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The Science Behind a Smile and a Social Media Share 
Daniel McDuff, PhD and Jonah Berger, PhD 
 
The benefits of earned media within the real estate industry are invaluable. Rather than paying 
for advertising, your client base—through word of mouth and social sharing—increases 

brand/product awareness at essentially 
zero cost. Earned media, for this reason, 
specifically social sharing, has become 
an area of great interest within academic 
research exploring issues such as why 
some advertisements go viral while 
others fall flat and how real estate firms 
can design ads to increase sharing 
potential. 

About Our Study  

Previous research points to impression management as the most important factor in why content 
gets shared. People care about how others view them, so they are more likely to share content 
that frames them in a good light. Other research points towards emotion as the link between 
increased sharing. Consumers turn towards others to regulate and make sense of their emotions.  

Contrary to prior research, we hypothesized that specific emotional expressions have distinct 
effects on social sharing in the context of online video advertisements. Sharing is stimulated not 
only by the degree of emotion but other factors, including levels of stimulation and certainty. We 
confirmed this hypothesis with the use of a new data collection framework examining facial 
responses to hundreds of different video advertisements to test which emotional expressions are 
linked to sharing.  

Translating Emotion: Facial Expressions 

Although manual methods of translating emotion through text exist, for instance, estimating 
positivity/negativity by simply tallying the number of positive and negative words used, this 
approach is less feasible with video. Although advances in technology have allowed recognition 
of images, it is still extremely difficult to infer emotional reactions that will occur from an image. 
If an ad features a baby, for example, the system will be able to recognize the ad contains a baby, 
but it does not have enough information on what emotions viewers will experience. Facial 
expression is therefore the best method for translating emotion. 

The face undoubtably plays a key function in emotional expression. Facial expressions work to 
outwardly express or signal emotions. When someone is happy, sad, or angry, their face is 
noticeably different. For this reason, facial analysis is a simple, easy, and inexpensive tool to 
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measure emotional reactions. Measuring emotions by simply asking respondents “how do you 
feel” often provides inaccurate responses because people do not have insight into what specific 
emotion they are feeling (distinguishing a negative emotion such as anxiety or anger can be 
difficult). Facial expressions can be consistently linked to emotions such as anger, fear, joy, 
surprise, pain, and deceit through the Facial Action Coding System (FACS). 

Facial expressions 
are indicators of 
emotional 
experiences such 
as anger, fear, joy, 
surprise and pain. 
The Facial Action 
Coding System 
(FACS) provides a 
taxonomy for 
researchers to code 
expressions 
systematically. 
Facial analysis then 
allows for an unobtrusive method of measuring behavior with certain actions typically associated 
with expressions of specific emotions within a defined context (such as watching TV ads) (see 
Figure 1).1 This type of coding allows researchers to study variation in individual facial response 
rather than relying on aggregate measures—one advertisement as a whole being more positive 
than another. Individual variations in responses are then studied to understand if such variation is 
linked to sharing. At its best, facial analysis allows for scalability, repeatability, and observation 
in a viewer’s typical environment. 

Managerial Implications 

Results confirmed facial expressions linked to positive emotions (smile) are proven to increase 
user sharing. Negative facial expressions (lip depressor associated with sadness), however, were 
linked to decreased sharing with the exception of nose wrinkles linked to disgust that increased 
sharing. While disgust and sadness are both negative emotions, they do not have the same effect 
on social sharing behavior. Content creators often avoid negative emotions all together. Our 
findings, however, reveal that not all negative emotions should be avoided, as some negative 
emotions actually boost sharing probability.  

Facial analysis is useful in moment-to-moment analysis, rather than reviewing an advertisement 
generally as a whole. Facial analysis techniques allow advertisement creators to pinpoint specific 
moments within the advertisement that are working well and other parts of the advertisement that 
should be replaced. For example, if a particular character within an advertisement is decreasing 

Figure 1.1 
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sharing potential, the character can be removed by shifting scenes instead of rewriting the entire 
advertisement.  

It’s important to note, some advertisements may invoke negative emotions on purpose; other 
advertisements may accidentally raise negative emotions, and not every viewer will respond to 
the advertisement in the same way. For instance, emotional expression varies significantly by 
culture. In some cultures, strong emotions are encouraged while in other cultures certain 
emotions may be deemed inappropriate. Exploring individual responses for this reason provides 
valuable insight. 

Once content is created, facial analysis can also be useful in resource allocation. If analysis 
reveals that advertisement B has more sharing potential than advertisement A, real estate 
agencies can choose to increase resource investment in advertisement B, which expects a higher 
return on investment. Facial analysis can also help in determining which outlet best suits an 
advertisement—television versus social media—based on sharing potential and other 
downstream outcomes.  

Conclusion  

Facial analysis assists in helping real estate social media managers boost sharing. If we 
understand why people share, we can more accurately design content that increases sharing 
potential. Up until this point, there was little research to show what impact negative emotions 
had on sharing of advertisements. From our research, real estate agencies can more easily 
pinpoint what emotions an advertisement should aim to evoke and what content is more likely to 
be shared. Earned media, in this case sharing on social media, is essentially a zero-cost 
marketing technique. 
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