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Contagious: How To Build Word Of
Mouth In The Digital Age

Contagious: How to Build Word of Mouth in the Digital Age In today's fast-paced digital
landscape, building word of mouth has become more crucial than ever for brands seeking growth,
visibility, and customer loyalty. The concept of creating contagious content that naturally spreads
across social networks and online communities is at the core of modern marketing strategies. In
this article, we explore the principles and tactics outlined in "Contagious: How to Build Word of
Mouth in the Digital Age"—a groundbreaking book by Jonah Berger—and how businesses can
leverage these insights to craft messages that resonate, inspire sharing, and generate viral buzz.

Understanding the Power of Word of Mouth in the Digital
Era

Word of mouth (WOM) has historically been one of the most trusted forms of influence, often
outweighing traditional advertising. In the digital age, WOM has evolved into online reviews,
shares, mentions, and viral content, drastically amplifying its reach. Why Is Word of Mouth So
Powerful? - Trust and Credibility: Recommendations from friends or trusted sources carry more
weight than paid advertisements. - Cost-Effectiveness: Organic sharing reduces marketing costs
while increasing reach. - Viral Potential: Content that resonates can quickly spread across
platforms, exponentially increasing exposure. The Shift to Digital Word of Mouth - Social Media
Platforms: Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, TikTok, and LinkedIn facilitate instant sharing. - User-
Generated Content: Customers create content about brands, products, or services, fostering
authenticity. - Influencer Marketing: Influencers act as trusted voices, accelerating message
dissemination.

The Principles of Creating Contagious Content

Jonah Berger identifies six key STEPPS in his book that make content contagious. These principles
serve as a roadmap for crafting messages or products that are more likely to be shared.

1. Social Currency

People share things that make them look good or in-the-know. Creating content that enhances
social status encourages sharing. Strategies: - Offer exclusive insights or behind-the-scenes looks. -
Create "share-worthy" content that makes sharers appear knowledgeable or cool. - Highlight
unique or surprising aspects of your product.



2. Triggers

Content that is frequently associated with cues in people’s environment is more likely to be shared.
Strategies: - Tie your message to common cues or routines. - Use everyday language and relatable
scenarios. - For example, associating a brand with popular daily habits.

3. Emotion

Content that evokes strong emotions (happiness, anger, awe, or amusement) is more likely to be
shared. Strategies: - Tell compelling stories that evoke emotional responses. - Use humor or
inspiring messages. - Encourage emotional connections with your brand or product.

4. Public

Making your product or message visible encourages imitation and sharing. Strategies: - Design
products that showcase themselves (e.g., visible logos or unique design). - Use social proof—show
how many others are engaging with your brand. - Promote testimonials and user stories.

5. Practical Value

People love to share useful information that can help others. Strategies: - Share tips, hacks, or
tutorials related to your niche. - Provide helpful content that solves common problems. - Create
shareable infographics or checklists.

6. Stories

Embedding your message within a compelling narrative makes it memorable and shareable.
Strategies: - Craft stories around your brand or product. - Use storytelling to make your message
more engaging. - Incorporate your product into relatable or inspiring stories.

Implementing the STEPPS in Your Digital Marketing
Strategy

To harness these principles effectively, brands should integrate them into various aspects of their
digital marketing efforts. Content Creation - Develop stories that evoke emotion and tell compelling
narratives. - Incorporate humor, awe, or inspiration to trigger sharing. - Use high-quality visuals and
videos to enhance emotional appeal. Social Media Engagement - Encourage user-generated
content by running contests or campaigns. - Highlight customer stories and testimonials. - Use
hashtags strategically to connect content to broader conversations. Product Design and Packaging
- Design products that are visually distinctive and shareable. - Incorporate features that encourage
social sharing (e.g., share buttons, unique packaging). Influencer and Community Marketing -
Partner with influencers who embody the social currency principles. - Foster communities around
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your brand to create organic word of mouth. Data and Feedback - Monitor social conversations to
identify triggers and emotional drivers. - Use analytics to understand which content resonates
most.

Case Studies of Viral Success

Understanding real-world examples can illuminate how the principles of contagiousness work in
practice. ALS Ice Bucket Challenge - Evoked strong emotions (fun, community, charity). - Used
social triggers and visible participation. - Created practical value (raising awareness and funds).
Dove’s Real Beauty Campaign - Employed storytelling that evoked emotion and authenticity. - Built
social currency by promoting positive body image. - Generated widespread sharing and discussion.
Blendtec’s "Will It Blend?" Series - Used humor (emotion) and practical value. - Designed videos
that showcased product strength visually. - Became a viral phenomenon with millions of views.

Measuring and Sustaining Word of Mouth Growth

Building contagious content is just the beginning. Sustaining and measuring word of mouth
involves ongoing efforts. Metrics to Track - Shares, retweets, and mentions. - Engagement rates on
social media. - Website traffic spikes from social sources. - Brand sentiment and customer
feedback. Strategies for Long-Term Success - Continuously innovate with fresh stories and
campaigns. - Foster authentic relationships with your audience. - Leverage customer advocacy and
ambassadors. - Maintain quality and authenticity to sustain trust.

The Future of Word of Mouth in the Digital Age

As technology advances, new channels and formats will emerge, but the core principles remain
timeless. Augmented reality, live streaming, and new social platforms will offer fresh opportunities
to create contagious content. Key Takeaways - Understand your audience’s triggers and emotions.
- Create content that offers social currency and practical value. - Use storytelling to embed your
message in memorable narratives. - Foster communities and encourage user participation. -
Measure impact and adapt strategies accordingly.

Conclusion

Building word of mouth in the digital age requires a strategic understanding of what makes content
contagious. By applying Jonah Berger’s STEPPS—Social Currency, Triggers, Emotion, Public,
Practical Value, and Stories—brands can craft messages and products that naturally encourage
sharing and viral growth. In a landscape saturated with information, creating content that
resonates, evokes emotion, and invites participation is the key to standing out and achieving
sustainable success in the digital marketplace. Embrace these principles, stay authentic, and watch
your message spread organically across the digital world.



Contagious: How to Build Word of Mouth in the Digital Age is a compelling exploration of the
strategies and principles behind creating messages that spread naturally and effectively in our
interconnected world. In an era where information travels at lightning speed through social media,
messaging apps, and online communities, understanding what makes content contagious is
essential for brands, entrepreneurs, and content creators alike. This guide delves into the core
concepts of contagiousness, offering actionable insights to craft campaigns, products, and stories
that resonate and proliferate.

Understanding the Power of Word of Mouth in the Digital Age

In today’s digital landscape, traditional advertising isn’t enough to cut through the noise.
Consumers are bombarded with countless messages daily, often tuning out or ignoring brands that
fail to stand out. Instead, word of mouth—the organic sharing of ideas, products, and
experiences—has become a vital driver of influence and growth. When a message is contagious, it
spreads like wildfire, generating buzz that can translate into increased sales, brand loyalty, and
cultural relevance.

This phenomenon is not accidental; it is rooted in psychological, social, and emotional factors that
influence human behavior. Recognizing and harnessing these factors can help create content and
campaigns that people want to share, talk about, and recommend.

The Core Principles of Contagious Content

Building contagious content involves understanding what makes certain messages more shareable
than others. Experts like Jonah Berger, author of Contagious: Why Things Catch On, identify key
STEPPS that drive contagiousness:

Social Currency1.

People share things that make them look good, knowledgeable, or in-the-know. Content that
enhances social status, provides insider knowledge, or offers bragging rights is more likely to be
shared.

Triggers1.

Ideas that are top-of-mind and easily associated with everyday life are more contagious. Creating
triggers helps keep your message in the forefront of people's minds.

Emotion1.

Content that evokes strong emotions—be it happiness, awe, anger, or surprise—tends to be shared
more frequently. Emotional resonance compels people to spread the message.

Public1.

Making your product or idea more observable increases its visibility and the likelihood of imitation.
The more public something is, the more contagious it becomes.
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Practical Value1.

Useful, helpful content that offers tangible benefits encourages sharing. People like to pass along
valuable information to help others.

Stories1.

Embedding messages within compelling narratives makes them more memorable and easier to
share. Stories serve as vessels for ideas, making them stick.

Applying Contagious Principles in the Digital Age

While the STEPPS framework provides a solid foundation, applying these principles effectively
requires adaptation to the unique features of digital platforms.

Creating Shareable Content

Leverage Visuals and Video: Short-form videos, memes, and infographics are highly shareable1.
and have a higher chance of going viral.
Tell Authentic Stories: Genuine stories resonate more deeply and are more likely to be passed2.
along.
Use Humor and Surprise: Unexpected or humorous content taps into emotional triggers and3.
encourages sharing.

Designing for Social Currency

Offer Exclusive Access: Early releases, limited editions, or insider content make consumers feel1.
special.
Create Challenges or Hashtags: Encourage participation and make users feel part of a2.
community.
Highlight User-Generated Content: Showcase customers' stories to boost social proof and3.
engagement.

Leveraging Triggers

Tie Content to Daily Routines: Link your message to common triggers (e.g., holidays, seasons,1.
daily habits).
Use Memorable Phrases or Hashtags: Make your message easy to recall and associate with2.
everyday life.

Evoking Emotional Responses

Tap into Universal Emotions: Happiness, pride, or awe tend to be powerful motivators.1.
Address Pain Points: Content that offers solutions to common problems can trigger sharing.2.
Create Content with a Cause: Campaigns that promote social good can evoke pride and motivate3.
sharing.

Enhancing Visibility and Publicness



Make Products or Ideas Visible: Use packaging, signage, or social features to make your brand1.
more observable.
Encourage Sharing: Incorporate social sharing buttons and prompts into your digital assets.2.

Providing Practical Value

Offer Useful Tips or Hacks: Shareable content often includes helpful information.1.
Create Shareable Resources: Templates, checklists, or calculators that users can distribute.2.

Crafting Compelling Stories

Build a Narrative Around Your Brand: Stories that evoke emotion and foster connection are more1.
memorable.
Use Customer Testimonials: Real stories from users lend authenticity and relatability.2.
Embed Your Message in a Larger Movement: Align your brand with a cultural or social narrative.3.

Strategies for Building Word of Mouth Online

Transforming these principles into actionable strategies involves deliberate planning and
execution.

Engage Your Audience with Interactive Content1.

Interactive quizzes, polls, or challenges invite participation and increase the likelihood of sharing.
For example, a quiz that reveals personalized results encourages users to share their outcomes.

Foster a Community1.

Create spaces—such as forums, social media groups, or live events—where users can connect
around your brand or message. Communities facilitate organic sharing and endorsement.

Partner with Influencers and Micro-Influencers1.

Influencers have established trust and can amplify your message to targeted audiences. Micro-
influencers, with smaller but highly engaged followings, often generate higher engagement rates.

Utilize User-Generated Content (UGC)1.

Encourage customers to share their experiences and showcase this content across your channels.
UGC acts as social proof and can inspire others to participate.

Launch Share-Driven Campaigns1.

Design campaigns with clear shareability in mind—such as contests, hashtag campaigns, or viral
challenges. Ensure they are easy to participate in and share.

Monitor and Respond to Engagement1.

Engage with users who share or comment on your content. Recognizing and rewarding
participation fosters loyalty and encourages further sharing.
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Measuring the Contagiousness of Your Content

To optimize your efforts, measuring what works is essential.

Key Metrics to Track

Shares and Retweets: Indicators of how often content is propagated.1.
Engagement Rates: Likes, comments, and clicks gauge interest.2.
Virality Coefficient: The average number of new shares generated by each participant.3.
Referral Traffic: Traffic driven to your site from social shares.4.
Sentiment Analysis: Understanding the emotional tone of shares and comments.5.

Tools and Platforms

Social media analytics (e.g., Facebook Insights, Twitter Analytics)1.
URL tracking tools (e.g., UTM parameters)2.
Sentiment analysis software3.
A/B testing tools to refine messaging4.

Challenges and Ethical Considerations

While building contagious content is powerful, it’s important to approach the process ethically.

Avoid Manipulation: Don’t exploit emotions or spread false information.1.
Respect Privacy: Ensure compliance with data protection laws.2.
Stay Authentic: Genuine messages resonate more and sustain long-term brand trust.3.
Be Inclusive: Create content that is respectful and accessible to diverse audiences.4.

Conclusion: Building Word of Mouth in the Digital Era

Contagious: How to Build Word of Mouth in the Digital Age underscores that creating shareable,
memorable content requires understanding human psychology, social dynamics, and digital
platform mechanics. By applying core principles—such as social currency, triggers, emotion,
publicness, practical value, and storytelling—brands and creators can craft messages that naturally
spread, generating authentic buzz and fostering lasting relationships.

In a world where attention is fleeting, the most successful campaigns are those that resonate
deeply, evoke emotion, and become embedded in everyday conversations. The digital age offers
unprecedented opportunities for amplification, but the foundation remains rooted in authenticity,
relevance, and understanding your audience’s desires and behaviors.

By continuously analyzing, iterating, and ethically engaging your community, you can harness the
contagious power of word of mouth to elevate your brand, influence culture, and achieve lasting
success.



Questions & Answers About contagious: how to build
word of mouth in the digital age

No Question Answer

1 What are the key principles
behind creating contagious
content in the digital age?

Contagious content relies on principles such as social
currency, triggers, emotion, public visibility, practical
value, and stories—collectively known as STEPPS—to
encourage sharing and word-of-mouth spread online.

2 How can brands leverage social
media to make their messages
more contagious?

Brands can leverage social media by creating shareable,
relatable content that evokes emotion, encourages
participation, and taps into trending topics or cultural
moments to increase visibility and word-of-mouth.

3 What role does storytelling play
in building contagious word-of-
mouth in the digital age?

Storytelling humanizes messages, making them
memorable and emotionally engaging, which increases
the likelihood of sharing and helps messages spread
organically across digital platforms.

4 How can data and analytics
inform strategies to make
content more contagious?

Data and analytics help identify what resonates with
audiences, track sharing patterns, and optimize content
for virality by understanding audience behavior and
preferences, thus refining strategies to enhance word-of-
mouth.

5 What are some common
mistakes to avoid when trying to
create contagious content
online?

Common mistakes include creating content that is too
promotional, ignoring audience interests, lacking
authenticity, neglecting the importance of timing, and
failing to make content easily shareable or memorable.

6 How has the concept of word-of-
mouth evolved with the rise of
digital platforms according to
'Contagious'?

With digital platforms, word-of-mouth has shifted from
offline conversations to online sharing, allowing
messages to spread exponentially and instantly, making
understanding virality and shareability more critical for
brands and individuals.

viral marketing, word of mouth, social influence, digital marketing, online sharing, viral content,
audience engagement, brand awareness, social media strategy, viral campaigns
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