
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Viral Effect: Why Some Ideas Explode and

Others Die
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Chapter 1: The Contagion of Ideas
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In the summer of 2014, a simple challenge took the world by storm. People filmed themselves dumping buckets of ice water over their heads, posted the videos online, and nominated friends to do the same. Within weeks, the ALS Ice Bucket Challenge had raised over $100 million for research into amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, a devastating neurological disease. Celebrities, politicians, and ordinary people alike participated in what became one of the most successful viral campaigns in internet history.

But what made this particular idea spread like wildfire while countless others fade into digital obscurity? Why do some concepts capture the collective imagination and explode across social networks, while equally worthy causes struggle to gain traction? The answer lies in understanding what we might call the contagion of ideas—the mysterious process by which certain thoughts, behaviors, and movements spread through human populations with the speed and inevitability of an epidemic.

The Digital Revolution of Ideas

We live in an unprecedented age of information sharing. Never before in human history have ideas been able to travel so far, so fast, to so many people simultaneously. A single tweet can reach millions within minutes. A video can accumulate billions of views in days. A meme can influence political elections. The digital age has fundamentally transformed how ideas spread, creating new pathways for contagion that would have been unimaginable just a generation ago.

This transformation represents more than just technological advancement; it's a complete rewiring of how human culture evolves and spreads. In pre-digital times, ideas moved through societies like ripples in a pond—slowly, predictably, often taking years or decades to reach critical mass. Today, ideas can explode like fireworks, illuminating the entire cultural landscape in an instant before either sustaining their glow or quickly burning out.

The mechanics of this new reality are both fascinating and complex. Every smartphone user has become a potential broadcaster, capable of reaching not just their immediate circle of friends and family, but potentially millions of strangers through the amplifying power of social networks. Every platform—whether Facebook, Twitter, TikTok, Instagram, or YouTube—operates as a massive distribution engine, using sophisticated algorithms to determine which ideas get amplified and which get buried in the digital noise.

This democratization of broadcasting power has created what researchers call a "flat world" of idea distribution. A teenager in rural Kansas can create content that resonates globally, while a multinational corporation's carefully crafted campaign might fall flat. The old gatekeepers—traditional media, publishing houses, academic institutions—no longer control the flow of information. Instead, virality has become the new currency of the attention economy, determining which ideas survive and thrive in our hyperconnected world.

Echoes from History: Viral Ideas Before the Internet

To truly understand modern viral phenomena, we must first recognize that the contagion of ideas is not a new concept. Long before hashtags and social media algorithms, certain ideas possessed an almost supernatural ability to spread through human populations, reshaping societies and altering the course of history.

Consider the Protestant Reformation of the 16th century. Martin Luther's Ninety-Five Theses, originally intended as a scholarly debate point, spread throughout Europe with remarkable speed for the pre-digital age. Within two weeks, copies had reached every corner of Germany. Within two months, the ideas had spread across Europe. The printing press—the revolutionary communication technology of its time—served as the distribution mechanism, but the ideas themselves possessed inherent viral qualities that made them irresistible to share.

Similarly, the concept of democracy as articulated by Enlightenment thinkers spread across continents and centuries, inspiring revolutions in America, France, and beyond. The idea that common people could govern themselves was so powerful and resonant that it overcame enormous institutional resistance and entrenched power structures. These ideas traveled through letters, pamphlets, conversations, and books—the social networks of their time.

Even in the 20th century, before the advent of modern digital communication, we saw ideas achieve remarkable reach and influence. The peace symbol, created in 1958 for the British nuclear disarmament movement, had spread globally within a few years, becoming universally recognized without any coordinated marketing campaign. Similarly, concepts like civil rights, environmental consciousness, and rock and roll music spread through populations in ways that exhibited many characteristics we now associate with digital virality.

What these historical examples teach us is that viral ideas share certain timeless characteristics. They tend to be simple enough to understand quickly, emotionally resonant enough to feel personal, and actionable enough that people can easily participate in their spread. They often challenge existing power structures or offer new solutions to widely felt problems. Most importantly, they provide people with something valuable to share—whether that's information, entertainment, identity, or social connection.

The key difference between then and now is not the fundamental nature of viral ideas, but the speed and scale at which they can spread. What once took months or years can now happen in hours or days. What once reached hundreds or thousands can now reach millions or billions.

Defining Viral in the Modern Context

In our digital age, the word "viral" has become ubiquitous, used to describe everything from cute cat videos to global social movements. But what does it actually mean for content or an idea to "go viral"? The answer is more nuanced than simple view counts or shares might suggest.

At its most basic level, viral content is material that spreads rapidly and widely through online networks, typically achieving exponential growth in reach and engagement. However, this technical definition misses the deeper essence of what makes something truly viral. Viral content doesn't just accumulate views; it generates participation. It inspires people not merely to consume, but to contribute—by sharing, remixing, responding, or creating their own versions.

True virality exhibits several key characteristics. First, it demonstrates exponential growth patterns rather than linear ones. Instead of steadily accumulating audience over time, viral content experiences explosive bursts where each person who encounters it shares it with multiple others, creating a cascading effect that can reach massive scale very quickly.

Second, viral content achieves cross-platform propagation. It doesn't remain confined to its original platform but spreads across the digital ecosystem. A viral TikTok video might get shared on Twitter, discussed on Reddit, covered by news outlets, and parodied on Instagram. This platform-jumping behavior is a hallmark of truly viral phenomena.

Third, viral content generates cultural conversation. It becomes a shared reference point that people use to communicate with each other. Whether it's a catchphrase, an image macro, or a dance move, viral content enters the collective consciousness in ways that pure entertainment or information consumption cannot achieve.

The modern context has also introduced new complexity to what we consider viral success. Quality of engagement often matters more than quantity. A piece of content that generates millions of passive views might be less impactful than one that inspires thousands of people to take meaningful action. Similarly, the sustainability of viral momentum has become increasingly important as audiences develop resistance to flash-in-the-pan phenomena.

Perhaps most importantly, modern virality is increasingly algorithm-dependent. The decisions made by platforms about what content to promote, suppress, or demonetize can dramatically influence which ideas achieve viral status. This has created a new dynamic where understanding platform mechanics becomes as important as creating compelling content.

The Double-Edged Nature of Viral Spread

The power of viral ideas in our digital age presents both extraordinary opportunities and significant risks. On the positive side, viral mechanisms have democratized influence, allowing important causes to gain global attention without traditional institutional support. Grassroots movements, charitable causes, and innovative ideas can now reach massive audiences and generate real-world impact in ways that were previously impossible.

The #MeToo movement exemplifies this positive potential. What began as a simple hashtag became a global conversation about sexual harassment and assault, leading to policy changes, cultural shifts, and accountability for previously untouchable figures. Similarly, viral fundraising campaigns have raised millions for disaster relief, medical treatments, and social causes, demonstrating how digital contagion can be harnessed for tremendous good.

However, the same mechanisms that spread positive ideas also amplify harmful ones. Misinformation, conspiracy theories, and divisive content can go viral just as easily as uplifting messages. The challenge is that harmful content often has certain advantages in the attention economy—it tends to provoke strong emotional reactions, confirms existing biases, and encourages sharing driven by outrage or fear.

This dual nature of viral spread has created what some researchers call the "viral paradox"—the same systems that can rapidly disseminate life-saving information during emergencies can also spread dangerous misinformation just as quickly. The 2020 pandemic provided numerous examples of both phenomena, with accurate health information and conspiracy theories often competing for viral dominance.

Understanding the contagion of ideas therefore requires recognizing that virality is fundamentally neutral—it's a mechanism of spread, not a measure of truth or value. Just as biological viruses can be either beneficial or harmful to their hosts, viral ideas can either enrich or damage the communities they infect. The responsibility lies not in the mechanism itself, but in how we choose to use it and what ideas we choose to amplify.

As we navigate this new landscape of idea contagion, we must develop what might be called viral literacy—the ability to recognize, evaluate, and respond appropriately to viral phenomena. This means understanding not just how ideas spread, but why they spread, what makes them compelling, and what effects they have on individuals and communities.

The contagion of ideas in our digital age represents one of the most powerful forces shaping modern culture. By understanding its mechanisms, appreciating its history, and recognizing its potential for both benefit and harm, we can better navigate the viral landscape and perhaps even harness its power for positive change. The ideas that spread define our collective future—making it crucial that we understand how and why certain ideas achieve viral status while others remain confined to obscurity.
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Chapter 2: The Anatomy of a Viral Moment
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Every viral phenomenon begins with a spark—a moment when content transitions from ordinary to extraordinary, from local to global, from ignored to irresistible. But what exactly happens during these pivotal moments? How does content break through the noise of billions of daily posts to capture collective attention? Understanding the anatomy of a viral moment requires examining the intricate interplay of content, timing, networks, and human psychology that transforms simple ideas into cultural phenomena.

The Birth: Content Meets Opportunity

The genesis of any viral moment lies in the convergence of compelling content and optimal conditions. Viral content is not born in a vacuum; it emerges when the right message meets the right moment through the right medium. This convergence is often serendipitous, but understanding its components can help us recognize why certain content has viral potential while other, seemingly similar content does not.

At the content level, viral material typically possesses what researchers call "sticky" characteristics—elements that make it memorable, shareable, and actionable. These might include surprise elements that violate expectations, emotional hooks that trigger strong responses, or practical value that people want to pass along. The most successful viral content often combines multiple sticky elements, creating a rich tapestry of appeals that resonate with diverse audiences.

Consider the viral success of "Gangnam Style" by Psy in 2012. The content combined several sticky elements: an instantly recognizable dance, catchy music, humorous visuals, and cultural novelty for international audiences. But the content alone wasn't sufficient—it required the right distribution moment when YouTube was optimizing for global reach, when K-pop was gaining international recognition, and when audiences were hungry for lighthearted content during a period of global economic uncertainty.

The timing component of viral birth is often underestimated but critically important. Content that might fall flat during one cultural moment can explode during another when circumstances align more favorably. This timing sensitivity means that viral success often depends on external factors completely outside the creator's control—current events, cultural conversations, seasonal patterns, or even the day of the week when content is published.

Distribution channels also play a crucial role in viral birth. The same content might achieve vastly different results depending on where it's initially shared. A video that gains no traction on Facebook might explode on TikTok, while a tweet that gets ignored might go viral when shared by the right influencer at the right time. Understanding platform dynamics, audience expectations, and algorithmic preferences has become essential for anyone hoping to create viral content.

The Components: Deconstructing Viral DNA

When we examine successful viral content, certain patterns emerge—components that appear repeatedly across different types of viral phenomena. These elements function like the building blocks of virality, and understanding them provides insight into why some content spreads while other content stagnates.

Emotional activation stands as perhaps the most crucial component of viral content. Research consistently shows that content generating high-arousal emotions—whether positive (joy, excitement, awe) or negative (anger, fear, disgust)—is significantly more likely to be shared than content that leaves people feeling neutral or calm. This emotional component serves as the psychological fuel that motivates sharing behavior.

The Ice Bucket Challenge succeeded partly because it activated multiple emotional centers simultaneously: the humor of watching people get soaked, the satisfaction of contributing to charity, the social pressure of being nominated, and the pleasure of nominating others. This emotional richness created multiple pathways for engagement and sharing.

Simplicity and accessibility represent another critical component. Viral content tends to be easily understood, quickly consumed, and simple to participate in. Complex ideas rarely achieve viral status unless they can be distilled into digestible, shareable formats. This is why memes, short videos, and catchy phrases often outperform longer, more detailed content, even when the latter might be more informative or valuable.

Social currency functions as another key component—viral content gives people something valuable to share with their networks. This might be information that makes them look informed, humor that makes them seem funny, causes that align with their values, or trends that demonstrate their cultural awareness. People share content not just because they enjoyed it, but because sharing it enhances their social identity and relationships.

Practical utility often underlies viral spread, even in entertainment content. Whether it's a life hack that saves time, news that affects people's lives, or information that helps them make better decisions, useful content has inherent sharing motivation. People naturally want to help others, and sharing valuable content is an easy way to provide assistance while strengthening social bonds.

Uniqueness and novelty create essential differentiation in crowded information spaces. With millions of pieces of content published daily, novel elements help content stand out and get noticed. However, successful viral content balances novelty with familiarity—it's different enough to be interesting but similar enough to existing frameworks that people can quickly understand and relate to it.

The Lifecycle: Birth, Peak, and Decay

Viral phenomena follow predictable lifecycle patterns that mirror biological epidemics in many ways. Understanding these patterns helps explain not just how viral content spreads, but also why viral moments eventually end and what happens to viral content over time.

The incubation phase represents the earliest stage of viral spread, when content first begins circulating among small groups of early adopters. During this phase, sharing is often driven by personal relationships and niche communities. The content might receive modest engagement, but it hasn't yet achieved the exponential growth that defines true virality. Many potential viral phenomena die during this phase, never accumulating sufficient momentum to break into broader awareness.

This incubation period can last anywhere from hours to months, depending on the content and circumstances. Some viral phenomena explode almost immediately upon publication, while others slowly build momentum over extended periods. The duration of incubation often depends on factors like the initial distribution network, the content's accessibility to mainstream audiences, and external events that might create favorable conditions for viral spread.

The exponential growth phase marks the transition from linear to viral spread. During this stage, sharing rates accelerate dramatically as content breaks out of niche communities and reaches mainstream awareness. Each person who encounters the content shares it with multiple others, creating the cascading effect that can reach millions of people within days or even hours.

This phase is characterized by cross-platform propagation, media coverage, celebrity participation, and widespread cultural conversation. The content becomes a shared reference point that people use to communicate with each other. Metrics during this phase often show exponential curves rather than linear growth, with engagement rates that dwarf typical content performance.

The saturation phase occurs when viral content reaches its maximum potential audience. Growth rates begin to slow as the content encounters people who have already seen it or who are resistant to its appeal. During this phase, the content might still be widely viewed, but new sharing activity decreases as the novelty wears off and people move on to newer phenomena.

The decay phase represents the inevitable decline of viral phenomena. Engagement drops, sharing decreases, and cultural conversation moves to other topics. However, decay doesn't necessarily mean disappearance—some viral content enters a "legacy phase" where it maintains cultural relevance even without active viral spreading. Classic memes, iconic videos, and memorable phrases can continue to be referenced and shared long after their initial viral moment has ended.

Understanding this lifecycle helps explain why viral success is often temporary and why sustained engagement requires different strategies than achieving initial viral spread. It also helps content creators and marketers set realistic expectations about what viral success can and cannot accomplish.

Measuring Success Beyond View Counts

Traditional metrics like views, likes, and shares provide useful data about viral performance, but they don't tell the complete story of viral impact. True viral success often lies in harder-to-measure outcomes: cultural influence, behavior change, brand awareness, and lasting impact on conversations and communities.

Engagement quality often matters more than engagement quantity. A viral video that generates millions of passive views might be less impactful than content that inspires thousands of people to take meaningful action. Measuring viral success therefore requires looking beyond surface metrics to understand deeper engagement patterns and outcomes.

Cross-platform propagation serves as another important success indicator. Content that truly goes viral doesn't remain confined to its original platform but spreads across the digital ecosystem. Tracking mentions, references, and adaptations across different platforms provides insight into the breadth and depth of viral impact.

Cultural penetration represents perhaps the most significant measure of viral success—the degree to which content enters and influences broader cultural conversations. This might manifest as references in traditional media, adoption by celebrities or influencers, integration into everyday language, or influence on subsequent content creation.

Longevity differentiates truly impactful viral phenomena from flash-in-the-pan moments. Content that continues to be referenced, shared, and discussed long after its initial viral moment demonstrates deeper cultural resonance and lasting impact.

Behavioral outcomes provide the most meaningful measure of viral success for content with specific goals. Did the viral campaign increase donations, change behaviors, influence purchasing decisions, or motivate civic participation? These real-world impacts often matter more than digital engagement metrics.

Network effects measure how viral content influences the creation of additional content, communities, or conversations. Successful viral phenomena often spawn entire ecosystems of related content, parodies, discussions, and communities that extend the original content's impact far beyond its initial reach.

The anatomy of viral moments reveals a complex interplay of factors that extend far beyond simple content quality or marketing spend. Understanding these components—from the initial convergence of content and opportunity through the predictable lifecycle patterns to the multifaceted nature of viral success—provides valuable insight into one of the most powerful phenomena shaping our digital culture.

By recognizing the structural elements that underlie viral success, we can better understand not just how viral content spreads, but why it resonates, what it accomplishes, and how its influence extends beyond the immediate moment of viral attention. This understanding is crucial for anyone seeking to create, analyze, or respond to viral phenomena in our hyperconnected world​[1].
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Chapter 3: The Psychology of Sharing

[image: ]




At its heart, every viral phenomenon begins with a single human decision: the choice to share. In that split second when someone encounters a piece of content—whether it's a video, an image, a news story, or a simple text post—something in their mind triggers the impulse to pass it along to others. This seemingly simple action represents one of the most complex psychological processes in human behavior, involving layers of emotion, identity, social connection, and subconscious motivation that researchers are only beginning to understand.

To comprehend how ideas spread through our digital world, we must first understand the fundamental question: why do people share? The answer lies deep within human psychology, rooted in evolutionary instincts, social needs, and cognitive patterns that have shaped our species for millennia. What makes this particularly fascinating is that while the mediums for sharing have evolved dramatically—from word-of-mouth conversations around campfires to instant global distribution through social networks—the underlying psychological drivers remain remarkably consistent.

The Evolutionary Basis of Information Sharing

Human beings are inherently social creatures, and our survival has always depended on our ability to share information effectively. Long before the advent of written language, our ancestors survived by communicating about food sources, dangers, weather patterns, and social dynamics within their communities. Sharing information wasn't just helpful—it was essential for survival​[2].

This evolutionary imperative created deep psychological rewards for information sharing that persist today. When we share useful, interesting, or emotionally resonant information, our brains release dopamine—the same neurotransmitter associated with eating, reproduction, and other survival-critical activities. This neurochemical reward system explains why sharing content can feel genuinely pleasurable and why some people develop what researchers call "sharing addiction."

The evolutionary perspective also explains why humans have developed sophisticated abilities to gauge what information others will find valuable. We instinctively assess whether a piece of information will be useful, entertaining, or important to specific people in our social networks. This assessment happens largely subconsciously and incredibly quickly—often within seconds of encountering new content. Those who were better at this assessment in ancestral environments were more valued by their communities and more likely to survive and reproduce.

Modern neuroscience has revealed that sharing information activates the brain's reward centers in ways similar to addictive substances. When we anticipate sharing something we find interesting, regions associated with pleasure and reward show increased activity. When others respond positively to our shares—through likes, comments, or further sharing—we receive additional neurochemical rewards that reinforce the behavior.

The Five Core Motivations for Sharing

While sharing behavior operates on multiple levels of consciousness, researchers have identified five primary psychological motivations that drive the vast majority of sharing decisions. Understanding these motivations provides crucial insight into why certain content spreads while other content remains stagnant.

Altruistic sharing represents our desire to help others by providing them with valuable, useful, or entertaining information. This motivation taps into fundamental human empathy and the satisfaction we derive from contributing positively to others' lives. According to research by The New York Times, 94% of people report that helping others is a primary motivation for their sharing behavior​[2]. This altruistic impulse explains why content with practical value—life hacks, health information, educational material, or money-saving tips—often achieves significant viral spread.

However, altruistic sharing operates within the framework of perceived value. We don't share everything that might be useful; instead, we curate information based on what we believe our specific audiences will find most valuable. A parent might share articles about child development, while a fitness enthusiast might share workout tips. This curation process reflects our understanding of our networks and our desire to provide targeted value to different groups within our social circles.

Identity expression serves as another powerful sharing motivator. The content we choose to share functions as a form of personal branding, communicating our values, interests, knowledge, and personality to our networks. Research indicates that 68% of people consciously share content to communicate who they are and what they care about​[2]. This motivation explains why people often share content that aligns with their political beliefs, professional interests, personal hobbies, or lifestyle choices.

Identity expression through sharing operates on both conscious and subconscious levels. Consciously, we might share an article about environmental conservation because we want others to know we care about sustainability. Subconsciously, we might share certain types of content because they align with how we see ourselves or how we want to be perceived. This process creates powerful feedback loops where our sharing behavior both reflects and shapes our sense of identity.

Social connection motivates sharing as a means of building, maintaining, and strengthening relationships. The New York Times research found that 73% of people share content to meet others with shared interests, while 78% share to maintain communication with people they might otherwise lose touch with​[2]. Sharing creates opportunities for interaction, provides conversation starters, and demonstrates that we're thinking about specific people in our networks.

This social connection aspect of sharing explains why content that facilitates discussion or debate often spreads widely. Political content, controversial topics, and opinion pieces frequently generate significant sharing activity not necessarily because people agree with them, but because they provide opportunities for social interaction and relationship building through discussion and debate.

Status enhancement represents a more self-interested but equally powerful sharing motivation. We share content that makes us appear knowledgeable, well-connected, culturally aware, or ahead of trends. This motivation aligns with Tucker Max's assertion that "word of mouth is a status play"—we share things that elevate our perceived position within our social networks​[2].

Status enhancement through sharing can take many forms. Sharing breaking news demonstrates that we're well-informed and connected to information sources. Sharing insider knowledge or exclusive content suggests that we have access to special information. Sharing high-quality, thoughtful content positions us as discerning curators. Understanding this motivation helps explain why "exclusive" or "insider" content often spreads rapidly, even when the exclusivity is largely artificial.

Emotional release provides the final primary motivation for sharing. Sometimes we share content simply because it generates such strong emotional responses that we feel compelled to express those feelings and seek validation or connection from others who might share similar reactions. This motivation explains why emotionally charged content—whether positive or negative—often achieves viral status.

Emotional release sharing operates differently from other motivations because it's often more impulsive and less calculated. When content makes us laugh uncontrollably, cry, feel outraged, or experience overwhelming joy, sharing becomes an almost automatic response. This impulsive sharing can create rapid viral acceleration, as emotional content tends to generate immediate responses from recipients.

The Role of Identity and Social Validation

Human identity is fundamentally social. We define ourselves not in isolation, but through our relationships, group memberships, and social feedback. In the digital age, our sharing behavior has become a primary mechanism through which we construct, communicate, and validate our identities. Every piece of content we choose to share sends signals about who we are, what we value, and what groups we belong to.

This identity construction through sharing operates through several psychological mechanisms. Social identity theory suggests that people derive significant portions of their self-concept from their group memberships. When we share content that aligns with particular groups—political parties, professional communities, hobby enthusiasts, cultural movements—we're not just distributing information; we're declaring our allegiance to those groups and reinforcing our sense of belonging.

The validation aspect of sharing behavior has become particularly pronounced in social media environments where feedback is immediate and quantifiable. Likes, comments, shares, and other engagement metrics provide direct feedback about how others receive our shared content. Positive responses validate our choices and encourage similar sharing in the future, while lack of response or negative feedback can discourage certain types of sharing.

This feedback mechanism creates powerful learning loops that shape our sharing behavior over time. We unconsciously develop sophisticated understandings of what content will resonate with our networks, what will generate positive responses, and what might be ignored or criticized. These learned patterns influence not only what we share, but how we consume content, as we begin to evaluate everything we encounter through the lens of its shareability and potential reception.

Identity validation through sharing becomes particularly important during times of uncertainty or social change. When external events challenge our worldviews or when we're questioning aspects of our identity, sharing content that aligns with our values can provide reassurance and community connection. This explains why politically charged content often spreads rapidly during election periods or why content related to major social issues gains traction during times of cultural tension.

The psychology of identity and validation also explains why people sometimes share content they haven't fully read or verified. The act of sharing can serve identity expression and validation functions even when the specific details of the content are less important than what sharing it communicates about the sharer's values, affiliations, and social positioning.

Emotional Triggers That Drive Viral Behavior

Emotion serves as the primary fuel for viral content, but not all emotions are equally powerful in driving sharing behavior. Research by Jonah Berger and others has revealed that high-arousal emotions—whether positive or negative—are significantly more likely to trigger sharing than low-arousal emotions​[2]. This finding has profound implications for understanding why certain content explodes while other content, potentially of higher quality or importance, fails to gain traction.

Positive high-arousal emotions include joy, excitement, amusement, awe, and inspiration. Content that generates these emotions tends to spread rapidly because sharing becomes a way of extending and amplifying positive experiences. When something makes us laugh uncontrollably or fills us with wonder, sharing it with others allows us to re-experience those positive emotions while potentially generating similar responses in our networks.
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