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aBStraCt 

introduction
Viral marketing or viral advertising is referred to as a marketing strategy that takes advantage of the pre-existing 
social network to achieve certain marketing goals, such as increasing product sales or brand awareness (Cruz & 
Fill, 2008; Ernest, 2007; Gibbon & Hawkes, 2006; Hausmann, 2012; Park, 2012; Qualman, 2009; Stencel, 2009; 
Wuyts, 2010). Within the context of the Internet and the social media, “viral marketing” has been a buzz term 
because it has been dramatically enhanced by the ease of self-replicating viral processes through the Internet 
and mobile phones just like computer viruses. 
This paper aims at identifying the elements of viral marketing that can possibly be utilized in the arts sector. To do 
that, it takes the case study of a recent success story of a Korean rapper, Psy, with his global hit song, Gangnam 
Style. Within the case study, we not only track Psy and Gangnam Style, but also observe how other individual 
artists and small arts groups use viral marketing by riding the wave of the popularity of Gangnam Style. We believe 
that this research can lead us to important findings for individual artists and small arts organizations regarding 
viral marketing, which can aid them in their daily operations so that they may defy their financial constraints in 
marketing their work. 

Background
In the last decade, South Korea’s arts and culture have been enormously popularized in neighboring Asian 
countries including China, Japan, and many Southeast Asian countries. Recently, the phenomenon also spread 
to Europe and the Americas as well as to the Middle East, Central Asia, and North Africa. This sensation has been 
referred to as Hallyu, which literally means the Korean Wave. Among many disciplines in the popularized Korean 
arts and culture such as TV dramas and movies, Korean pop music, known as K-pop, has been the spearhead of 
the Hallyu powerhouse. 
Encouraged by its success in Asian and Latin American countries, K-pop producers began to knock on the door 
of the US market, which has been, without much argument, considered the bonafide hub of pop music. Despite 
considerable investments, major Korean K-pop production companies have largely been unsuccessful in entering 
the US market, because of the insurmountable cultural barrier. However, a solo musician, who debuted in 1999 
and has been intermittently active due to drug problems and military duty, suddenly defied the cultural barrier 
with a single song, Gangnam Style. He was a Korean rapper, named Psy. 
Since the music video of Psy’s Gangnam Style was first introduced through YouTube on Jul 15, 2012, it has had 
over half a billion hits to date, and is still growing. Gangnam Style ranked first in the official music charts of more 
than 30 different countries worldwide, including the UK charts and Australian charts, and it has been second for 
six weeks in a row in US Billboard charts. Psy’s Gangnam Style went massively viral on the web and generated 
countless reactive and parody videos. Its online popularity quickly led to the actual purchase of the song, even 
though it had not been officially launched and released in the US. 
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research Questions
This paper attributes the unprecedented and ongoing success and popularity of a K-pop song to the viral effect 
of the Internet and social media. Since we believe that Psy’s success highly depends on the viral process, our 
case study will provide us with valuable insight into the applications of viral marketing in the arts and cultural 
sector. Mainly, this paper investigates what makes the case of Psy different from the previous popularity of 
K-pop within Hallyu and what the key elements of viral marketing in the arts are. Because of the uncontrollable 
characteristic of a virus, we also investigate whether viral marketing can be applicable with manageable controls.

Methodology
To answer these questions, we are conducting a case study on the phenomenon of Psy’s Gangnam Style. We 
have been analyzing the comments that were written by viewers of Psy’s music video on YouTube. Based these 
analyses, we will develop a grounded theory of the issues discussed above. We also have been using Google 
Analytics to view the worldwide pattern of viewers of Psy’s Gangnam Style. In addition, to confirm the grounded 
theory, we will conduct four different focus group interviews (FGIs) in the US and in Korea, as elaborated below. 
We will formulate two FGI groups in the US: one composed of a group of people for whom Psy is their first 
exposure to Hallyu; the other, composed of a group of people who have participated in the Hallyu fandom. As 
evidenced by the statistical data from Youtube, both of the groups in the US will be comprised of fans in their 
20s, who are the most frequent viewers of the video. We will also formulate two FGI groups in South Korea: 
one composed of a group of young Korean self-described Psy fans; the other, composed of a group of Korean 
experts on cultural studies of Hallyu, including researchers on Hallyu and music critics. By weaving the four FGIs, 
we will identify the elements of viral marketing in the case of Gangnam Style. We will also look for similarities and 
differences among the groups, by tracing and analyzing members’ answers to questions regarding how they 
came to be fans of Psy and Hallyu, how they personally relate to this phenomenon, and how they experience and 
deal with cultural identity and difference.

expected Findings and Conclusions 
We believe that the case of Psy provides a model for how a fandom is formed and how it expands through viral 
marketing in the arts sector. Clearly, the viral effect of the social media has made Psy famous on the web. Psy’s 
popularity on the web was quickly picked up by the mass media; and later, he became “famous for being famous” 
on the web. 
We expect that the success of Psy’s Gangnam Style phenomenon has a lot to do with how much people can 
relate to him. Psy made room for his fans to engage in the phenomenon, and not just to listen to his music. Thus, 
to go viral, it appears to help if the artist is not necessarily perfect, but human. The Internet and the social media 
certainly provided Psy fans or Gangnam Style fans with a huge field in which to create their habitus, as termed by 
Pierre Bourdieu (1977). 
We also expect that Psy’s ability to contextualize his music into other cultures immensely impacts his success. 
The difference between Psy and previous artists who knocked on the door of the pop music market in the US may 
be that, although all of Psy’s songs were basically in Korean unlike those of previous artists, Psy was very fluent in 
English, so that he could deliver his story by narratives to Americans and contextualize his music. We speculate 
that although earlier artists like Wonder Girls and SNSD have released their music with English lyrics, they could 
not have chanced to talk in English with the mass media in the US, partly because they were a large group and it 
was difficult to invite all of them to an interview and partly because most of them were not fluent in English (even 
though some members of the groups were born and raised in the US).
We also speculate that a single successful viral marketing in the arts provides invaluable opportunities for 
individuals and small groups to market their art works. This was evidenced by a Russian guitarist Igor Presnyakov 
and a New York-based à capella group, Pentatonix, and many others. By riding the wave of their fame on the web, 
their reaction (or rearranged performance) videos vastly outnumbered their ordinary videos on the Internet and 
dramatically increased the circulation of their music worldwide. 
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