is blunted by the 

expansion of media options that now include consumer-controlled media online and on mobile 

devices. However, word-of-mouth marketing and advertising programs can tap into the trend of 

consumers actively creating, modifying and collaborating content online by making them 

important message-distribution channel members, leading to unlimited reach potential.  

This potential is based on recent work revealing the way influence takes place in social 

networks today (Smith et al., 2007). Previous research found that influence took place when a 

handful of key influencers, distinctly different from the rest of a population, accepted a message 

and became responsible for actively distributing that message. These key influencers, commonly 

referred to as opinion leaders (Katz and Lazarsfeld, 1955) and market mavens (Feick and Price, 

1987), and the characteristics that make them unique, have been studied in the communications 

and marketing literatures. The latest research, however, contradicts this commonly accepted 

notion of how influence works. Instead, it finds that the vast majority of people have moderate-

sized social networks and are just as willing to share marketing messages with others as the 

highly connected are willing to share (Smith et al., 2007). 

Here we develop a measure that attempts to capture the concept of what leads consumers 

to talk about and spread advertising and marketing messages. We refer to this concept as 

shareability, which we define as the likelihood of a message recipient sharing a message within 

one’s social network—online or offline. Through a field experiment, we test the reliability and 
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validity of the scale across two audience types, high-tech business-to-business and consumer 

health. 

PREDICTORS OF VIRAL MARKETING EFFECTIVENESS 

For the most part, the reasons why some viral marketing campaigns succeed where others 

fail remain a mystery. Research on predictors of viral marketing effectiveness is in its infancy, 

especially as it relates to the use of advertising as the primary vehicle for a viral campaign. 

Recent research has suggested that such effectiveness may be determined by the uniqueness of 

the product (Smith et al., 2007), how often consumers expect to buy the product and how much 

money is spent to support the viral campaign (Neff, 2007). Other research has explored how 

product innovativeness, opinion leadership and opinion seeking contribute to the online 

forwarding of messages and online chatting (Sun et al., 2006). Lastly, the desire to help others 

has been found to be a motivation for forwarding e-mail messages (Phelps et al., 2004). 

However, considering the significant amount of investment and research associated with the 

development of advertising creative and copy, there is no model or method for evaluating the 

viral potential of the many different possible executions of that advertising.  

METHODOLOGY 

Procedure 

 To help establish the external validity of the shareability scale, we devised ads for 

contrived brands with creative that varied in message types, and asked participants to apply the 

scale to each advertisement. We did this for two categories of advertising, B2B and B2C. The 

B2B ads were for a wide area data services solution and the B2C ads were for an asthma 

medication. Whether an ad was expected to be widely shared was determined in a pre-test in 

which participants indicated how likely they would be to both use an advertised product and 

share information about the product with others in their social network. Each ad had three copy 
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points that focused on one concept that our literature review suggested was characteristic of an 

effective advertisement. Based on pretest data, we then selected three ads: 1) the ad that was 

most effective in persuading respondents to use a product and share information about it; 2) an 

ad that was moderately effective; 3) the ad that was least effective. Based on this procedure, the 

B2B ads that we selected focused on: 1) saving resources (most persuasive); 2) discount 

incentives (moderately persuasive); and 3) a novel IT approach (least persuasive). The B2C ads 

that we selected focused on: 1) asthma symptoms (most persuasive); 2) how the medication 

works (moderately persuasive); and 3) discount incentives (least persuasive). Ads varied only 

in the focus of the copy included in the ad and copy length was comparable across ads.  

Each participant was presented, via an online survey tool, all three ads in either the B2B 

or B2C series. After viewing each ad, participants applied the scale items described below to the 

previously viewed advertisement. The order of ad presentation was randomized to control for 

order effects.  

Participants 

For our B2C sample, we surveyed 705 respondents who were members of the 

www.medtrackalert.com website. These consumers are self-identified health-concerned 

individuals who range in ages 18 to over 65. The B2C sample was 84% female and 16% male. 

For our B2B sample, we surveyed 359 respondents who were members of CNET 

Networks Business website, www.techrepublic.com. These individuals are self-identified 

business and technical professionals who actively follow developments in the information 

technology marketplace. They range in age from 18 to over 65 years, and were 79% male and 

21% female. 

http://www.medtrackalert.com/
http://www.techrepublic.com/
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Scale items 

 Based on research discussed above, we developed and tested the Miami University AIMS 

Shareability Scale, comprised of a 13-item shareability measure. For the purposes of this 

preliminary analysis, we focused on the six core items that asked respondents to consider certain 

aspects of the advertisement and rate how likely they were to share the ad with others. The items 

were: 

1. Considering how helpful you found the advice and/or tips in the ad, how likely are 

you to share the ad with others? 

2. Considering the claims made in the ad, how likely are you to share the ad with 

others? 

3. Considering the uniqueness of the information provided in the ad, how likely are 

you to share the ad with others? 

4. Considering the uniqueness of the product described in the ad, how likely are you to 

share the ad with others? 

5. Considering how well the ad illustrates how to solve a problem, how likely are you 

to share the ad with others? 

6. Considering how helpful the information in the ad might be to others, how likely 

are you to share the ad with others? 

 

RESULTS 

Repeated measures Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was used to examine whether 

shareability depended upon the type of advertisement. Ad type was the within-subjects factor and 

shareability was the dependent variable. For B2C respondents, findings indicated that the type of 

advertisement had a significant effect on shareability scores (F(2,1404) = 9.85, p < .001).  Post-

hoc analysis using Bonferroni-corrected paired-samples t-tests shed additional light on the nature 

of this main effect and can be seen in Table 1.  Specifically, the average shareability rating for 

the ad focusing on discount incentives (mean = 5.41) and how the product works (mean = 

5.33) resulted in the highest shareability scores using this new scale. The means for these 

advertisement types were not significantly different. Shareability ratings for the symptoms ad 

were  significantly less than the shareability ratings for the other ad types.   
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As with B2C, for B2B respondents, findings indicate that the type of advertisement had a 

significant effect on shareability scores F(2,358) =57.13, p < .001). Post-hoc analysis using 

Bonferroni-corrected paired-sample t-tests are in Table 1 and illustrate the main effect that we 

found. Specifically, the average shareability ratings for the ad focusing on how the solution 

saves resources (mean = 3.87) was significantly less than the average shareability rating for the 

ad focusing on discount incentives (mean = 4.23). Shareability ratings for the saves resources 

ad were also significantly less than the shareability ratings for the ad focusing on the product as a 

novel IT solution (mean = 4.37). The difference in mean shareability ratings for the discount 

incentives ad and novel IT ad were not significantly different. Thus, the findings indicate that 

respondents rated the saves resources ad as less shareable than either the novel IT ad or the 

discount incentives ad, and that the latter two types of advertisements produced about the same 

levels of shareability. 

TABLE 1.  Adjusted Shareability Means by Ad Type 

Ad Type Message Type Mean Shareability 

B2C Health Ad Discount Incentives Ad 5.41
a
 

How It Works Ad 5.33
a
 

Symptoms Ad 5.08
b
 

B2B Technology Ad Novel IT Ad 4.37
a
 

Discount Incentives Ad 4.23
a
 

Saves Resources Ad 3.81
b
 

Note: Means with different superscripts indicate significant differences at the .05 level as 

indicated by Bonferroni post hoc tests.  Miami University AIMS Shareability Scale.   
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The six component items of the Miami University AIMS Shareability Scale were also 

analyzed to determine a ranking of their importance.  The items and ranks are presented in Table 

2. For B2C, there were clearly two categories of importance for the individual components.  The 

top ranked items were information about the helpfulness to others, as well as claims about the 

product and whether the ad contained helpful advice.  The second category of importance 

contains the components about the uniqueness of the product, the uniqueness of the 

information and whether the ad has information about how the product solves a problem.  

 For B2B, three categories of importance emerged. The top ranked item, as in the B2C 

analysis, was information about the helpfulness to others. Three shareability items ranked 

second in importance, if the ad contained information about how the product solves a problem, 

or about the uniqueness of the product, or if the advertisement contained unique information.  

TABLE 2. Adjusted Shareability Item Means Across Ad Types 

Ad Type Shareability Item Mean Shareability 

B2C Health Ad Helpful information for others 5.28
a 

Claims made 5.25
a 

Helpful advice 5.24
a 

Unique product 5.18
b 

Unique information 5.17
b 

Solves a problem 5.14
b 

B2B Technology Ad Helpful information for others 4.28
a 

Solves a problem 4.16
b 

Unique product 4.15
b 

Unique information 4.11
bc 

Claims made 4.08
cd 

Helpful advice 4.03
d 

Note: Means with different superscripts indicate significant differences at the .05 level as 

indicated by Bonferroni post hoc tests. Miami University AIMS Shareability Scale. 
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The six component items of the Miami University AIMS Shareability Scale were also 

analyzed across the six ad types to determine a ranking of their importance.  The items, means 

and ranks are presented in Table 3. The most notable finding in this analysis is that across all six 

ad types, whether B2C or B2B, one sharealbility item consistently produced the highest mean—

when the ad contained information deemed helpful to others. For B2C ads, consistent with the 

overall scale performance, regardless of ad message type, claims made and helpful advice were 

key determinants of shareability, and the means for these shareability items were not 

significantly different than the means for helpful to others. For B2B the other key determinants 

of shareability varied by ad type. For Novel IT and Discount Incentives ads, solves a problem 

shareability was not significantly different than that of helpful to others. For the Save Resources 

ad, items about unique product or information were not significantly different than helpful to 

others. 
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TABLE 3.  Mean of Individual Shareability Items By Ad and Message Type 

Ad Type Message Type Shareability Item Mean Shareability 

B2C Health How It Works Ad Helpful information for others 5.37
a
 

Helpful advice 5.32
a
 

Claims made 5.31
a
 

Unique information 5.26
b
 

Unique product 5.25
b
 

Solves a problem 5.24
b
 

Discount 

Incentives Ad 

Helpful information for others 5.39
a
 

Helpful advice 5.38
a
 

Claims made 5.37
a
 

Unique information 5.32
ab

 

Unique product 5.30
b
 

Solves a problem 5.29
b
 

Symptoms Ad Helpful information for others 5.07
a 

Claims made 5.06
a
 

Helpful advice 5.02
a
 

Unique product 4.99
a
 

Unique information 4.94
b
 

Solves a problem 4.89
b
 

B2B 

Technology 

Novel IT Ad Helpful information for others 4.51
a
 

Solves a problem 4.42
ab

 

Unique product 4.35
b
 

Claims made 4.33
b
 

Unique information 4.31
b
 

Helpful advice 4.28
b
 

Discount 

Incentives Ad 

Helpful information for others 4.38
a
 

Solves a problem 4.28
ab

 

Claims made 4.24
b
 

Unique product 4.21
b
 

Helpful advice 4.14
ac

 

Unique information 4.13
c
 

Saves Resources 

Ad 

Helpful information for others 3.96
a
 

Unique product 3.89
a
 

Unique information 3.80
ab

 

Solves a problem 3.79
b
 

Claims made 3.77
b
 

Helpful advice 3.67
b
 

Miami University AIMS Shareability Scale. 
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IMPLICATIONS 

Whether evaluating B2C health ads or B2B technology advertising, the Miami University 

AIMS Shareability Scale provided robust statistical discrimination and forms the basis for further 

elaboration and testing. The scale indicated that in consumer health advertising, ad creative that 

focuses upon discount incentives and medication mechanisms is more likely to be shared in a 

social network. The components of the scale that contributed significantly to the overall 

likelihood of sharing were in the area of product claims made and the perceived helpfulness of 

the advice.  The B2B advertisements that indexed highest for sharing were those that focused on 

product novelty and discount incentives. The scale components that emerged as significant 

contributors for this category included how the brand help solves a problem or highlights the 

uniqueness of the product or information.   One Miami University AIMS Shareability scale 

item that emerged as an internal reliability measure was the helpful information for others  

component which ranked most shareable in the B2C and B2B ad groupings. This component is 

highly associated with sharing in a fairly circular fashion. The logic would follow that if an ad 

message is perceived as helpful for others then it would also be most likely to be shared.  

FUTURE RESEARCH 

The Miami University AIMS Shareability Scale offers an initial approach to quantifying, in the 

earliest stages of advertising creative development and testing, the potential for viral sharing of 

the message. The present analysis is limited in scope and does not include additional data from 

the current study. The full Miami University AIMS Shareability Scale instrument includes 

analysis of other scale dimensions including user affinity with the advertised subject matter and 

also level of unaided recall about advertising content. The additional scale variables will further 

shape the utility, reliability and validity of the scale. A copy of the full Miami University AIMS 

Shareability Scale may be obtained by correspondence with the authors. 
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