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The role of emotions for virality How many emotions do we feel? 

Emotions are so many in the sense that they are 
variously expressed in different cultures and 
languages throughout the world.  
 
But… 
 
Renowned American psychologist Paul Ekman (in 
the past he taught at the University of California at 
San Francisco, now he is retired) was a pioneer in 
the study of emotions and their facial expressions: 
he has been working on this topic since the 50s. 
 
 

Six universal basic emotions 

Anger 
 
Disgust 
 
Fear 
 
Happiness 
 
Sadness 
 
Surprise 

Contempt 

Findings on contempt are less clear, but there is 
some evidence that this emotion and its 
expression are universally recognized. 
 
According to some authors, therefore, basic 
emotions are seven, including contempt. 
 
 

Cultural differences 
Working with his long-time friend Wallace V. Friesen, 
Ekman demonstrated that the findings extended to 
preliterate tribesmen in Papua New Guinea, whose 
members could not have learned the meaning of 
expressions from exposure to media representations of 
emotion. 
 
Ekman and Friesen then demonstrated that certain 
emotions were exhibited with very specific display 
rules, that are culture-specific prescriptions about who 
can show which emotions to whom and when. This 
could explain how cultural differences may conceal 
the universal effect of expression. 
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A Finnish research 
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A Finnish research 

I am going to present you a very interesting 
research conducted by Finish researchers Lauri 
Nummenmaa, Enrico Glerean, Riitta Hari, and Jari 
K. Hietanen, and published on the Proceedings of 
the National Academy of Sciences of the United 
States at the end of 2013.  
 
«Bodily Maps of Emotions», Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences of the United 
States, vol. 111, no. 2, 646-651, November 27 
2013. 
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A Finnish research 

In five experiments, over 700 participants (coming 
from Finland, Sweden, and Taiwan) were shown two 
silhouettes of bodies alongside emotional words, 
stories, short (10s) movies, or facial expressions.  
 
They were asked to color the bodily regions 
whose activity they felt increasing or decreasing 
while viewing each stimulus.  
 
Different emotions were consistently associated 
with statistically separable bodily sensation maps 
across experiments.  
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A Finnish research 

The researchers used a computer-based tool, 
which consists of a topographical self-report 
method, called emBODY.  
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A research from Finland 

You can still participate in the experiment.  
Here is the link: 
 

http://becs.aalto.fi/~lnummen/participate.htm 
 
 

Bodily topography of basic (Upper) and nonbasic (Lower) emotions associated with words.  

Nummenmaa L et al. PNAS 2014;111:646-651 

©2014 by National Academy of Sciences 

Why do people share content?  

What type of content is more likely to be shared? 
 
Jonah Berger & Katherine L. Milkman, «Social 
Transmission, Emotion, and the Virality of Online 
Content». 
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Valence 

Emotions are either positive or negative: this is their 
valence. 
 
Positive: Happiness, Surprise (to a certain extent: 
Shock is negative). 
 
Negative: Anger, Disgust, Fear, Sadness. 
 

Activation 

Then you have their activation or arousal. 
 
Activation is a continuum ranging from sleep (at the 
low end), through drowsiness, relaxation, alertness, 
hyper-activation, frenetic excitement. 
 
 
Sleep à drowsiness à relaxation à alertness à 
hyper-activation à frenetic excitement 
 

Activation 

Activation encourages action, i.e. body activity, 
rather than inaction. 
 
This excitatory state has been shown to increase a 
broad range of action related behaviors such as:  
 
1.  getting up to help others,  
2.  responding faster to offers in negotiations,  
3.  donating money, 
4.  sharing content, 
5.  producing further content to be shared through 

the Internet, 
6.  etc. 

Activation 

The primary role of changes that accompany 
emotion is to provide support for action. 

The research 

Jonah Berger & Katherine L. Milkman studied 
transmission of content through the Internet. 
 
They investigate the virality of almost 7,000 (more 
precisely 6,956) articles from The New York Times 
between August 30th and November 30th 2008, by 
examining how specific emotions, their valence, 
and their activation are linked to an articles’ 
likelihood to appear in The New York Times most 
emailed list.  
 

The research 

The valence of emotions was decided by human 
beings, who classified as positive or negative 7,630 
words. 
 
The positivity of an article was quantified as the 
difference between the percentage of positive and 
negative words in it. 
 
The emotionality (affect-ladenness) of an article was 
quantified as the percentage of words it contains that 
were classified as either positive or negative. 
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Results 

Berger & Milkman found: 
 
1.  The more affect-laden a content is, the more 

likely it is to become viral; 
2.  the more positive a content is, the more likely it 

is to become viral. 

This indicates that while more positive or more 
negative content is more viral than content that 
does not evokes emotion, positive content is more 
viral than negative content. 

Results 

While more awe-inspiring (a positive emotion) 
content is more viral, and sadness-inducing (a 
negative emotion) content is less viral, some 
negative emotions such as anger and anxiety are 
positively associated with virality. 
 
Content that evokes emotions characterized by 
activation (i.e. awe, happiness, anger, anxiety), 
regardless of its valence, is more viral. 

Results 

Sadness, anger, and anxiety are all negative 
emotions, but while sadder content is less viral, 
content that evoke more anxiety or anger is actually 
more viral. 
 
Positive and negative emotions characterized by 
activation (i.e. awe, happiness, anxiety, and anger) 
are positively linked to virality, while emotions 
characterized by deactivation (i.e. sadness) are 
negatively linked to virality. 


