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Edutainment
Brands Must Inform or Entertain1

Few would debate that the rapid rise of content marketing has made marketers rethink their 
approach to communicating. Marketers are quickly discovering that their targeted audiences are 
turned off by promotional selling until they are ready to buy. Instead, they want us to solve their 
problems or feed their passions. And many want to have fun in the process.

From Promoting to Edutainment
In response, marketers are toning down their marketing messages in favor of edutainment. 
{ƻƳŜ ƘŀǾŜ ƳŜǘ ǘƘƛǎ ŘŜƳŀƴŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ άƧƻǳǊƴŀƭƛǎǘƛŎέ ǎǘȅƭŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŦƻŎǳǎŜǎ ƻƴ 
ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΦ άIƻǿ ǘƻέ ǾƛŘŜƻǎΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ŀǊŜ ǉǳƛŎƪƭȅ ǊŜǇƭŀŎƛƴƎ ŀŘǎΦ .ǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜΦ ¸ƻǳ ƘŀŘ 
better be funny or entertaining in some way if you want your content to gain any traction.

Content marketing strategist, Joe Pulizzi, points out that the best way to build a following is 
through an emotional connection. And a great way to produce this connection is through 
entertainment. In his interview with Kirk Cheyfitz, CEO of Story Worldwide, Cheyfitz claimed 
that brands best create this connection when they are telling engaging stories. (Pulizza, p. 7).1

What We Can Learn From Commercials
Want proof? Our study of over 3351 television commercials recast on YouTube found that over 
95% of those social videos reaching over 50,000 views were entertaining in some way.2 The 
remaining 5% were informational. And most of them applied to major launches of luxury cars or 
new electronics. 

Consider the infamous case of Blendtec, where its founder, Tom Dickson, produced a series of 
ǾƛŘŜƻǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƎǊƻǎǎƭȅ ŜȄŀƎƎŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘΩǎ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ŜƴǘŜǊǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǾƛŘŜƻǎ ƘŀǾŜ 
garnered nearly 200 million views on YouTube!  

. 

Anyone who tries to make a 

distinction between education 

and entertainment doesnôt know 

the first thing about either..

- HERBERT MARSHALL MCLUHAN
Renown philosophy of communication theory

ò
ñ

.ƭŜƴǘŜŎΩǎ ά²ƛƭƭ ƛǘ .ƭŜƴŘέ ±ƛŘŜƻǎ

1 Pulizzi, Joe. Epic Content Marketing. (McGraw Hill Education, 2013). Page 7.
2 Barry, James and Graça, Sandra (2013). A Cross-Cultural Typology of Advertising Humor. 2013 Cross Cultural 

Research Conference. Antigua, Guatemala.
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Virgin Atlantic took this a step further by educating their audience through entertainment. The 
airline elected to provide an entertaining customer experience in its flight safety instructions 
(Safety Video). The safety video has received over 6 million views. 

Tested Techniques for Viral Videos
But despite the results favoring a entertaining 
approach to content marketing, many of us are still 
reluctant to take this route. After all, what if our 
attempts at having fun simply fall flat or fail to 
engage our audiences in a professional wayΦ ²ƘŀǘΩǎ 
more, who has the budget to pull off Virgin 
!ǘƭŀƴǘƛŎΩǎ {ŀŦŜǘȅ ±ƛŘŜƻΚ

In this eBook, you will discover fifteen tested ways to entertain your audiences, many of which 
do not require deep pockets. Over 600 sample commercials are featured in our blogs (Social 
Content Marketing Blog) to demonstrate how brands reached viral stats in their social videos. 

Top 15 Ways Entertainment Contributes to Viral Videos 
(click link for blog and sample video) 

1. Exaggeration

2. Astonishment

3. Putdowns

4. Perceptual Displacement

5. Heartfelt Moments

6. Surprise Twist

7. Irony

8. Unruliness

9. Social Order Deviancy

10. Performances

11. Malicious Joy

12. Sentimental Humor

13. Concept Imagery

14. Awkwardness

15. Participation

Virgin Atlantic Safety Video
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http://bit.ly/1aaOtPL
http://blog.socialcontentmarketing.com/
http://blog.socialcontentmarketing.com/top-15-viral-video-engagers-1-exaggeration/
http://blog.socialcontentmarketing.com/top-15-viral-video-engagers-2-astonishment/
http://blog.socialcontentmarketing.com/top-15-viral-video-engagers-3-putdowns/
http://blog.socialcontentmarketing.com/top-15-viral-video-engagers-4-perceptual-discords/
http://blog.socialcontentmarketing.com/top-15-viral-video-engagers-5-heartfelt-moments/
http://blog.socialcontentmarketing.com/top-15-viral-video-engagers-6-surprise-twists/
http://blog.socialcontentmarketing.com/top-15-viral-video-engagers-7-irony/
http://blog.socialcontentmarketing.com/top-15-viral-video-engagers-8-unruliness/
http://blog.socialcontentmarketing.com/top-15-viral-video-engagers-9-social-order-deviancy/
http://blog.socialcontentmarketing.com/top-15-viral-video-engagers-10-performances/
http://blog.socialcontentmarketing.com/top-15-viral-video-engagers-11-malicious-joy/
http://blog.socialcontentmarketing.com/top-15-viral-video-engagers-12-sentimental-humor/
http://blog.socialcontentmarketing.com/top-15-viral-video-engagers-13-concept-imagery/
http://blog.socialcontentmarketing.com/top-15-viral-video-engagers-14-awkwardness/
http://blog.socialcontentmarketing.com/top-15-viral-video-engagers-15-participation/


COMIC WIT

EXAGGERATION, IRONY 

AND SURPRISE
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Comic Wit
Exaggeration

Comic wit is one of the most popular techniques used in entertainment to attract and engage 
audiences. Of the top viral videos we examined in this category, the most viewed YouTube 
videos were based on some sort ofconceptual discord. In other words, we recognize something 
asέƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǎƻǊǘǎΦέ 

Representing a third of high performing social videos, the techniques stems from the 
Incongruity Theory of Humor. This incongruitycan be created with:

×Hyperbole
× Irony 
×Surprise twists
×Perceptual discords

άhǾŜǊ-the-¢ƻǇέ ŜȄŀƎƎŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊΣ ǿŜƛƎƘǎ ƛƴ ŀǘ NUMBER ONE among all entertainment 
techniques used in viral YouTube videos. 

п ²ŀȅǎ ǘƻ .ƻƻǎǘ ±ƛǊŀƭ ±ƛŘŜƻ {ǘŀǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ άhǾŜǊ-the-¢ƻǇέ 9ȄŀƎƎŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ
Exaggeration plays on many of our senses. We recognize it mentally and emotionally. Of the top 
viral videos we examined in this category, the most viewed YouTube videos were based on some 
sort of conceptual discord. In other words, we recognize something as over the top. The other 
YouTube videos were based on aberrant behaviors or visual anomalies as explained further.

In general, most viral videos featuring exaggeration fall under the following categories:
×Exaggerated Outcomes
×Over-reactive Behaviors
×Exaggerated Qualities
×Understatements

7
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/ƻƳƛŎ 5ŜǾƛŎŜǎ ¦ǎŜŘ ƛƴ άhǾŜǊ-the-¢ƻǇέ 9ȄŀƎƎŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ

http://blog.socialcontentmarketing.com/top-15-viral-video-engagers-1-exaggeration/
http://blog.socialcontentmarketing.com/top-15-viral-video-engagers-7-irony/
http://blog.socialcontentmarketing.com/top-15-viral-video-engagers-6-surprise-twists/
http://blog.socialcontentmarketing.com/top-15-viral-video-engagers-4-perceptual-discords/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q4BJoTK18FU
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bQcyMEbo1HM
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BPah7iINef8
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DCXoZJrMdS4


Hyperbole
Exaggerated Outcomes
As a conceptual discord, we laugh when we witnessover-the-top demos and storytelling. This 
theatrical shift from what we see as normal is often played out in the aftermath of nightmares as 
well.  And by adding a dramatic effect to our storylines, exaggerated dreams can also evoke our 
emotions like the infamous scene of Dorothy describing Oz when she awakes in Kansas.

5ƻǊƻǘƘȅΩǎ CŀƳƛƭȅ [ŀǳƎƘƛƴƎ ŀǘ hȊ bƛƎƘǘƳŀǊŜDickson Shows Exaggerated Results of a 
Blended iPad

8

Gatorade capitalized on this technique when featuring Dwyane Wade and Kevin Durant in 
nightmares of each other that lead to ridiculous responses. 

Over-reactive Behaviors
Our second technique used in exaggeration taps into our emotional response to ridiculous 
behaviors. In this case, we laugh at how others take such extremes to make their point. Forceful 
demonstrations are often loaded with intensity so that we can appreciate the peculiar nature of 
others.

Some of the top viral videos in our study showed scenes of extreme naiveté or protectionism 
where we shamefully find ourselves or close ones exhibiting these same fanatic behaviors. The 
laughter in this case has much to do with pointing out our own quirks as overprotective Dads, 
ǎǘŀǊ ǎǘǊǳŎƪ ŀŘƳƛǊŜǊǎ ƻǊ ǿƛǊŜŘ ǳǇ ¢ȅǇŜ !Ωǎ.

Exaggerated Qualities
Check out some of these top viral videos that feature the visual side of exaggeration. Seeing the 
Ǿƛǎǳŀƭ ŀƴƻƳŀƭȅΣ ƻǳǊ ōǊŀƛƴǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀǎƪΥ άŎŀƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ōŜ ǘǊǳŜΚέSome of the most popular comic 
devices used in this form of wit include the display of supernatural performances, motion 
distortion, exaggerated body reactions and incredible allure.



But the key to using this humor technique is making it evident that the object of exaggeration is 
beyond the realms of possibility. For example, Aaron Rodgers throwing an 80 yard pass would 
amaze us; but LeBron James making a full court buzzer beater from the top of the stands would 
make us laugh.

9

Understatement
We also laugh at the other extreme. Consider this photo 
warning us of wet floors. Really? This popular form of 
ŎƻƳƛŎ ǿƛǘ ƛǎ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ŀƴ άǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘΦέ ²Ŝ Ŏŀƴ ǎŜŜ 
why we laugh at a profound grasp of the obvious or 
feeling underwhelmed.

The same applies to YouTube video scenes of characters 
oblivious to surrounding danger. Coca Cola, for example, 
features a sleepwalker unshaken by jungle danger in 
their 2010 super bowl commercial.Example of Understatement

What Makes Exaggeration so Popular?
The use of exaggeration dates back centuries as a comic device and popular figure of speech 
known as hyperbole. Consistent with the theory of incongruity, it suggests laughter results from 
seeing things out of sorts.

Using exaggeration can be a safe choice to consider for your viral video theme for the following 
reasons:
1. It rarely offends any particular audience
2. It can be easily grasped visually, emotionally or cognitively
3. It can be easily produced in low budget settings (e.g., check out .ƭŜƴŘ¢ŜŎΩǎ200M+ view 

channel success with a purported budget < $10K

http://bit.ly/cB9qJ9
http://bit.ly/di3sUP


Comic Wit
Perceptual Discord

Perceptual discords cause us to laugh as we witness or experience something out of touch. 
Stemming from the Theory of Incongruity, this concept entertains us by contrasting what we see 
ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǊƻǳǘƛƴŜƭȅ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘΦ  aŜƴǘŀƭƭȅΣ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ŀǎƪƛƴƎ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎΥ άΧ5ƛŘ L ǎŜŜ ǘƘŀǘ 
correctlyΚΦΦέ

This perceptual discord can be realized in the form of visual anomalies (e.g., distortions or 
impersonations), aberrant behaviors (eccentricity) or conceptual incongruities (e.g., nonsense 
or unusual settings). In each case, we detect a mismatch with common perceptions.

In general, most viral videos featuring perceptual discords fall under the following four 
categories:

×Odd Behaviors
×Context Misrepresentation
×Bizarre Substitutions
×Nonsense
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Odd Behaviors
In the case of odd behaviors, we often laugh at the innocence of children or animals acting as 
adult humans. Witnessing the character contrast, our laughter is created by a harmless cognitive 
shift where we often imagine an underdog putting others in their place.

¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ŎƻƳŜŘȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфслΩǎΦ aŀƴȅ ƭŀǳƎƘŜŘ ǿƘŜƴ ¦ƴŎƭŜ WƻŜ ƻŦ tŜǘǘƛŎƻŀǘ 
Junction was beaten in checkers by his dog. Similarly, Mister Ed featured a horse who could talk. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HFYIK7EVF-w
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8CnradZXuXU
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O8wgZWKdhNM
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Obwup7UaJBg


The owner, Wilbur, was portrayed as a big klutz who inadvertently caused harm around him. 
wŜŎƻƎƴƛȊƛƴƎ aǊΦ 9ŘΩǎ ŀƴƛƳŀƭ ƛƴŦŜǊƛƻǊƛǘȅΣ  ǿŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ƭŀǳƎƘŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƛǎŜǊ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ƳŀŘŜ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǊǎŜΦ 

Throughout the last decade, this concept has 
been played out with over-performances. 
Consider the babies in E-Trade and Evian that 
pose as adults. Several viral videos also feature 
animals going the extra mile to motivate 
themselves or their masters. 

Check out this Nolan Cheddar videowhere a 
ƳƻǳǎŜ ŘǊƛǾŜƴ ōȅ ά9ȅŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¢ƛƎŜǊέ  ƳǳǎǘŜǊǎ ǳǇ 
the energy to escape its trap. 
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Mr. Ed, the Talking Horse

Context Misrepresentation
Our second technique used in perceptual discords relates to our visualizing objects or scenes 
taken out of context.  Some of the top viral videos in our study showed unconventional routines 
or unusual settings surrounding the highlighted activity. 

In other cases, the viral videos make us laugh when we imagine a literal interpretation of idioms 
or the human depiction of abstract concepts. In each of these cases, the attempt at humor is 
based on audience detection of a mismatch with what their minds see as a common practice.

Bizarre Substitutes
A concept similar to misrepresentation involves the substitution of animals or objects with a 
bizarre alternative. One popular technique includes anthropomorphism, where human 
attributes are ascribed to abstractions. Allstate used this form of humor to depict the concept 
ƻŦ άƳŀȅƘŜƳέ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǊŜƭŜǎǎ Ƙŀōƛǘǎ ƻŦ ŀƴ ǳƴǊǳƭȅ ŀŎǘƻǊ ǿƘƻ ŜȄŜƳǇƭƛŦƛŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǊŜ 
consequences of poor insurance coverage.

Some viral YouTube videos portray scenes of animal substitutes such as that found in the 
herding of cats, performing bulls and squirrels substituted for running bulls. Like sound 
imitations, thesebizarre substitutesallow our imaginations to vicariously live through the 
substitute actor.

Nonsense
Our final comic device used inperceptual 
discordrelates tononsense. As a cognitive 
exercise, this form of humor makes us 
logically see something off kilter. Humor in 
this case arises out of our confusion with 
the relevance or choices made by the actor. 
Upon witnessing their naiveté or imbecile 
nature, we then laugh at blaming the 
ŎƻƴŦǳǎƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘƻǊΩǎ ƛƴŜǇǘƴŜǎǎ ƻǊ ŜƳǇǘȅ 
dialogs.

http://bit.ly/18vLk2b


Comic Wit
Surprise Twist

Surprise twists cause us to laugh as we witness or experience a change in course. Stemming 
from the Theory of Incongruity, this concept entertains us through a distracting segue. Mentally, 
ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ŀǎƪƛƴƎ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎΥ άΧ²ƘŜǊŜ ŘƛŘ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƳŜ ŦǊƻƳΚΦΦέ

This surprise twist can be realized in the form of visual anomalies (e.g., sudden appearances, 
changes or revelations) or conceptual incongruities (e.g., storyline twists or unexpected 
responses). In each case, we detect a mismatch with what we expect to occur next.

In general, most viral videos featuring surprise twists fall under the following four categories:
×Plot Trickery
×Conceptual Surprise
×Transformation
×Visual Surprise

12

Comic Devices Used in Surprise Twists

Conceptual Surprise
Think of this as stopping in our tracks when a scene or statement suggests that something is off 
track. Research suggests that we laugh when our minds anticipate a certain outcome, only to be 
tricked at the end with a wrong or uneventful answer.

¢Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƴŜǿΦ ¸ŜŀǊǎ ŀƎƻΣ ²ŜƴŘȅΩǎ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘŜŘ ŀ ŎƻƳƛŎŀƭ ǘŜǎǘ ǘŀǎǘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘŀƳōǳǊƎŜǊǎΦ 
In their famous 1989 commercial featuring a trucker, the participant was asked to choose from a 
delicious looking hamburger A or a nasty looking hamburger B. The trucker unexpectedly picked 
ƘŀƳōǳǊƎŜǊ .Φ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǳƴŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ǘǿƛǎǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ƭƛƪŜΥ άΧLΩƳ ŀ ǘǊǳŎƪŜǊΣ L 
ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŜŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ōŀōȅ ƛƴ {Ƙŀƪȅ ¢ƻǿƴ ŀƴŘ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǘŀǎǘƛƴƎ ƛǘ ƛƴ {ŀƭǘ [ŀƪŜΧέ
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Uneventful 

Conclusion

Fantasy Turned 
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Magic 
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Absurd Chain 

Reaction
Twist of Fate Body Switch Wishful Thinking

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cTNREO2zsCU
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JlUUtPAk9MA
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wkUAuFtKZh0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RVvR3ztS2-Q
http://bit.ly/18IDRXB


Plot Trickery
A very successful method of stealing your attention 
is for the producer to take you down a subliminal 
storyline that ends in an unexpected twist . i.e., Just 
when you are drifting off to a predictable plot, the 
story takes an interesting turn. In his suspense 
grabbing films, Alfred Hitchcock was notorious for 
plot trickery. Many of his endings were totally 
unsuspected.

This unanticipated change in events works well in 
stories of twisted fate as well as in fantasies where 
the dreamer wakes up to a lackluster reality.

13

Alfred Hitchcock, Plot Trick 
Extraordinaire

Transformation
Snickers does this very effectively in their transforming of 
cranky actors (e.g., Betty White, Roseanne Barr, Aretha 
Franklyn, Don Rickles and Joe Pesci) into younger folks 
ready to return to action after eating a Snickers bar. In 
these cases, the transformation itself serves as an 
unexpected twist that suggests we have been duped.

Visual Surprise
A related concept to transformation is visual surprise. In 
this case, we are introduced to the sudden arrival of a 
new character (e.g., alien creature) or an unexpected 
object. Advertisers like Dodge and Volvic use these 
techniques in their displays of wishful thinking. 

Others like Nationwide shock their audiences with a 
surprise ugly substitute as when the fantasized Fabio 
turns into a wrinkled old man.

Fantasized Fabio Surprise Ugly Substitute 



Comic Wit
Irony

Irony, much like that of any perceptual discord, is characterized by a contrast, between 
expectations and reality. Rooted in the Theory of Incongruity, irony makes us laugh by showing 
ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘŜ ƻǊ ǳƴŘŜǎƛǊŜŘ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜΩǎ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΦ aŜƴǘŀƭƭȅΣ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎΥ 
άΧL ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƳƛƴƎΧέ

Irony can be realized in the form of visual anomalies (e.g., unusual pairing, wrong personas and 
temperaments, hypocritical behaviors) or conceptual incongruities (e.g., wild coincidences, 
misunderstandings or something scripted out of place). In each case, we detect a mismatch with 
what we expect to see.

In general, most viral videos featuring irony fall under the following four categories:
× Visual Irony
× Ironic Temperament
× Ironic Persona
× Situational Irony
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Comic Devices Used in Irony

Visual Irony
Visual irony refers to the use of two or more images 
ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ōŜƭƻƴƎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΦ !ƴ ǳƴǳǎǳŀƭ ǇŀƛǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǿŜƭƭ 
known characters or scenes, for example, make us 
laugh at the imagined conflict.

These inevitable battles were played out well in the 
мфтлǎ ǎƘƻǿ ά¢ƘŜ hŘŘ /ƻǳǇƭŜΦέ ¢ƘŜ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜŘ ŀ 
neurotic neat freak pitted against an untidy, cigar 
chomping gambler.  Audiences, in this case, laughed 
at the how the two mismatched friends could 
possibly share an apartment following their divorces.

Visual Irony
Ironic 

Temperament

Ironic 

Persona

Situational 

Irony
Cyborgs Acting as 

Humans
Callous Turned Kind

Adult Acting 

Child 
Anachronisms 

Humans Acting as 

Animals

Miscast 

Temperament
Childish Adult

Coincidental 

Backlash

Hypocritical 

Behaviors
Soft Tough Guy Miscast Role Miscommunications

Oxymorons
Unlikely 

Friendliness

Mistaken 

Identity 
Misplaced Routine 

Unusual Pairing 
Unusually 

Considerate
Unlikely Hero

Misunderstood 

Intentions

Mismatched Oscar and Felix 
CŜŀǘǳǊŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ άhŘŘ /ƻǳǇƭŜέ

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d__eJaLyCFc
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ecDXi9bgU-4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VyULgpa2JZU
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GEePRscQITk


Ironic Temperament
Anothersuccessfulway to get laughter from irony is through the display of temperament 
anomalies. A common way to display this anomaly is with the mellowing of cantankerous 
personalities like the volatile John McEnroe or Bobby Knight. 

This can also be accomplished through the juxtaposing of characters in contradicting or aberrant 
ways. This has been done with examples of a mother and daughter fiercely arguing over each 
ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ƪƛƴŘ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ŀ ōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭ ǿƻƳŀƴ ŀŘƳƛǊƛƴƎ ŀ ƳŀƴΩǎ ǳƴŀǘǘǊŀŎǘƛǾŜ Ƙŀōƛǘǎ.

Ironic Persona
Our third technique used in irony involves the miscasting of character roles or intentions. This is 
often accomplished through the display of mistaken identities, adult acting children or childish 
acting adults.

This mismatch of personas can also create laughter when we see the least likely character to 
play a certain role. We often see this enacted in the form of unlikely hero figures.

Situational Irony
Finally, we often laugh oversituationalirony in which actions have an effect that is contrary to 
what was expected. This often happens in the case of a coincidental backlash, where the odds 
of such an unexpected scene spoiler are infinitely low.

Other cases of situational irony include the undesired outcomes resulting from 
misunderstandings or the scripting of behaviors in a misplaced or rhetorical setting. We 
sometimes see this displayed in commercials through unorthodox routines, such as when 
employees let loose in an office setting.
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Other examples of visual irony include the casting of humans as animals or cyborgs as humans. 
In both cases, the irony is enjoyed as we witness the acting out of a creation mismatch. 
Similarly, an oxymoron like the living dead, friendly adversaries or a screaming mime create 
laughter as we envision the inherent conflict.

Oxymoron (Screaming Mime & Living Dead)



DISPARAGEMENT

PUTDOWNS, MALICIOUS 

JOY & AWKWARDNESS

16



Disparagement
Putdowns

The use of mockery capitalizes on our emotional reaction to watching others experience a well 
deserved putdown. Stemming from the Theory of Superiority, we often experience sudden glory 
ǿƘŜƴ ŘŜǘƘǊƻƴƛƴƎ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ƻǊ ŜƭŜǾŀǘƛƴƎ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ǇŜŎǳƭƛŀǊƛǘƛŜǎ.

In general, most viral videos featuring putdowns exhibit one or more of the following four 
characteristics:

× Mocked Peculiarities
× Lofty Conquest
× Society Satire
× Stereotyping
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Comic Devices Used in Putdowns

Mocked 

Peculiarities

Lofty 

Conquest Society Satire Stereotyping

Background 

Mockery
Outwitting

Exaggerated 

Cultural Nuance
Blondes & Bubbas

Illusory 

Superiority

Macho Gone 

Sour
Parodies

Sterotyped 

Professions

Maladroitness
Arrogant 

Knockdowns

Language 

Peculiarities 

Celebrity 

Impersonation

Quirkiness
Unfair 

Advantage
Cheeky Barbs

Beauty 

Conquered Male

Mocked Peculiarities
The use of mockery dates back centuries as 
audiences watched imbeciles and dwarfs 
parade on stage. Baby boomers likely recall 
the inept Deputy Barney Fife of Mayberry, 
who was oblivious to his idiosyncrasies and 
quirky nature. 

Seeing himself as a high standing citizen, we 
often laughed hysterically at his gullibility 
and delusions of grandeur. This putdown is 
often felt through background mockery as 
well.

The Maladroit Barnie Fife with 
His Naïve Partner, Gomer Pyle

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vIi7HFgoTLk
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s2cD2glh9Os
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6EtGKG0cqng
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FiT71yJ6Wh8


Putdowns
Lofty Conquest
Our second technique used in putdowns taps into our desire to dethrone the self-righteous, the 
popular, the pretentious and the hyper-masculine.  Some of the top viral videos in our study 
showed scenes of humbled haughtiness featuring those we despise or compete against. 

A common technique is to use some form of outwitting that literally shames the victim or proves 
ƻǳǊ ǎǳǇŜǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜƳΦ aƛƭƭŜǊ [ƛǘŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘƻǊƛƻǳǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ άƳŀŎƘƻ ƳƻƳŜƴǘǎ ƎƻƴŜ ōŀŘΦέ ²Ŝ 
ŎŀƴΩǘ ƘŜƭǇ ōǳǘ ƭŀǳƎƘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǘŜƴǘƛƻǳǎ WƻŜ /ƻƻƭ ǊŜǾŜŀƭŜŘ ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ƛƴƴŜǊ ŦŜƳƛƴƛƴƛǘȅΦ
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Society Satire
A number of top viral videos feature the sudden glory we feel when our society is mocked. 
Known as satire, we often relish the opportunity to poke fun of other cultures seen as 
pretentious or smug. This is often played out by exaggerating the cultural nuances or language 
peculiarities of audiences targeted by our sarcasm.

Similarly, we poke fun of celebrated life styles with parodies of popular shows, sports events or 
military operations. This is often done through witty dialogs (e.g., cheeky barbs) where the 
intent of the sarcasm is to mock a targeted society. 

Stereotypes
Our final comic device used in putdowns relates to mimicry and impersonations. One of the 
most popular ways of doing this is through the stereotyping of blondes and provincial men. The 
latter is often portrayed as an idiot or someone hypnotized under the spell of seduction. 
Another form of mockery includes the stereotyping of professions or positions of power.

Be Aware of Cultures Unreceptive to Putdowns
Although putdowns resonate well in Western Cultures like the US, it has limited appeal in more 
collectivist cultures. Many nations in Asia, Latin America, the Middle East and Southern Europe 
frown upon putdowns. This form of malicious joy runs counter to their relational and group-
oriented values.



Disparagement
Malicious Joy

Malicious joy, or schadenfreude, refers to the pleasure we derive from seeing others fail or 
suffer misfortune. Also rooted in the Theory of Superiority, this feeling of sudden glory can 
occur when we witness:

× Bungled Behaviors
× Unanticipated Spoilers
× Unfortunate Happenstances
× Deserved Repercussions
× Cretins
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Bungled Behaviors
A common approach for entertaining audiences with 
malicious joy is to poke fun of someone notorious for 
their clumsy ƻǊ ƛƴŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴǘ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊǎΦ ¢ƘŜ мфрлΩǎ 
ǎƛǘŎƻƳΣ άL [ƻǾŜ [ǳŎȅΣέ  ǊŜŀŎƘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘŜǎǘ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊƛǘȅ 
of any show at its time based on the bungling 
behaviors of Lucy. The  naïve and accident prone 
housewife had a knack for getting herself and her 
husband into trouble whenever she tried to make a 
name for herself.

Several viral YouTube videos are based on characters 
that are prone to accidents or saying the wrong thing. 
This is often displayed through the eyes of someone 
drunk or oblivious to their surroundings.Trouble Prone Lucy in "I Love Lucy"

Mocked 

Peculiarities

Lofty 

Conquest Society Satire Stereotyping

Background 

Mockery
Outwitting

Exaggerated 

Cultural Nuance
Blondes & Bubbas

Illusory 

Superiority

Macho Gone 

Sour
Parodies

Sterotyped 

Professions

Maladroitness
Arrogant 

Knockdowns

Language 

Peculiarities 

Celebrity 

Impersonation

Quirkiness
Unfair 

Advantage
Cheeky Barbs

Beauty 

Conquered Male

Comic Devices Used for Malicious Joy

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MsvdDVt1kWo
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Opz82OfLMDU
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n1zpwBQ_a28
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=675pVCRBazo
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GuGrsQXGaHg
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Men, in particular, are often portrayed for their bungled behaviors resulting from their one track 
minds. Consider how we laugh when women make futile attempts to attract their husband's 
ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǿƘŜƴ ŜƴƎǊƻǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƎŀƳŜǎ ƻǊ ƧƻōǎΦ ²Ŝ ŀǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ƭŀǳƎƘƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΩǎ 
ƻōǎŜǎǎƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƻōƭƛǾƛƻƴ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƛŦŜΩǎ ŦǳǘƛƭŜ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ.

Unanticipated Spoilers
Another successful way to get laughter from malicious joy is through the portrayal of spoilers. 
For example, many of us laugh when witnessing the spoiling of romance. Just when the mood is 
set, attempts at seduction are foiled by some unexpected event.

A number of viral videos show similar results in views and engagement when a storyline ends 
with unexpected damage, injuries or danger. This cause of laughter taps more into our 
emotional senses where a feeling of superiority is felt over those whose peace or excitement is 
snatched away.

Unfortunate Happenstances
Our third technique used in malicious joy relates 
to bad luck. Shamefully, many of us laugh when 
others get dealt a bad hand. Most of us enjoy 
watching someone knocked down a notch when 
an unwise choice is based on attempts at 
heroism or chivalry.

The same type of thrill emerges from bad timing 
such as when someone interrupts our 
concentration at the worst time or when the 
next person in line wins the grand prize.

Accident Prone Couple Spoils Romance

We also delight in the misfortune of those exhibiting naïveté or simply keeping their eye off 
the ball. Especially when foolish mistakes result in catastrophic consequences, we often laugh 
hysterically at choices we know we are capable of committing ourselves.

Deserved Repercussions
Perhaps even more than bad luck or 
unexpected spoilers is the laughter 
resulting from well-deserved retaliation. 
This often happens when the actions of a 
featured villain backfire. In a similar vein, 
we laugh at paybacks against someone we 
despise or who is unveiled of their devious 
intentions.

Doritos did this very well in their 
commercial of a baby snatching the bag of 
chips from an annoying older sibling who 
incessantly teased the toddler. Doritos Example of Deserved Repercussion


