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ABSTRACT 

Author:  Helena Shi 

Title:   Breaking the Internet: A Study of Generation Z and Viral Marketing 

Supervising Professor:  Jason Duan, Ph.D. 

 

This thesis explores the convergence of Generation Z and viral marketing. It first 

defines the signature characteristics of the newest generation following millennials, 

including their digital fluency and social empowerment and activism. Then, it explores 

the different executions of viral content and viral marketing. The thesis investigates the 

differences between content vs. marketing and examines various executions of both.  

   The thesis also conducts three case studies and surveys to explore specific 

relationships between viral content and advertising, including the Kylie Jenner Lip 

Challenge, the Pen Pineapple Apple Pen video, and the Kendall Jenner Pepsi 

commercial. Then it delves into analyzing primary data collected via three surveys 

correlating to each case and utilizes different regression models to develop 

interpretations and conclusions.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Pens, pineapples, Kim Kardashian, and the artisanal sprinkling of salt. What do these all have 

in common? The answer is in the how they are all linked by the unique phenomenon of the 21st 

century – viral content. Viral content, such as the Pen Pineapple Apple Pen video, the #Saltbae 

meme, and the daily life of the Kardashian family has become a common fixture in our everyday 

lives and a constant source of entertainment. Viral content is especially popular amongst 

Generation Z individuals. Generation Z, the newest generation of “digital natives,” is the 

generation directly following Generation Y millennials. They are catching interest amongst 

marketers and advertisers due to their unique upbringing and values. For example, the eldest of 

Generation Z is currently in their senior year of college – just about to jump into full-time 

employment. They’ve grown up aware of the surrounding world due to the huge prevalence of 

the Internet in their lives, and thus approach interpersonal communications, purchases, and 

more through the lens of technology in a way distinct from their elder siblings and parents.   

This thesis will be examining the convergence of Generation Z and viral marketing. It will dive 

into what traits differentiates Generation Z from previous generations and delve into how they 

utilize those traits in their consumer behavior. It will also investigate into how Gen Zers respond 

to viral content, marketing, and consumer brands. Furthermore, it will explain the different 

variants and executions of viral content and marketing, how viral videos have grown, and what 

ultimately drives a piece of content to go viral.  
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In addition, the thesis will examine three case studies on three separate and unique cases of 

viral content and viral marketing relating to Generation Z. The three case studies include: 1) the 

Kylie Jenner Lip Challenge and its later effect on the popularity of the Kylie Jenner Lip Kits, 2) 

the 2016 PPAP (Pen Pineapple Apple Pen) phenomenon, and 3) Kendall Jenner’s Pepsi 

advertisement, which spread virally with large backlash and negative reception. In each of these 

cases, I explore when, why, and how each case went viral and subsequent marketing efforts 

made by companies seeking to “ride the wave” of virality. Furthermore, to understand a 

Generation Z specific response to these three viral cases, I conducted three randomly 

distributed surveys about the cases and will utilize linear regression, principal component 

analysis, and factor analysis to analyze the data collected and draw overarching conclusions of 

how to approach viral marketing.  
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PART ONE: BACKGROUND 

CHAPTER ONE: GENERATION Z 

Baby boomers, Gen X, Gen Y, Gen Z. As the world changes, new generations no longer span 

biological timelines alone, but are also defined sociologically and economically. Generation Z 

stands out amongst previous generations as a fascinating new cohort that grew up surrounded 

by technological change and with more access to information than any generations previous.  

A Definition 

Generation Z is the generation directly following Generation Y (better known as millennials). 

Their start date differs depending on the source, but it is generally recognized to begin between 

the mid-1990’s and early 2000’s (Puiu, 2016, p.67). Currently they are estimated to be between 

2 – 2.52 billion individuals (Cheung, 2017, p.1). Amongst many other attributes, these teens are 

known to be hugely tech savvy and socially empowered.  

Digital Natives 

The earliest Gen Zers were born and raised in a time when the World Wide Web was just 

gaining popularity and broader access. As a result, the whole of Generation Z has grown up in a 

world where access to the Internet is normalized and expected. “As the world’s first true digital 

natives, Gen Zers have never known a world without the internet and mobile devices. 

Technology is second nature to them: they are ‘always on’ with 24.7 access to YouTube, 
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Facebook, WhatsApp, Snapchat and WeChat – as well as any other channels they want to use 

for interactions” (Cheung, 2017, p.2).  

Digital Fluency 

According to a study by Vision Critical in 2016, more than one-third of Generation Z say that 

they use technology as much as possible, a significant amount higher than the 27% of 

millennials. “They’re eager adopters of wearable technology and networked gadgetry, and 

unafraid of a future that features artificial intelligence and job automation” (Vision Critical, 2016, 

p.10). Generation Z grew up in a multi-screen world – “they typically have access to five 

screens on their homes: television, desktop, laptop, tablet, and smartphone” (Vision Critical, 

2016, p.11). In general, Gen Zers seem to prefer mobile devices; in a “Uniquely Generation Z” 

survey conducted by IBM, 75% of respondents selected a mobile or smartphone as their device 

of choice. Older Gen Zers, aged 19 to 21, make up the dominant group of smartphone users, 

but even the younger Gen Zers have access to a screen through a desktop computer or their 

parents’ tablets (Cheung, 2017).  

Furthermore, Gen Zers spend a considerable amount of time online – 25% of respondents said 

they spend more than five hours on their mobile phones every day (Cheung, 2017, p. 4). 

Generation Z, being more tech-savvy, is also highly prepared against cyberattacks and is hyper 

aware of internet privacy. “They’ve seen and experienced the perils of cyber-bullying and online 

sexism. In keeping with their sober outlook on the world, they’ve chosen social networks that 

mitigate those negative effects: iGen prefers Snapchat, which allows users to share messages 

and images – and then deletes them within seconds” (Vision Critical, 2016, p. 11-12). 
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That digital fluency translates into their daily lives, expectations, and values in tangible ways.  

“Whether Gen Zers are online or off, socializing is important to them. When asked what they do 

with their free time, the top response — cited by 74 percent of survey respondents — was to 

spend time online” (Cheung, 2017, p.5). However, the choices “Hang out with my friends” and 

“Spend time with my family” also dominated with a tie for second. That choice also reflects the 

prevalence of interacting with friends and family through spending time line through social 

networking services such as Facebook, Instagram, and Snapchat. In fact, according to the Pew 

Research Center, “Facebook is the most popular and frequently used social media platform 

among teens; half of teens use Instagram, and nearly as many use Snapchat…71% of teens 

use more than one social network site” (Cheung, 2017, p. 5). 

 

The Goldfish Generation 

Due to their familiarity with technology, Generation Z is a cohort with high expectations. Their 

connectedness has led them to prefer and expect immediate gratification; in fact, “62% said 
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they will not use apps that are hard to navigate” and “companies that can’t meet Gen Zers’ 

extremely high expectations risk rapidly falling out of favor – and leaving the way open for 

competitors” (Cheung, 2017). They are highly mobile viewers – Gen Zers spend a full 26 hours 

per week on their phones (15.4 hours) and laptops (10.6 hours) (Vision Critical, 2016, p.15).  

As their attention constantly shifts, Generation Z’s mobile viewing also means increased multi-

tasking. “Being the mobile-first generation is likely one of the reasons why Generation Z has an 

attention span lasting no more than eight seconds – shorter than a goldfish” (Vision Critical, 

2016, p. 15). This attention span is likely the reason for the rise of 10-15 second commercials, 

such as the short ads shown before videos on YouTube. According to research by Altitude, a 

design and innovation firm, Gen Z’s short attention span is more likely a “highly evolved 

information filter, enabling them to sort through mountains of available information in search of 

what suits their interests” (Vision Critical, 2016, p. 15). Where older generations had TV shows 

and DVDs; Generation Z has must-see viral videos spread and shared through social media. 

Thus, marketers seeking to connect with Generation Z must perfect their messages in eight 

seconds and find ways to differentiate their content for a hyper-paced and uber-competitive 

social media sphere (Vision Critical, 2016, p. 16). 

Socially Empowered 

Millennials may have paved the way initially, but Gen Zers are highly socially active and 

empowered in their own ways. Generation Z is the most diverse generation to exist, and for 

them, racial, sexual, and gender equality isn’t an ideal but a reality. “As kids of the Obama 
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presidency and the Clinton candidacy, they’ve never lived through a time when people of either 

gender or any racial background couldn’t become President” (Vision Critical, 2016, p. 8).  

Gender, Sexual, & Racial Inclusivity 

According to a recent study by Innovation Group, 56% of 13 to 20-year-olds said they knew 

someone who went by gender neutral pronouns such as “they,” “them,” or “ze,” compared to 

43% of people aged 28 to 34 years old. Furthermore, “over a third of Gen Z respondents 

strongly agreed that gender did not define a person as much as it used to” (Laughlin, 2016). 

They strongly advocated for gender neutral bathrooms in public spaces, with “70% of Gen Zers 

coming out in support of the move compared to 57% of 21-34 year-olds” (Laughlin, 2016).  

The Generation Z movement towards greater diversity and inclusivity can be seen through the 

rise of gender fluid and people of color Generation Z influencers and celebrities. For example, 

the young actresses Zendaya and Amandla Stenberg fiercely represent and advocate social 

activism in different areas. Zendaya has spoken out multiple times to support women in STEM 

through the Verizon #WeNeedMore campaign. She also actively challenged a disrespectful 

comment about a choice to wear dreadlocks at the red carpet and fearlessly stood up for her 

African American culture, stating, “My wearing my hair in locs on an Oscar red carpet was to 

showcase them in a positive light, to remind people of color that our hair is good enough” (Z., 

2015). The Twitter statement resonated with many young African American girls and reflected 

Generation Z’s activism and expectation for racial sensitivity.  Actress Amandla Stenberg, who 

starred as Rue in the movie The Hunger Games, created a stir online when her high school 
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video project went viral. The video, titled “Don’t Cash Crop my Cornrows,” called out celebrities 

like Katy Perry and Christina Aguilera for cultural appropriation (Adweek, 2017).  

James Charles, the first male model for CoverGirl, is a 17-year old makeup artist and social 

media star who defies traditional beauty standards by wearing heavy makeup usually seen on 

women. Charles serving as a CoverGirl shows that brands are starting to recognize and 

respond to Generation Z’s acceptance and advocacy of gender fluidity. “CoverGirl is aware of 

these trends. The brand [launched] a new mascara, called So Lashy, that is deemed a universal 

mascara designed ‘for anyone wanting to transform their lashes into a bold look.’ So essentially, 

the brand is saying: we aren’t marketing this to just women” (Kell, 2016).  

Social & Political Activism 

The polarized 2016 election saw more active political participants from Generation Z than any 

previous. Donald Trump, initially seen as no more than a meme and joke, shocked many by 

winning the U.S. presidency, generating a huge stir on social media. The election raised more 

awareness of politics, but the constant flow of information around issues and events has 

allowed Generation Z to become more politically and socially active than ever before.  

On an ordinary Wednesday in February, tragedy struck a little town called Parkland, Florida. A 

heavily armed former student opened fire on terrified students, teachers, and staff at the Marjory 

Stoneman Douglas High school, leaving a death toll of 17 innocent individuals and igniting one 

of the largest conversations around gun control since 2012 (Burch, 2018).   
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The Parkland shooting is, unfortunately, one of many incidents of gun violence affecting 

children in the United States. There was the Columbine shooting, where 12 students and a 

teacher were killed in Denver, Colorado in 1999. Then there was Sandy Hook, in which 20 

students and six adults were shot and killed in Newton, Connecticut, in 2012. In addition to 

these two mass shooting examples, the F.B.I. has recorded over 40 “active shooter” incidents in 

the United States since 2000; in fact, the “shootings have become common enough that many 

schools, including Stoneman Douglas High, run annual drills in which students practice huddling 

in classrooms behind locked doors” (Burch, 2018).  

The Parkland school shooting ignited debate surrounding gun control regulations, as the 

Parkland shooter had acquired his murder weapon – a semiautomatic AR-15 rifle – through 

legal means. Despite the many cases of misused gun violence, access to guns have barely 

been affected. In the six years since the Sandy Hook shooting, “a familiar pattern has emerged. 

Every month or so, a killer shoots innocent people at random. There is a brief period of 

mourning. Democrats offer feeble pleas for new gun limits; Republicans offer ‘thoughts and 

prayers.’ No substantial laws are passed, and the nation moves on” (Alter, 2018).  

However, since the Parkland shooting, several of the teenage survivors have become key 

players in a reform movement for gun control that has made more waves than any previous 

attempts. A couple of key voices, Emma González, David Hogg, and Jaclyn Corin, headed the 

movement, which they dubbed the Never Again campaign. They utilized the full power of social 

media to build support for stricter background checks for gun buyers and organized a national 

protest titled a March for Our Lives. “The Parkland teens, at once tearful and cutting, publicly 
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called out the NRA’s influence on national politics, and shamed the leaders they considered 

responsible for the nation’s gun laws” (Alter, 2018). Their voices quickly went viral. “González 

had no Twitter account before the shooting – 11 days later, she had more followers than the 

NRA” (Alter, 2018).  

On March 14, students, high school students inspired by the activism of the Parkland teens 

organized a National School Walkout, in which students in classes around the country left class 

for seventeen minutes – one minute for every victim. Thousands of schools in every state 

participated in the movement; in Ohio, South High school released seventeen balloons, and in 

Florida, Wekiva High School filled their courtyard with seventeen empty desks (Eames-Scott, 

2018). According to a Politico/Morning Consult survey, “support for stronger gun regulations 

spiked to 68% after the shooting, up from 60%” a couple months ago. A Wall Street Journal and 

NBC poll showed that public support for the NRA was down to 37%, signifying the first time 

since 2000 that the association was viewed more negatively than positively. Companies such 

as Delta Airlines began to cut ties with the NRA while Dick’s Sporting Goods announced it 

would stop carrying assault rifles (Alter, 2018).  

These teens were “young enough to be victimized by a school shooting, but old enough to 

shape the aftermath,” a position that made them at once vulnerable and invincible. In the 

aftermath of the Parkland shooting, these Gen Zers transformed a tragedy into a revolution and 

demonstrated the massive influence in their hands and showed that they have the drive and 

ability to shape the world.     
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Consumer Behavior 

This generation has huge influencer power – according to the recent IBM study “Uniquely 

Generation Z”, “In the U.S. alone, consumer spending on Gen Zers totaled a whopping USD 

829.5 billion in 2015.” Not only does Generation Z currently control around USD in direct 

consumer spending, but they also significantly influence over $600 billion USD in spending from 

their parents and guardians (Vision Critical, 2016, p.3).   

Their digital knowledge exceeds that of older members in the household, so they can influence 

family’s “paths to purchase: from product evaluation, to purchasing methods, to post-purchasing 

activities. This influence extends into purchases of household products, food and beverages, 

and particularly “big ticket” items like furniture and travel, where prices far exceed Gen Zers own 

personal budgets” (Cheung, 2017, p.11). In fact, in the Uniquely Generation Z study by IBM, 

“over 70% of surveyed Gen Zers said they influence family decisions on buying furniture, 

household goods, and food and beverages” (Cheung, 2017). 

Generation Z’s shopping habits are also highly differentiated from that of millennials, a fact that 

marketers should be aware of and ready for. “Where millennials are spenders, happy to splurge 

on the one designer item they desire, Generation Z shops for value: they look to make their 

money go farther. And yet, while they’re determined shoppers, they’re also adept online 

researchers” (Vision Critical, 2016, p. 33). According to a study by Ernst & Young about the 

loyalty of Generation Z, traditional loyalty programs such as cards and promotions were of less 
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interest to Gen Zers; however, they are more “attracted to buying online and [having] 

personalized products, feeling they were made especially for them” (Puiu, 2016, p. 68). 

A Grail Research study in 2011 highlighted several considerations that companies should focus 

their strategies on to appeal to Generation Z. Those strategies include: 

• Adopting technology-based marketing and sales channels, such as ads on social media, 

mobile apps, etc. 

• Offer multifunctional products. Used to smartphones, Generation Z loves to have a 

single device that does many things, even if there is a higher price tag. Generation Z 

prefers simple products with a friendly interface and that are easy to interact with. 

• Be green. Corporate social responsibility can influence the purchasing decision for a 

product as much as the product itself. Generation Zers prefer to feel like they are 

contributing to the community.  
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CHAPTER TWO: VIRAL CONTENT 

Definitions of Terms 

Viral – (adj.) quickly and widely spread or popularized, especially by social media (Viral, 2017)  

Viral Content – (n.) textual, visual, or aural content encountered while online that spreads virally  

Viral Marketing – (n.) a marketing strategy that focuses on spreading information and opinions 

about a product or service from person to person by using unconventional means such as the 

Internet. Alternatively, it’s “a persuasive message distributed by an advertiser through an unpaid 

channel among peers on interactive digital platforms” (Tsai, 2014, p. 294). 

Virality – (n.) the tendency of an image, video, or piece of information to be circulated rapidly 

and widely from one Internet user to another; the quality or fact of being viral (Virality, 2017). 

Types of Viral Content 

Viral Video 

A video that becomes popular through a viral process of Internet sharing, typically through video 

sharing websites, social media, and email. Often, the measurement of whether a video has 

“gone viral” is gauged through number of views within a certain amount of time.  

Hashtag  

A type of metadata tag often used on social networks such as Twitter, Instagram, and 

Facebook. It allows the user to apply dynamic, user-generated tagging so others can easily find 

messages with a specific theme or content and can indicate trending topics.  
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Meme 

An idea that spreads from person to person within a culture, often with the aim of conveying a 

phenomenon, theme, or meaning. Internet memes are spread largely through e-mail, blogs, 

forums, imageboards such as 4chan, social networks such as Twitter, social news sites such as 

Reddit, and video hosting services such as YouTube (Schubert, 2003).  

Tweet 

A message posted and interacted with through the online news and social networking services, 

Twitter.com. Tweets are restricted to 280 characters each and users can “follow” other users, 

“like” their favorite tweets, or “retweet” another user’s tweet by forwarding it to their own feed.  

ClickBait 

Web content that aims for users to click on a link to go to a certain webpage. Clickbait headlines 

exploit the “curiosity gap” by providing just enough information to pique readers’ curiosity, 

incentivizing them to satisfy their curiosity by clicking to the linked content (Waldman, 2014).  

Viral Marketing 

“Viral marketing” was first coined as a method of marketing and distribution in 1996 by Steve 

Jurvetson and Tim Draper when describing the e-mail marketing strategy of Hotmail.com. The 

free email service appended messages from Hotmail accounts with a catchy tagline that stated: 

“Get your private, free, e-mail from Hotmail at http://www.hotmail.com.” With this technique, 

Hotmail managed to exceed 10 million users in a little over half a year – an astoundingly large 

number compared to radio and television ads, which took 20 and 10 years, respectively, to gain 
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the same number of users. Jurveston compared the contagious nature of the email to the 

anatomy of a sneeze – as each sneeze releases 2 million particles in the air, Hotmail was 

passed from user to use, with each new user clocking on the link at the end of an email they 

received. (Porter & Golan, 2006, p. 31). Today, viral marketing acts under many different names 

(such as “buzz marketing”, “viral advertising,” and “word-of-mouth advertising”).  

Viral Advertising vs. Traditional Advertising 

Advertising is “paid non-personal communication from an identified sponsor using mass media 

to persuade or influence an audience” (Porter & Golan, 2006, p. 33). Increasingly, it’s clear that 

“content doesn’t need to be on traditional TV for young people to consider it television; if it’s 

good, they’ll watch whatever, wherever” (Smith & Gillette, 2017, p. 1). Traditional and viral 

advertising differ from each other in a few key areas, including media payment, personal 

relatability, and a housed network or distribution channels; however, they share aspects like 

intent and sponsorship. 

Media Payment 

While traditional advertising might be distributed through paid media networks, such as TV or 

cable channels, there is no paid media involved in viral marketing. Viral advertising is typically 

“seeded through existing email lists of loyal customers or official company sites” (Porter & 

Galon, 2006, p. 33). Furthermore, the increased use of social media networks and the Internet 

encourages marketers to use free independent third-party sites (such as Twitter.com, 

Facebook.com, Vine, and ViralBank) to distribute viral materials.   
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Personal Intimacy 

Where traditional advertisement is non-personal, viral advertising is highly personalized to a 

consumer. Traditional advertising is distributed through mass-media networks and hopes to 

reach a large amount of people by targeting specific populations within those distribution 

networks and converting them into customers. In comparison, viral marketing aims to be 

distributed by trusted sources such as friends or family via word-of-mouth. The practice of viral 

stealth marketing, “whereby advertisers attempt to ‘fly below the consumers’ radar’ by recruiting 

‘brand pushers’ to pose as consumers and casually mention products in online communities 

and generate positive online word-of-mouth for products”, validates the success of a personal 

recommendation (Porter & Golan, 2006, p. 33).     

Distribution Channels 

Viral advertising messages are reliant on the vast spread and low cost margin of the Internet to 

proliferate its messages. If a viral marketing effort succeeds, it can be extremely profitable for the 

marketer because they can gain an enormous distribution to consumers via a massive web of 

trusted sources. However, due to the huge amounts of content on the Internet, it’s much harder 

for a piece of viral content to stand out amongst the vast sea of content out there.   

Intent  

The intent of both traditional and viral advertising is to persuade the audience. However, the 

persuasion intent of viral marketing content isn’t always as overt and viral advertisements are 

less likely than television commercials to feature blatant brand identification (Porter & Golan, 
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2006). Tsai states in “Why Do We Share?” that “the need to develop intriguing storylines 

outweighs the need for the story to demonstrate the brand’s benefits” (Tsai, 2014, p. 295).  

Sponsorship 

Both traditional and viral advertising originate from an identified sponsor. Advertisers hope to 

associate the momentary positive feelings of enjoyment and involvement experienced from their 

content with the sponsor. Viral advertisers often up the forwarding quotient by making the 

content emotional or funny to justify passing it along to users. Justin Kirby, the founder of Viral 

and Buzz Marketing Association (VBMA), stated that if the content is provocative enough, the 

product does not have to provide exceptional value. “It avoids the need to have a product with a 

‘wow’ factor in order to generate buzz. Instead, the viral campaign’s communication agent – 

often video based advertainment content – is the element that needs a “wow” factor… the focus 

is on campaigns that consumers want to interact with” (Porter & Galon, 2006, p. 33).  

The Viral Video 

Since the decline of traditional mass-media advertising, a new form of online branded 

entertainment has risen in popularity – the viral video. Branded entertainment refers to a 

relatively new marketing strategy that involves “integrating branded messages into content that 

consumers seek out for entertainment purposes” (Tsai, 2014, p.292).   

Amongst viral videos is a new form of advertising called a “MFA,” or microfilm advertising. A 

microfilm advertising video is a short streaming advertisement designed to go viral. These 

advertisements are increasingly optimal for advertisers and sponsors in China and Taiwan due 
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to the marginal costs of online circulation costs (providing the MFA goes viral). The videos 

intend to engage consumers with narrative persuasion, utilizing a dramatic, romantic, or 

humorous storyline to “hook” the watcher and experience the emotions of the characters. Then, 

the positive attitude towards the advertisement may encourage voluntary viewing and sharing 

and viewers are less likely to argue with or reject the branded products in the advertisement 

(Tsai, 2014). Furthermore, online viewing represents “opportunities for deeper brand 

engagement, since…the online placement allows for further interaction – replaying the ad, 

rating it, and adding a comment – or even forwarding it to another friend to continue the viral 

cycle” (Southgate, 2010, p.350).   

Although the video models described in this article pertains mostly to Chinese microfilms, the 

MFA form of video is also highly utilized by various media agencies and sponsors in the U.S. 

Buzzfeed Motion Pictures has created many sponsored creative videos on behalf of major 

brands. One of their more successful campaigns, Dear Kitten, was a video series depicting an 

older cat offering sage advice to a kitten in a wizened, comforting voice reminiscent of Morgan 

Freeman. The series aimed to sell Purina cat food and generated millions of views on YouTube. 

The company also integrates product placement and creates custom episodes for various 

brands in their more popular, recurring web shows, utilizing an existing fan base similar to how 

product placement would work on traditional TV. For example, in “The Try Guys Try Distracted 

Driving // Presented by Kia Forte,” a 10-minute episode from the Buzzfeed show The Try Guys, 

depicted the four plucky and bickering companions attempting to steer a Kia car clear of 

distractions in a chaotic closed course.    
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Another type of popular video is that of Tasty, Buzzfeed’s collection of aerial-view, time-lapse 

cooking videos. The shorts last typically between 1- 4 minutes, but are filled with cheesy, 

avocado-laden addictiveness. They are part of the company’s “first vertical that doesn’t bear the 

Buzzfeed brand [and] have drawn nearly 40 billion views in less than two years on Facebook, 

Instagram, Snapchat, YouTube, and Tasty’s own site” (Buzzfeed, 2017). The success of the 

Tasty videos also drives sponsors to place their products to follow the Oster grill example: 

In March, Newell Brands created a sponsored Tasty campaign that featured 

an Oster grill in a minute-long video for a jalapeño and cheese-stuffed 

hamburger. While Newell’s team expected a boost in views, it didn’t expect 

that the grill would immediately sell out through ecommerce retailers Amazon 

and Target, and the brand’s marketers were able to attribute the sales lift 

directly to Tasty since it was the only running paid media. Interestingly, the 

post didn’t include a link for viewers to purchase the item, but commenters did 

a bit of the heavy lifting for the brand, leaving comments with links that people 

could shop from. All told, a series of three sponsored clips reached 369 million 

people with 310 million views and 1.8 million shares (Johnson, 2016, p. 5). 

Viral videos are plentiful and range widely in content – yet, something about them 

drives people to share despite the large distribution of what they portray. So, what 

drives the virality of viral videos and other online content? 



18 

 

Why Viral Content Goes Viral 

“It’s not just “beautiful images, happy looking animals…Ryan Gosling, corgis, outlandish Florida 

articles, and the apocalypse” (Gillette, 2012, p.1). According to Jonah Berger in Contagious, 

viral content is like a really funny joke – it’s “so inherently viral that it spreads regardless of who 

is doing the talking” (Berger, 2016, p. 14). Jonah Berger (2016) details a list of six key STEPPS 

that cause things to be talked about, shared, and imitated in his book Contagious: Why Things 

Catch On. 

1. Social Currency – What we talk about influences how others see us. We need to find our 

inner remarkability and make people feel like insiders. We need to leverage game 

mechanics to provide visible symbols of status that they can show to others.  

2. Triggers – Stimuli that prompt people to think about related things. As people talk about 

what first comes to mind, the more often people think about a product or idea, the more 

it will be talked about. Top of mind leads to tip of tongue. 

3. Emotion – Naturally contagious content usually evokes some sort of emotion. However, 

some emotions can increase sharing, while others decrease it, so picking the right 

emotions to evoke is important. 

4. Public – It’s hard to copy something you can’t see. Making things more observable 

makes them easier to imitate, which makes them more likely to become popular.  

5. Practical Value – Crafting content that seems useful. People like to help others, so if we 

can show how a product will improve a quality of life, then they’re more inclined to share. 
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6. Stories – People don’t just share information, they tell stories. Therefore, stories make 

virality valuable; however, we need to make sure our message is integral to the narrative 

so people can’t tell the story without it (p.22-24).  

The “anything goes” mentality and lack of formal Federal Communication Commission (FCC) 

regulation on the World Wide Web encourages advertisers to “create violent and sexually 

charge content presented in humorous context without overt branding” (Porter & Galon, 2006, 

p. 36). Humor is employed nearly unanimously across all viral advertisements. “The more 

conscious viewers are that they’re watching [a] video and are in on the joke, the more likely it is 

that they’ll share the link with their friends” (Smith & Gillette, 2017, p. 2).  

Other aspects of viral content include the unexpectedness and the emotion of some content. 

Upworthy, a news website that has gathered a large follower base in a fraction of the time it 

took competitors to do the same, states that great content must be created or shared. “Great 

content [has] an emotional story arc and an inspiring meaningful message” (Das, 2018). Kevin 

Alloca, the YouTube Head of Culture and Trends at Google, also stated, “In a world inundated 

with more content than anyone can ever hope to consume, virality is possible by only those 

creations which are unique and unexpected. Things which stand out get the attention that is 

necessary for virality (Das, 2018). These reasons explain why surprising videos such as the Old 

Spice commercials, or the viral Pen Pineapple Apple Pen video are so popular – they’re new, 

surprising, and transport the viewer out of mundane reality.  
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Community is a core aspect to driving virality of content. “Communities are responsible for the 

rapid propagation of content and even add to it” (Das, 2018). In a University of Pennsylvania 

study, researchers had 80 participants read headlines and abstracts for 80 news articles and 

rate them on whether they would read and share the articles. While the participants went 

through the articles, the researchers scanned their brain activity and discovered that two areas 

of the brain were engaged when rating the shareability of each article – “the region associated 

with self-related thinking and the region associating with mentalizing (imagining what others 

might think)” (Baker, 2018). 

However, Buzzfeed data scientist Dao Nguyen has a different theory. She states the concept of 

“cultural cartography,” in which a media company or advertiser doesn’t just think about the 

subject matter of their content, but primarily considers the “job” that the content is doing for the 

reader or viewer. She lists the example of one of Buzzfeed’s most successful Facebook Lives, 

in which 800,000 people tuned in to a video featuring two employees in hazmat suits, wrapping 

rubber bands around a watermelon until the gourd exploded at the 690th band. Buzzfeed’s team 

categorizes videos, lists, and other types of content like the watermelon Facebook Live by their 

jobs rather than just descriptive tags; for example, a video might be tagged as “makes me 

laugh” or “this is me” rather than just “cute animals” (Nguyen, 2017).    
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PART TWO: CASE STUDIES 

To understand how Generation Z and viral marketing converge, I chose three specific cases. 

Each case covers an aspect of viral marketing and touches upon a unique Generation Z 

characteristic. The three cases I chose were the following: 

1. The Kylie Jenner Lip Challenge 

2. The PPAP Phenomenon 

3. The Kendall Jenner Pepsi Ad Fiasco 

Each case was chosen due to a unique relationship between the viral content and subsequent 

marketing. For example, the Kylie Jenner case explores how the video and advertisement were 

opposite in tone, yet indirectly affected each other to the success of the Kylie Jenner Cosmetics 

line. The PPAP case explores the synergy from riding the success of a viral video by adapting 

its influence directly into an advertisement. Lastly, the Kendall Jenner Pepsi ad explores how 

attempting to exploit a progressive movement went viral and affected the Pepsi business.   
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CHAPTER THREE: THE KYLIE JENNER CHALLENGE 

The History of Kylie Jenner 

Kylie Jenner is a name of considerable renown amongst today’s teens. The youngest of the 

famous Kardashian/Jenner clan, Kylie Jenner has recently become a huge media mogul in her 

own right. In 2014 and 2015, Time listed Kylie and her sister, Kendall as some of the most 

influential teens in the world, citing their considerable influence among teens on social media. 

Currently, she is the eighth most highly followed individual on Instagram with 106 million 

followers on the social media app (Jenner). She is also a highly popular influencer on Snapchat, 

with a gargantuan following that created its own Instagram account to keep her posts from 

disappearing from the Snapchat sphere.  

Kylie Jenner: Generation Z Influencer    

Although Kylie had a head start to fame thanks to her family’s reality show Keeping Up with the 

Kardashians, a huge reason for Kylie’s success has been through social media. Generation Z 

individuals are known for being active on social media and Kylie knows how to feed the fever. 

She is one of the most active celebrities on social media, and the constant connection with her 

fans both piques their interest and draws them in. To many teens, her life is a dream world. 

“People always imagine what being rich and famous is like, Kylie quenched peoples thirst of 

knowledge as she let them into her world” (Kounavina, 2017). Furthermore, her constant 

connection with fans includes them in her exclusive world, as she and her fans are sharing a 

secret. That inclusivity has generated fervent love and imitation from fans.   
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Pucker Up 

One of the largest controversies and topics 

surrounding Kylie as she grew up was the 

artificial growth in her lips. The hype surrounding 

her pout is a huge factor leading to her 

incredible success and immense beauty empire. 

The dramatic evolution of her “ever-changing pout” generated a huge following of fan worship 

and speculation that later inspired a viral social media phenomenon, the Kylie Jenner Lip 

Challenge, “which had teens risking physical injury to get Jenner’s look by placing their mouths 

in shot glasses, [using] suction to increase the size of their lips” (Schaefer, 2017).  

The Kylie Jenner Lip Challenge 

The Kylie Jenner Lip Challenge, also known by its hashtag #kyliejennerchallenge, is a viral 

trend spread via social media sites such as YouTube, Vine, Instagram, and Facebook. 

Teenagers posted pictures or videos of themselves enlarging their lips by suctioning them 

inside a shot glass. When the lips are sealed inside the glass, they suck out the air, causing the 

lips to swell and artificially plumping their lips to imitate Kylie’s famous pout (Schaefer, 2017). 

Currently, a YouTube video from 2016 compiled of failed challenges has over 29 million views; 

there are too many #kyliejennerchallenge hashtags on Twitter and Instagram to count.  
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Lip Kit launch and sell-out, examples of fakes around the world 

On November 30, 2015, Kylie released the first product in her new Kylie Cosmetics Lip Kit line. 

The first collection, containing three beige/brown colored matte lipsticks and lip liners, sold out 

within minutes of release on KylieCosmetics.com (Schaefer, 2017). Since then, Kylie has 

released several new kits in bold new shades, all of which have also sold out quickly. The 

scarcity of product is more than a fabricated exclusivity. According to Seed Beauty, the 

manufacturer of the cosmetic brand, “We are running the factory 24-7 to meet demand…It’s 

truly as much as we can make” (Schaefer, 2017). 

  

Interestingly, many online bloggers and reviewers have actually criticized the Kylie Lip Kits for 

having extremely similar formulas to lipsticks from much cheaper brands such as ColourPop. 

“Nicole, [a vlogger] who is known for reviewing liquid lipsticks [posted] a video breaking down 

how similar the formula for ColourPop’s (a cult beauty brand known for its inexpensive products 

with unique names such as Can You Knot, First Base, and Instigator) liquid lipsticks and 

Jenner’s were. It showed that most of the ingredients were the same, but used in a different 
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order. Because there are only so many beauty manufacturers, similar products from different 

brands are fairly common” (Schaefer, 2017). The only difference was in the prices – where 

ColourPop’s lipsticks were only $6, one Kylie lipstick retailed for $17, while the entire lip kit 

retailed for $29.  

Kylie’s brand reputation is formidable, and it didn’t stop there – once the kits were sold out 

online, it was reported that some were being resold on eBay.com for ridiculously upscaled 

prices. “One particular eBay seller started the bidding on a set in the color Dolce K at its regular 

price, but since it was first posted, the bid [was] driven up to a whopping $10,000” (Erdogan, 

2018). Nowadays, counterfeit lip kits are circulated around the world with minute differences in 

packaging and formula for desperate customers to grab (Ferguson, 2017).  

Despite these criticisms, the success of Kylie Cosmetics is undeniable. Shortly after the 

success of the initial Lip Kit launch, Kylie Cosmetics released a promotional video for the new 

Glosses product. The advertisement depicts Kylie and her friends busting a drug deal in crop 

tops and high heels. They take the time to top off their naturally plump lips with lip gloss before 

whipping out a gun and driving off in a convertible, dollar bills dispersing through the wind. The 

video is glamourous, edgy, and has 14 million views on YouTube.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE PPAP PHENOMENON 

I Have a Pen… 

PPAP stands for Pen Pineapple Apple Pen. One would never to think to put these words 

together, but said in order, over and over again, the combination proves surprisingly catchy. 

The PPAP viral video by Pikotaro is a 45 second ditty featuring a flamboyant Japanese man in 

a yellow leopard ensemble dancing with a pen and apple.  

Pikotaro is a “character created and played by Kazuhito (aka Daimaou) Kosaka, a comedian 

who has been grinding away in Japan’s entertainment industry for more than two decades. He 

has long been a mid-tier act, notable enough to appear in Seven-Eleven commercials and guest 

on variety shows, but never held the spotlight” (Michel, 2018). However, in September 2016, his 

video “Pen-Pineapple-Apple-Pen/PIKO-TARO” 

went viral and accumulated millions of views within 

a few months, garnering attention from the 

common teenager to pop icon Justin Bieber.  

 

Although the video was initially shared on YouTube, it gathered millions more views outside of 

Pikotaro’s channel; it has been shared on Twitter and Facebook, and remixed in various 

fashions. It was YouTube’s top music video for three weeks and “crashed onto the Billboard Hot 

100, at No. 77, making it the shortest song to ever chart,” and nabbing a Guiness World Record 

along the way (Michel, 2018). 
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And Success Follows 

The hashtag #PPAP quickly trended and it wasn’t long before common people began imitating 

the addictive song and dance. Brands in Asia especially took notice and were quick to jump 

onto the PPAP craze for advertising. For example, Tesco Malaysia, a supermarket brand, 

quickly featured a spot to showcase its supermarket and produce variety. The spot begins with 

a Tesco employee dancing in the stationary section with a pen. Then, the frame cuts away to 

the produce area, where – surprise, surprise, he stabs the pen into the apple and breaks into 

awkward dance. “The video concludes with a twist when a shopper takes the fruit from the 

employee’s hands and places it in her basket. The spot has gained 48,957 views, 704 reactions 

and 488 shares at the time of writing” (Tay, 2018). Huawei Technologies, a Chinese 

multinational networking and telecommunications company, also jumped onto the bandwagon 

by alluding that the best pairing with a pen isn’t fruit, but its Matebook product. 

 

Most notably, Pikotaro paired with Japan Fanta, producing a remixed version of the jingle to 

advertise the Fanta Lemon + C. The advertisement is obviously a direct parody of the original, 

with Pikotaro in the same ensemble against a white background, but then it morphs into a bright 

remixed montage of fruit and bubbles before ending on Pikotaro’s signature grunt. 
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Why Did it Go Viral? 

“When I first saw it, I thought it was weird, but I played it five times nonstop. It was just 

addictive,” says Lillian Leong, Chief Operating Officer of Hong-Kong-based online content 

aggregator 9Gag. What was so addictive about PPAP? 

Pikotaro thinks the track succeeded for three reasons. “First, it’s in English. Fully in English. 

Second, ‘pa pi pu pe po’ feels good to say,” he shares, repeating those syllables over and over 

again. And third, he thinks nobody has ever made something as goofy as “PPAP” before 

(Michel, 2018).  PPAP, albeit unintentionally, fits perfectly into the typically defined model of 

“viral content” – it’s funny, unexpected, easily shared, and short. It’s perfect for the internet, 

where reaction and re-creation drive content (having a fun and easy dance helps, too). “And 

even though he knows it probably won’t happen again, long-overlooked Kosaka managed to 

break records and reach millions of ears — not to mention swipe attention away from J-pop 

titans SMAP and Hikaru Utada — with a gleefully wacky song highlighting the anything-goes 

style of the web at its best” (Michel, 2018). 
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CHAPTER FIVE: THE KENDALL JENNER PEPSI AD FIASCO 

 “Jump In” 

On April 5, 2017, “Pepsi released an ad that [took] a strong, if bizarre, brand position on 

contemporary politics. In the spot, dubbed “Jump In,” Kendall Jenner abandons a photo shoot to 

join a passing march. To do so, she sheds a blonde wig and slips in among a diverse throng of 

variously-toned participants in a seemingly-innocuous protest. Eventually, Jenner meets an 

equally innocuous policeman keeping order. She hands him a cold Pepsi, and the crowd of 

protesters rejoices. “Live for Now,” the spot concludes” (Bogost, 2017).  

The spot pulled imagery from the Black Lives Matter movement, immediately generating intense 

criticism from people, who stated it trivialized the widespread protests against police killings of 

African Americans. In the aftermath, the nearly three-minute "Live For Now Moments Anthem" 

video generated about 1.8 million views on Pepsi's YouTube page, with about 29,000 dislikes 

and thousands of negative comments, before suddenly "going private" two days later 

(Channick, 2017). Pepsi pulled the ad, stating, “"Pepsi was trying to project a global message of 

unity, peace and understanding. Clearly we missed the mark, and we apologize. We did not 

intend to make light of any serious issue. We are removing the content and halting any further 

rollout. We also apologize for putting Kendall Jenner in this position" (Frank, 2017). 

Why it was Problematic 

In the ad, Pepsi was likely attempting to realign its brand and portray itself as progressive 

towards its consumers. However, “many posters had a different take, saying Pepsi was co-
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opting the Black Lives Matter movement and making light of issues that have mobilized political 

resistance in recent years” (Channick, 2017). Many current activists stated the depiction in the 

Pepsi ad was “precisely the opposite of their real-world experience of protesting police brutality” 

(Victor, 2017). The climactic moment of the Pepsi video, in which Kendall handed the Pepsi to 

the police officer, evoked the viral photo of Leshia Evans standing peacefully in front of police in 

riot gear Baton Rouge, LA., as marchers protested the fatal police shooting of Alton Sterling. 

Evans, who is black, was arrested. “In the Pepsi video, Jenner, who is white, enjoys a joyful 

bonding moment with the police officer” (Channick, 2017). According to Elle Hearns, a former 

Black Lives Matter organizer, the ad “plays down the sacrifices people have historically taken in 

utilizing protests. No one is finding joy from Pepsi at a protest. That’s just not the reality of our 

lives. That’s not what it looks like to take bold action” (Victor, 2017). 

 



31 

 

Was it Actually Effective? 

Interestingly, while the fiasco was in motion, 

Pepsi stock actually surged on Wall Street. 

However, once the ad was pulled on April 5, 

at 1:20PM, the stock plummeted drastically. 

It begs the question – was Pepsi’s attempt 

effective despite the public backlash? 

According to The Atlantic, it doesn’t matter. “Yes, true, it coopts the politics of protest, 

particularly as they surround race relations in America today. But that’s not the ad’s goal, so the 

public’s objection is ultimately irrelevant to Pepsi’s mission” (Bogost, 2017). Through the spot, 

Pepsi claims its brand unites different people around the shared delight of refreshment. 

Today’s political climate is distressing for many people in America. For some, the answer to 

distress is protest and agitation. But for others, healing comes from dreaming of a near future in 

which the anxiety melts away like a cool soda quenching a thirst. Pepsi steps in, offering a 

hypothetical resolution to politics by consumer capitalism. The imitation of specific scenes of 

protest, like the Baton Rouge moment, offers an alternative reality in which people line the 

streets to share soda rather than to protest racial inequity. If only everyone would first identify as 

a consumer, reasons Pepsi, then they wouldn’t have to see one another as black or white, man 

or woman, citizen or immigrant…After all, people don’t buy cola for its social realism. They buy 

it to feel good about themselves, even if temporarily” (Bogost, 2017). 
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PART THREE: SURVEY & DATA ANALYSIS 

CHAPTER SIX: THE SURVEY 

Thus far, we have delved into the characteristics of Generation Z, what viral content and viral 

marketing is, and three specific case studies of viral marketing. However, the purpose of the 

thesis is to take a step further and explore the convergence of Generation Z and viral 

marketing. I sought to understand how Generation Z individuals responded to viral content and 

subsequent viral marketing efforts through three randomly distributed surveys.  

Survey Overview  

The three surveys were each based off of one of the previously explored case studies – the 

Kylie Jenner Lip Challenge, PPAP, and the Kendall Jenner Pepsi advertisement. They were 

created and distributed via SurveyMonkey.com, an online survey development and distribution 

software that provides free, customizable surveys along with paid back-end data analysis, 

sample selection, and data representation services (SurveyMonkey.com). The survey was 

randomly distributed via SurveyMonkey’s Audience Panel service, which allowed me to target 

an equal distribution of male and female respondents between 18-22 years old.  

Survey 1 (representing the Kylie Jenner Lip Challenge) and Survey 2 (representing PPAP) first 

showed one viral video and then displayed 6 questions that asked the respondent about a 

variety of topics, including sharing, positive or negative feelings, and likelihood of purchase. 

Examples of the questions included, “How did this viral video or ad make you feel in terms of 

humor, appeal, surprise, interestingness, and informativeness?” and “What do you think about 
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the company/brand after viewing this advertisement in terms of uniqueness, fun, 

progressiveness, boring, and insensitivity?” Then, the respondent saw an advertisement 

inspired by or related to the viral content (the “Glosses” ad and the PPAP Fanta remix). The 

respondents then answered similar questions based on their response to the advertisement and 

the brand after having seen the viral video beforehand. With both the viral video and the 

advertisement, respondents were asked how likely they were to purchase the related product 

before and after watching the viral video/advertisement. A more detailed explanation of 

questions and variables involved in the survey are explained in the section “Independent 

Variables Explained” and “Dependent Variables Explained.”  

Survey 3, which represented the Kendall Jenner Pepsi advertisement, was structured slightly 

differently. Because of the advertisement’s controversy surrounding the trivialization of Black 

Lives Matter, there was a required free response question to ask why or why not their answer 

changed between the questions asking how likely they were to purchase the related product 

before and after watching the ad. Furthermore, the Pepsi ad itself went viral, so there was no 

need to split the survey into two parts to capture viral video vs. advertisement response – as 

such, Survey 3 was much shorter than Survey 1 and 2.  
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Pictured are the format and design of the 

surveys. Many questions were scored on a 

Likert scale (1-5) to gauge the respondents’ 

positive/negative reactions.   
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CHAPTER SEVEN: DATA ANALYSIS 

The surveys were out for two weeks, during which they collected a total of 168. At completion, I 

exported the results in an Excel and CSV file with some preliminary and basic figures and 

analysis. However, the results we were looking for required a deeper analysis, so we turned to 

the statistical software R to gather a deeper insight and truly understand how Gen Zers respond 

to viral content.  

Preliminary Analysis & Data Cleaning 

Before being able to analyze the results in R, I had to clean up the data into an easily coded 

format. For example, questions with Yes/No answers, such as the question, “Have you seen 

this before?” had to be dummy coded into 1’s and 0’s. The Likert scale questions (such as “How 

does this video make you feel in terms of…”) were scored on a scale of 1-5, with 1 being 

extremely negative, 3 being indifference, and 5 being extremely positive. The cleaning was 

done through Microsoft Excel with many nested IF statements. Question titles were also 

renamed into shorter column names to be more easily referred to. For example, the question, 

“Prior to seeing the Lip Challenge viral video, how likely were you to buy the Kylie Jenner Lip 

Kit?” (a very wordy column title!) was converted into “Prior_Purchase_V.” Lastly, to understand 

how the videos/advertisements may have affected a change in purchasing response, I created 

the new variables, “V_Purchase_Ratio” and “A_Purchase_Ratio.” Each purchase ratio 

measured the ratio of the “after” answer to the “prior” answer. If the ratio was equal to 1, then 

their answer did not change. If it was greater than 1, then the respondent became more likely to 
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purchase after viewing the respective video or advertisement. If it was less than 1, then video or 

advertisement had actually resulted in a decrease in purchase likelihood.  

After cleaning the data, I converted the coded responses into clean CSV files and ran 

correlation matrices with them. Through a correlation heat map of each survey, I was able to 

gauge the correlation between variables, identify possible multicollinearities and predict trends.  

 

Regression Models 

R is a “free software environment for statistical computing and graphics” (The R Project). It 

provided a relatively straightforward method to test the variety of models and conduct the 

exploratory analysis for this project. Using R, I conducted multiple linear regression (also known 

as OLS ordinary least squares regression), backwards regression, principal component 

analysis, and factor analysis to test my hypotheses.   

The following list explains the meanings of the variable names and the questions they 

correspond to. Most of the variables are continuous numeric data scored on a scale of 1 – 5, 

excepting two variables (SeenV and SeenA), which are categorical variables dummy coded to 
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answer a yes/no question. The regression interpretations will all be referred to by these variable 

names from this point forward for consistency and ease of use.  

Independent Variables Explained 

• SeenV = Have you seen this viral video before? 

(1 = Yes, 0 = No) 

• HumorV, AppealV, InterestingV, SurprisingV, & InformativenessV = How did this viral 

video make you feel in terms of ________? 

(1 = negative, 3 = indifferent, 5 = positive) 

• ShareV = How likely are you to share this video with others? 

(1 = not at all likely, 2 = not likely, 3 = indifferent, 4 = likely, 5 = extremely likely) 

• UniqueV, FunV, ProgressiveV, InsensitiveV, & BoringV = What do you think about the 

company/brand after viewing this viral video in terms of _______?  

(1 = not at all, 3 = indifferent, 5 = extremely)  

• SeenA = Have you seen this advertisement before? 

(1 = Yes, 0 = No) 

• HumorA, AppealA, InterestingA, SurprisingA, & InformativenessA = How did this 

advertisement make you feel in terms of ________? 

(1 = negative, 3 = indifferent, 5 = positive) 

• ShareA = How likely are you to share this advertisement with others? 

(1 = not at all likely, 2 = not likely, 3 = indifferent, 4 = likely, 5 = extremely likely) 

• UniqueA, FunA, ProgressiveA, InsensitiveA, & BoringA = What do you think about the 

company/brand after viewing this advertisement in terms of _______?  

(1 = not at all, 3 = indifferent, 5 = extremely)  
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Dependent Variables Explained 

• Prior_Purchase_V = Prior to seeing the ____________ viral video, how likely were you to 

buy ______________?  

(1 = not at all likely, 2 = not likely, 3 = indifferent, 4 = likely, 5 = extremely likely) 

• After_Purchase_V = After seeing the ____________ viral video, how likely are you to buy 

______________?  

(1 = not at all likely, 2 = not likely, 3 = indifferent,4 = likely, 5 = extremely likely) 

• V_Purchase_Ratio = After_Purchase_V divided by Prior_Purchase_V. A value is less 

than 1, reflects a negative change in purchase behavior after seeing viral videos. Value 

equal to 1 reflects no change in purchase behavior. Value greater than 1 reflects positive 

change in purchase behavior. 

• Prior_Purchase_A = Prior to seeing the ____________ advertisement, how likely were 

you to buy ______________?  

(1 = not at all likely, 2 = not likely, 3 = indifferent,4 = likely, 5 = extremely likely) 

• After_Purchase_A = After seeing the ____________ advertisement, how likely are you to 

buy ______________?  

(1 = not at all likely, 2 = not likely, 3 = indifferent,4 = likely, 5 = extremely likely) 

A_Purchase_Ratio = After_Purchase_A divided by Prior_Purchase_A. A value is less 

than 1, reflects a negative change in purchase behavior after seeing advertisement. 

Value equal to 1 reflects no change in purchase behavior. Value greater than 1 reflects 

positive change in purchase behavior. 

Running Linear Regressions in R 

The following steps were taken to conduct the linear regression and backwards regression in R. 

Firstly, I imported the dataset from CSV file and named the dataframe as V_R_1.  Then I 
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omitted missing values with R’s na.omit function because they introduce inconsistencies in 

analysis later.  

Then, I ran a linear OLS regression of the dataset with each dependent variable to all 

independent variables. There is a total of 6 regressions for each survey (and three for Survey 

3). However, these initial full regressions returned almost very little to almost no significant 

variables due to the smaller number of responses that we had and a large number of variables, 

so a backwards regression was necessary.  

 

Stepwise regressions serve to simplify multiple regressions by automatically removing or adding 

variables one at a time until some stopping rule is satisfied (Dallal). In this model, I used 

backwards elimination, which started with the full linear regression and eliminated the variables 

with the largest p-values (and were therefore least significant) one by one. The software also 

reran the regression after each subsequent removal of a variable until all remaining variables 

In this example, there are no significant p-values 

corresponding to a variable. P-values are the 

probability of finding the observed results when 

the null hypothesis is true. The alpha value α = 

0.1, which means that if a p-value is less than 

0.1, then the null hypothesis is proved false and 

our hypothesis is proved correct and the 

variables are labeled statistically significant.  
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have individual p-values smaller than some alpha value (Dallal).   

To perform a backwards regression in R, I first installed the MASS package and loaded 

library(MASS). Then, I used the stepAIC() function to run backwards regression on our fit 

regression model.  

 

 

The regression results of the backwards 

regression model returned much more 

significant results. The variables with an asterisk 

in the far right column (Pr(>|t|) indicate 

significant variables with p-values less than the 

alpha of 0.1)*.   

                                                 

* An important note: In all the regressions for this thesis, the alpha coefficient = 0.1. In other words, if the p-value of 

the variable is less than the alpha, or 0.1, then it is a significant variable to be included in the model. 

The backwards 

regression for the first 

regression (fit1) 

eliminated 19 

insignificant variables 

and ended with 10 that 

could be used (boxed).  
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Principal Component Analysis 

PCA is a data reduction and visualization technique that allows one to find essential attributes 

or variables. It has a wide range and depth of uses and applications; however, in this thesis, I 

was not only interested in how the humor or “informativeness” of a video may affect the 

purchasing behavior, but also in the effect of the video’s characteristics as a whole. Therefore, I 

used a simplified PCA to group variables into a cluster to interpret the bigger picture.  

I utilized the prcomp() function to define the PCA, from which I created a biplot. A biplot allows 

information on both samples and variables of a data matrix to be displayed graphically. 

Samples are displayed as points while variables are displayed either as vectors, linear axes or 

nonlinear trajectories. From this biplot, I saw that the independent variables were generally 

separated into three clusters (indicated by their trajectories, as shown in the figure. 

I then averaged the individual responses of all the variables that went into a group, creating 

three new columns/variables, PositiveV, PositiveA, and Negative. By doing so, I was able to 

focus the model significantly; instead of having 21 different independent continuous variables, I 

now had three that could easily be 

interpreted. I then created a new 

dataframe, PCAReg, adding the three 

new variables with the previously 

removed dependent and categorical 

variables for another regression.   
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I also utilized a scree plot of the PCA to determine the number of factors to use in our later 

factor analysis. A scree plot shows the number of eigenvalues on the y-axis and the number of 

factors on the x-axis. The point where the slope levels off (the “elbow”) indicates the number of 

factors in the analysis. In this example, the slope levels off 

after point 3 so there are three factors. We used this number 

as part of our input for the exploratory factor analysis. 

PCA Group per Survey 

The groups created by the PCA for each survey are shown in the figures below.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Survey 1 Survey 2 

Survey 3 
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Factor Analysis 

Factor analysis allows one to investigate the variables further and identify possible latent 

factors. In factor analysis multiple observed variables may have “similar patterns of responses 

because they are all associated with a latent (i.e. not directly measured) variable (Rahn). In this 

data, I noticed that there was a high possibility of multicollinearity between similar variables, 

such as “fun,” “humor,” and “interesting,” so factor analysis also allowed me to again reduce the 

data down and understand larger characteristics of the video or advertisement as a whole.  

I used the factanal function on R to explore a factor analysis of VR1b. I already knew to find 

three factors because of the PCA scree plot. In the figure below, the Loadings section 

represents factor loadings, or the relationship of each variable to the underlying factor (Rahn). 

For example, the 0.711 factor loading for AppealV to Factor1 is a correlation of 71.1% between 

the two. Then, we looked for variables with the highest correlations for each Factor (a strong 

association would be considered above 0.6). Each factor was highly correlated with certain 

PositiveV variables and PositiveA variables.   
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From there, I found the factor scores. Factor scores are composites of the variables that are 

used to make the latent factor into an observed variable. The factor loadings represent the 

weight of each variable on the factor - in comparison, factor scores represent a weighted sum of 

the variables based on the weights of the factor loadings.  

 

In the above diagram, each factor score represents an individual’s weighted average response 

to each factor (Rahn). I then used the factor scores in a regression, with the 3 factors as new 

variables with the categorical variables like in the PCA regression.  

Factors per Survey  

Survey 1 

• Factor 1 - AppealV, InterestingV, InformativenessV, UniqueV, FunV, & ProgressiveV 

• Factor 2 - HumorA, AppealA, InterestingA, SurprisingA, & InformativenessA 

• Factor 3 - UniqueA, FunA, & ProgressiveA 

Survey 2 

• Factor 1 - HumorA, AppealA, InterestingA, SurprisingA, & UniqueA 

• Factor 2 - HumorV, UniqueV, FunV, and BoringV 

• Factor 3 - ProgressiveV 

Survey 3 

• Factor 1 - Surprising, Informativeness, Unique, Fun, & Progressive 

• Factor 2 - Appeal & Interesting  
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CHAPTER EIGHT: RESULTS & INTERPRETATIONS 

Hypotheses  

I hypothesize that positive video characteristics, such as humor, appeal, and fun will increase 

the purchasing likeliness for respondents after watching both the video and advertisement. In 

particular, I hypothesize that the combination of the video and the advertisement will create a 

significant increase in purchasing likeliness (aka, the Purchase Ratio will increase and be 

greater than 1).  

Survey 1 Kylie Jenner Lip Challenge 

Prior_Purchase_V 

Backwards Regression 

Prior_Purchase_V = - 0.1948 HumorV + 0.3021 ProgressiveV - 0.2564 InsensitiveV + 1.2111 

SeenA + 0.4060 AppealA + 0.5616 InterestingA - 0.4007 SurprisingA - 0.4998 InformativenessA 

+ 0.2115 InsensitiveA 

Factor Analysis 

Prior_Purchase_V = 1.6535 + 0.3050 Factor1 + 0.3337 Factor 3 

After_Purchase_V 

Backwards Regression 

After_Purchase_V = 0.81589 - 0.18123 HumorV + 0.52557 ShareV + 0.41914 FunV - 0.38969 

HumorA + 0.33268 AppealA - 0.27702 UniqueA 

PCA 

After_Purchase_V = 0.423 PositiveV 
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Factor Analysis 

After_Purchase_V = 1.54218 + 0.46788 Factor 1 

V_Purchase_Ratio 

Backwards Regression 

V_Purchase_Ratio = 0.90049 + 0.15916 AppealV - 0.13778 InterestingV + 0.07065 

InformativenessV + 0.09998 FunV - 0.09951 ProgressiveV - 0.10929 UniqueA 

Factor Analysis 

V_Purchase_Ratio = 0.9974074 + 0.0617671 Factor1 

Firstly, when understanding the Prior_Purchase variable’s regressions for all the surveys, it’s 

important to note that technically there is a backwards association that isn’t realistic – it’s asking 

about how their purchase behavior might have been affected by a video they hadn’t even 

watched. Therefore, interpretations for the Prior_Purchase variables may not reflect the truth. 

HumorV is a significant negative coefficient throughout all the regressions. Its value prompts an 

interesting discussion because the correlation map showed a high 40.1% correlation of the 

video’s humor to the likeliness of sharing it; however that same humor also prompts a negative 

purchase decision. Delving further, the factor analysis showed that all of the positive 

characteristics of the video (except HumorV, SurprisingV, and ShareV) are represented in 

Factor 1. The latent variable represented by Factor1 excludes HumorV, SurprisingV, and 

ShareV, helping to explain the negative HumorV coefficient from the previous backwards 

regressions. The grotesque humor of the viral video recalls the ridiculous and unnatural image 

of huge swollen lips. There is a significant surprise factor when the challenge participants reveal 

their new lips, displaying their own shock (and sometimes horror) at the unexpected sight. As a 
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result, the humor, surprise, and subsequent sharing associated with the viral video can be a 

result of a negative emotion rather than the positive ones grouped by Factor1.  

Therefore, the positive video characteristics of appeal, uniqueness, and interestingness within 

the Factor1 group have a significant effect on the purchase behavior after watching the video. 

The stark thematic and visual difference between the two videos was pointed out in the free 

response comments corresponding with the question, “If your answer from prior to after 

changed, why did it change?” Respondents stated, “looks pretty” and “After I figured out it was a 

lip gloss commercial I went back and it [looked] pretty nice.” Many viewers found the lip 

challenge video – which featured grossly bloated and bruised lips, wet saliva trails, and 

exclamations of shock – humorous but disgusting. In comparison, the ad is a meticulously 

filmed portrayal of glamour. 
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Prior_Purchase_A 

Backwards Regression 

Prior_Purchase_A = - 0.2440HumorV + 0.2191SurprisingV + 0.4294ShareV + 0.5130 AppealA 

+ 0.4643 InterestingA - 0.3970 SurprisingA - 0.3542 InformativenessA + 0.2506 InsensitiveA 

PCA 

Prior_Purchase_A = 0.40329 PositiveA 

Factor Analysis 

Prior_Purchase_A = 1.8614 + 0.5299 Factor3 

After_Purchase_A 

Backwards Regression 

After_Purchase_A = 0.044444SeenV - 0.16592 HumorV - 0.41635 InterestingV + 0.14359 

SurprisingV + 0.20560 InformativenessV + 0.44285 ShareV + 0.25074 BoringV + 0.55993 

InterestingA - 0.30552 SurprisingA - 0.45868 InformativenessA + 0.63323 UniqueA - 0.17049 

InsensitiveA 

PCA 

After_Purchase_A = 0.737018 PositiveA 

Factor Analysis 

After_Purchase_A = 1.7885 + 0.3627 Factor2 + 0.8330 Factor3 

A_Purchase_Ratio 

Backwards Regression 

A_Purchase_Ratio = 1.21156 - 0.17295 ShareV - 0.25062 AppealA + 0.15518 SurprisingA + 

0.35552 UniqueA - 0.10668 InsensitiveA 

PCA 

A_Purchase_Ratio = 0.85763 + 0.17681 PositiveA 

Factor Analysis 

A_Purchase_Ratio = 1.004099 + 0.207202 Factor 3 
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The backwards regression again featured the significance of the negative HumorV variable. The 

negative coefficients for the video characteristics (HumorV, InterestingV) for the ad-specific 

regressions reflect the stark juxtaposition mentioned earlier between the humorous viral video 

and the glamorous advertisement. The stronger a respondent’s feelings are towards the video 

may indicate a less likely purchasing decision even after seeing the advertisement because of 

how different the two are.   

The principal component analysis for each of the ad variables shows that the entire group of the 

ad’s positive attributes were significant. Factor3, also found significant, is a hidden variable that 

reflects the uniqueness, fun, and progressiveness of Kylie Cosmetics. This model represents 

the importance of the Kylie Jenner and Kylie Cosmetic’s brand reputation to customers prior to 

distributing their advertisement. The factor analysis for the After_Purchase_A variable 

demonstrates that the advertisement’s positive characteristics were also able to add value, 

increase the purchase likeliness, and supplement the effect that the brand had. All of the ad’s 

positive characteristics (humor, appeal, interestingness, surprise, and informativeness) were 

included in Factor2 and were found to be significant in addition to the significant Factor 3. 

Lastly, the ad purchase ratio (A_Purchase_Ratio) measures the change in behavior from prior 

to after watching the advertisement. The factor analysis shows that the brand/company’s 

reputation on customers had the greatest impact on a positive change in purchase behavior 

because Factor 3 is a significant variable in that model. 
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Survey 2 PPAP 

Prior_Purchase_V 

Backwards Regression 

Prior_Purchase_V = 3.7583 + 0.3734 InformativenessV - 0.291 ShareV - 0.2612 BoringV - 

0.3820 HumorA + 0.3987FunA 

Factor Analysis 

Prior_Purchase_V = 3.0782 + 0.3491 Factor2 

After_Purchase_V 

Backwards Regression 

After_Purchase_V = 3.4425 + 0.2942 InformativenessV - 0.2967 InsensitiveV - 0.3571 BoringV 

+ 1.2456 SeenA - 0.3310 UniqueA + 0.4393 FunA - 0.2996 ProgressiveA + 0.3047 InsensitiveA 

PCA 

After_Purchase_V = 1.8529 + 0.2848 InsensitiveA 

Factor Analysis 

After_Purchase_V = 2.9566 + 0.4138 Factor2 

V_Purchase_Ratio 

Backwards Regression 

V_Purchase_Ratio = 0.89064 - 0.142 SeenV - 0.05608 InterestingV + 0.05371 ShareV - 

0.07538 UniqueV + 0.10476 FunV 
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The negative ProgressiveA coefficient of the After_Purchase_V variable shows that the more 

progressive a respondent may find the company after watching the advertisement, they are also 

less likely to buy a Fanta. A possible conclusion is that being progressive as a company doesn’t 

always pay off commercially. There is a positive coefficient for SeenA, which indicates if the 

respondent has seen the ad and the viral video before, then they are more likely to purchase, 

also indicating that reinforcement is important.  

Factor 2 was found to be a significant and positive variable for all three factor regressions. The 

factor consists of the video’s characteristics – three positive (HumorV, UniqueV, & FunV) and 

one negative (BoringV). The significance of Factor 2 speaks to the PPAP video’s strongest 

traits – it’s humorous, different, and generates a good laugh. Furthermore, the negative 

coefficient for BoringV in After_Purchase_V also indicates that finding the video boring would 

have a negative impact. The negative SeenV coefficient states that having seen the video 

before decreases the possibility of respondent having increasing buying behavior. 

However, there was no conclusive assessment for the PPAP video’s influence on purchase of 

Fanta because the PPAP video on its own is irrelevant to the product Fanta, so asking the 

question at this time didn’t make much sense. For example, a comment stated, “I had no idea 

that Fanta had anything to do with this video. I am only slightly disappointed.” Someone else 

said “[it] didn’t affect my love for Fanta.” 
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Prior_Purchase_A 

Backwards Regression 

Prior_Purchase_A = - 0.2440 HumorV + 0.2191 SurprisingV + 0.4294 ShareV + 0.5130 

AppealA + 0.463 InterestingA - 0.3970 SurprisingA - 0.3542 InformativenessA + 0.2508 

InsensitiveA 

PCA 

Prior_Purchase_A = 1.70606 SeenA + 0.44604 PositiveA 

Factor Analysis 

Prior_Purchase_A = 2.605774 + 2.005828 SeenA + 0.45461 Factor1 

After_Purchase_A 

Backwards Regression 

After_Purchase_A = 0.4444 SeenV - 0.16592 HumorV - 0.41635 InterestingV + 0.14359 

SurprisingV + 0.20560 InformativenessV + 0.44285 ShareV + 0.25074 BoringV + 0.55993 

InterestingA - 0.30552 SurprisingA - 0.45868 InformativenessA + 0.63323 UniqueA - 0.17049 

InsensitiveA 

PCA 

After_Purchase_A = 0.50516 PositiveA 

Factor Analysis 

After_Purchase_A = 2.8378 + 0.5552 Factor1 + 0.3652 Factor2 

A_Purchase_Ratio 

Backwards Regression 

A_Purchase_Ratio = 1.21156 - 0.17295 ShareV - 0.25062 AppealA + 0.15518 SurprisingA + 

0.35552 UniqueA - 0.10668 InsensitiveA 

Factor Analysis 

A_Purchase_Ratio = 1.21402 - 0.55483 SeenA + 0.18802 Factor3  
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The backwards regression for After_Purchase_V shows that having seen the video before and 

understanding it is highly significant towards influencing the purchasing decision. If consumer 

has seen the viral video before, they are also more likely to buy a Fanta after seeing the PPAP 

Fanta ad by 0.4444 units. If they liked the video and shared it, they are more likely to buy a 

Fanta after seeing the ad by 0.44285 units. Therefore, having seen the advertisement and viral 

video creates a synergy with the positive characteristics of the Fanta ad and influence a higher 

brand reputation for Fanta, allowing for higher purchase likeliness.  

The positive ad characteristics was highly significant to the purchasing decision. The strong 

impact could be because the advertisement utilized the viral video in a unique and funny way 

that stuck in consumer minds and associated Fanta with PPAP positively. For example, one 

respondent commented, “The fun remix is a way to remember Fanta! Not that I'm extremely 

inclined to drink Fanta, but buying it will give me a little chuckle.”  

After seeing the advertisement, the video itself makes more sense and both video and ad work 

together to boost the purchase likeliness. In this example, by combining the viral video and the 

advertising message, Fanta was able to bring up the likelihood of purchasing. However, it’s 

important to note that such a strategy also presents a risk of backfiring and negating the 

positive attributes of the ad with confusion if a viewer had never seen the viral video before. 

Furthermore, the negative SeenA coefficient in the A_Purchase_Ratio variable indicates the 

possibility that the ad may be most effective at the first view - afterwards, desensitization could 

cause consumers to view it as annoying or overly repetitive.  
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Survey 3 Kendall Jenner Pepsi Advertisement 

Prior_Purchase 

Full Linear Regression 

Prior_Purchase = -0.76323 Humor - 0.61304 Progressive 

Factor Analysis 

Prior_Purchase = 3.04446 + 0.36738 Factor1 

In this case, the full regression was utilized instead of the backwards regression because the 

lack of data meant there was no need to narrow down the model. The negative Progressive 

coefficient of the full regression demonstrates that attempting to be progressive as a company 

doesn’t always pay off commercially, especially if it is attempted clumsily. Using 

progressiveness to promote a product can have a negative effect on perception of your 

company, because it can create a misconception that the company will take a stance to sell a 

product. Such topics such as racial reconciliation should be delicately and tastefully addressed 

to avoid cultural and political conflict with their consumers. However, as with the previous 

regressions, the prior purchase decisions don’t necessarily have true effects because of the 

timing of the responses. 
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After_Purchase 

Backwards Regression 

After_Purchase = 1.4911 + 0.4873 Fun 

PCA 

After_Purchase = 0.46009 SpecificPositive 

Factor Analysis 

After_Purchase = 2.8922 + 0.5038 Factor 1 

The traits within the SpecificPositive grouping (Humor, Surprising, Informativeness, Unique, 

Fun, & Progressive) are significant to the model compared to other variables. As the 

advertisement is centered around joining a progressive movement, I suspect that is a large part 

of the factor. Factor 1 is also composed of the same specific positive traits of the viral ad 

(surprise, uniqueness, informativeness, and progressiveness). The progressiveness and 

informativeness of a social movement may have appealed to Gen Z respondents. As one 

respondent commented, “This video show that any and everyone can come together.”    

Purchase_Ratio 

Backwards Regression 

Purchase_Ratio = 1.06698 - 0.07223 Boring 

Factor Analysis 

Purchase Ratio = 0.96642 + 0.05364 Factor1 

Interestingly, the only significant variable found was how boring the respondent felt about the 

company. My initial hypothesis predicted that the progressiveness and insensitivity would have 

a large effect based on the free responses and the general increased social awareness of 
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Generation Z individuals. However, the results show that progressiveness is not necessarily 

significant (or, as demonstrated by the Prior_Purchase regression, harmful) to increasing or 

decreasing the purchase likeliness after watching the viral Pepsi ad. Some respondents sent 

verbal responses with comments like “I feel this video supports the protests that have been 

taking place and glorifies the negativity behind them” and “The commercial makes Pepsi seem 

so important when it’s just a soda. It gives off an impression that Pepsi lacks any self-

awareness.” Another respondent stated, “I think this commercial was very pushy! It wasn’t a 

real thing, it was just actors acting nice to sell Pepsi, I would make a real difference if the brand 

showed something real that they did.”  

However, although these individuals stated their stances verbally, the data reflects that their 

stances don’t always translate into purchasing actions. For example, many other respondents 

stated their brand loyalty to Pepsi with comments like, “I have been drinking Pepsi for years and 

one video is not going to change it” and “I have bought Pepsi for years and will continue to buy 

it having nothing to do with the commercial.” 

Problems with the Survey  

Although there were many interesting insights from the data analysis, I faced key obstacles in 

scope that limited the success of the survey. Firstly, due to budget limitations, there were not 

enough data respondents to generate true significance in results. Ideally, data should have at 

least 1000 responses, but I was only able to collect 150 with my student budget. Furthermore, 

SurveyMonkey allowed me to only collect data from 18 - 21 year-olds, which meant my results 

were failed to represent a majority of Gen Zers who were still in high school.  



57 

 

Secondly, the survey had a few significant problems that I realized as I was analyzing and 

drawing interpretations from the data. The Kylie Jenner survey should have been ordered with 

the advertisement first, and then the video. By doing so, I would have been able to measure the 

effect of the combination of ad and video vs the power of the ad alone. In comparison, the 

PPAP survey would only have made sense with having the viral video first, as the 

advertisement would have only made sense with it. However, that may also be an indication 

that the cases chosen aren’t necessarily the best fit to truly understand. The survey was also 

very long, so many respondents dropped off in the middle. 

I should have measured the response to the video and ad itself instead of also drawing 

conclusions on their perception of the company. I was ambitious to gain an overall 

understanding, but it created some confusion during the analysis. It would have been more 

effective to narrow the scope of the survey and only measure the video and the ad’s 

effectiveness. Lastly, the cases chosen were all very different, which drew different 

interpretations and results for each, making it much harder to generalize and draw a larger 

conclusion.  
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CONCLUSION 

Gen Zers grow in influence every day, and understanding what makes them tick is highly 

beneficial to future marketing efforts. Companies should be aware of their comfort and reliance 

on technology and empower them socially to stand for their values. Viral marketing is a huge 

prospective platform through which to reach Generation Z, and it can be successfully utilized by 

understanding the emotional impact, social currency, and cultural cartography of their content. 

In the data analysis, I found that the combination of viral video and advertisement is highly 

successful, but there are small variations in which context is still highly important. The disparity 

between the humor of the Lip Challenge viral video and the glamorous Glosses ad campaign 

can cause consumer confusion and negate purchasing decisions. In the second case, by 

capitalizing on the viral trend of PPAP and incorporating it into the advertisement in a creative 

way, Fanta was able to create synergy. Lastly, the Pepsi case presented surprising 

conclusions, as it doesn’t always benefit the company to “go progressive.” Although many free 

response comments stated they were against the insensitive nature of the ad, it was not found 

to translate into a negative trend in purchasing behavior. 

There are many topics that I was not able to cover – with more time, I would have delved further 

into understanding measurement for viral content. However, through the course of the thesis, 

there were many interesting insights discovered through research and data analysis. In 

conclusion, Generation Z and viral marketing is a topic that still leaves much unexplored, but I 

anticipate researching those unreached horizons!  
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