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Praise for Fast, Cheap and Viral


‘In Fast, Cheap and Viral Aashish Chopra shares his secrets for creating engagement-worthy content. With actionable insights drawn from his extensive personal experience, Chopra gives readers a blueprint for getting results.’ – Nir Eyal, bestselling author of Hooked and Indistractable


‘Aashish Chopra is a disruptive voice in the marketing and start-up ecosystem in India, demonstrating consistently how to reach millions on shoestring budgets. Obsessed about his process behind viral content, his methodology, with the strength of idea and in-house execution, is something start-ups can apply to compete with biggies. In Fast, Cheap and Viral, he provides actionable insights on how to catapult your brand with the power of great content, be it your start-up or your own personal brand.’ – Alok Kejriwal, CEO and co-founder of Games2win, and author of Why I Stopped Wearing My Socks


‘Aashish, through this book, brings life to the art of content creation. What was until now considered the haven of only creative mavericks has been democratized by Aashish, inspiring all of us to produce content that touches people’s emotions. This is a timeless book, the prescriptions of which will last even when the medium of distribution has changed.’ – Ankur Warikoo, CEO and co-founder of Nearbuy


‘I’ve been fortunate to have Aashish on our team, offering me a ringside view of his journey of mastering the art of storytelling, perfecting the science of video making, and using the creative power of content to create a bridge of empathy between brands and consumers, resulting in millions of content shares and oodles of customer love for Ixigo. Aashish’s frugal and humane approach to building share-worthy content instead of ads offers a disruptive way of building a brand by gaining trust and respect.’ – Aloke Bajpai, CEO and co-founder of Ixigo


‘A natural storyteller, an animated speaker and a truly gifted artist, Aashish is a leader with a noble heart. Aashish’s strength lies in how he challenges himself and the team to find the best creative solutions, accepting ideas from wherever they may come from – customers, clients, the team, even thin air. Aashish’s work is so refreshing it reminds me of those drinks you enjoy – nose-tickling and effervescent!’ – Shilpa Dureja Puri, General Manager (Digital), Samsung India


‘In a world of clutter and too much information, Aashish makes things simple and specific while still being creative and innovative. What more could you possibly ask for.’ – Papa CJ, award-winning comedian and motivational speaker


‘If the top ad-film directors in 2000’s were people like Dibakar Banerjee, Prasoon Joshi, Sunhil Sippy, Budhayan Mukherjee, today you hear of young talented “digital-first” video makers like Aashish Chopra. What is amazing about Aashish is that he is the complete package – from writing scripts, shooting, editing and finally, handling awesome content distribution, he and his team have been prolific is showing Indian Internet companies how to growth hack into video marketing and that too frugally! If you are interested in breaking through the clutter and capturing the elusive attention span of customers, there can be no better book for you to read than Fast, Cheap and Viral. I would strongly recommend you read this to win the battle for eyeballs, and discover how Aashish and his team regularly create videos that are watched by millions of viewers.’ – Apurva Chamaria, Chief Revenue Officer, RateGain and bestselling author of Master Growth Hacking and You are the Key 


‘Aashish Chopra has continuously demonstrated how creativity and insights win over production value in creating content. The viral videos made in-house, under his leadership, are exemplary – a case study in itself. His passion and ownership shows up in his work. If you care about marketing, your brand should be powered with content, and Aashish is the person you’d want on your side and not as your competition.’ – Deepali Naair, Director – Marketing, India and South Asia, IBM  


‘Every page of this book is a gold mine in its own might. I see a beautiful and crisp translation of action to words, which I have come to realize is far more difficult than turning words to action. I can see how years of hard work and experience has been woven into this magnum opus of content marketing. From understanding the attention span of viewers to identifying your business values and finding the right meld between the two – this publication covers everything. I love how Aashish has been unabashed about his writing style, making it a true doppelganger of his personality. Every single instance of his life, and the lessons he got out of it have been metamorphosed into actionable outcomes for everyone curious in our field of play. The chapters are crafted in a very crisp and concise manner as in the author’s words – our ‘BS horizon’ is limited. Brilliant perspective, thought-provoking episodes, an easy read and, yes, the icing is humour. This book will be the next chartbuster! Good luck to Aashish, who has realized early on in life that sharing knowledge is the ultimate path to nirvana, and that nirvana is quite a no BS zone. – Hitesh Malhotra, Chief Marketing Officer, Nykaa 


‘Aashish’s work reflects a maturity that very few creative people in the business can boast of. Aashish is a true digital native, a brand champion and a master storyteller. In one word, he was born to be viral. And viral and cheap are but two sides of the same genius. I wish him all the best and am looking forward to seeing more of his work, in the years to come.’ – Rameet Arora, Chief Operating Officer (Digital Business), Hindustan Times


‘Aashish Chopra is someone everyone in the marketing and advertising world should look up to (I do) for inspiration and learning. In this digital world, he has demonstrated time and again how relevant, engaging content is a secret weapon every brand can possess, but very few actually do. His campaigns over the years are a masterclass of producing entertaining, on-brand creative without having to resort to budget-busting production values. His work for Ixigo has been a cornerstone for communication strategy.’ – Lakshmipathy Bhat, Vice President – Marketing Communications, Robosoft


‘Aashish is one of the only people in the industry who has not only mastered the art and science of video promotion, but also solved the challenge of production cost. No wonder he is able to repeatedly get hundreds of millions of views for the videos he and his team create, and that too at a fraction of typical production cost.’ – Pradeep Chopra, CEO and co-founder, Digital Vidya


‘I have known Aashish’s work before I got to know him. Aashish has a deep understanding of the subject and a huge respect for changing market dynamics. He is always experimenting and figuring out what the latest trend is, and this is probably what gives him an edge above others. The ability to understand his audience and their needs and then solve their issues in the simplest possible way is Aashish’s specialization. Another thing that stood out for me was his sense of loyalty for the brand he is associated with. I am glad he finally decided to come out and write a book to share his secrets of creating amazing and viral content.’ – Vinay Singhal, CEO and co-founder of WittyFeed




For everyone who’s afraid of taking the path less taken




‘Ideas are cheap. Ideas are easy. Ideas are common. Everybody has ideas. Ideas are highly, highly overvalued. Execution is all that matters.’


– Casey Neistat




Introduction


My Story


It was a crisp February morning in 2014. My boss called me into his cabin and after looking at me seriously for a moment, he said, ‘We’re letting you go.’ The company was downsizing or something; but all that mattered to me at that moment was that I had no job. I remember driving back home that day, in my tiny Tata Nano, swishing past the BMWs on the highway, wondering what had just happened. With tears in my eyes, I tried to focus on the road ahead (almost metaphorically). I realized I had to act fast to realize what the hell I wanted to do. I did not have a degree (I dropped out of college in my second year), and living through the taboo of being degree-less in India meant building my own skills, fighting my fears and insecurities, creating my own little raft and charting out a new path. I had started building websites in Class 9, taught web design right after school, volunteered abroad, started and shut down a business in Canada, and had done my time deep diving into creating thousands of infographics and understanding content marketing. Oh, and I attended a film school too (for three months, and then I spent another six months unlearning half the things I had been taught for they did not apply to the fast-changing world of online video content).


Just like how a disability can lead people to build other strengths, I wanted to make my absence of a degree and my job insecurity so irrelevant that it wouldn’t matter any more. Now at that point, for a whole year I had been thinking (more like procrastinating) about making a video. With no options to fall back on, no job, no prospects, nor the blessings of any guru, I decided it was time I made that video.


The first video


I lived in Gurgaon (now Gurugram) and worked in Delhi. Every single day I had to cross the border, past a massive toll plaza. It was the worst thing to have to do every morning, with thousands of slow moving cars clogging the lanes, traffic piling up and frustration running high among the thousands of commuters. The idea that had been brewing in my head for a year was to capture a random act of kindness on video. When my car reached the toll plaza, I gave the guy ₹42 instead of ₹21 (the toll amount), with a Post-it note that said, ‘I have paid your toll. Have a great day ’. I asked the person manning the toll plaza to give it to the car behind me when it came up, and I drove on. It was a random act of kindness, and I hoped that if one person started, it would create a tiny wave of happiness. In preparation, I had put my ideas down in bullet points, written multiple ways to execute my plan, and come up with many versions of the script. I placed three cameras on my car, drove across the toll plaza many times, each time paying the toll for the cars behind me. I captured it all on video and came home to edit it for a couple of hours until the whole thing came together in a very simple video. It focused on the core of the idea, with no useless storytelling to distract viewers. Then I uploaded it.


Happy accident?


‘Your video is on NDTV’s homepage!’ my wife shouted over the phone. Before I could grasp what she was saying and before I could frantically fire up my browser to check, there was a knock on the door. ‘Radio Mirchi is looking for you,’ blurted out my colleague, her voice bubbling with excitement. Radio what! The video which I had uploaded to YouTube last evening, and shared on Facebook had hit the stratosphere. I was about to taste the success of creating an actual viral video. Since I was in the video, everywhere I went in the city people started recognizing me – waving from their cars, strangers walking up to me in cafes to shake my hand. Google ‘Gurgaon Toll Surprise’ and you’ll see the first page peppered with links about the video.


This was the happiest and the scariest time of my life. Happiest because of the tiny 15 seconds of fame I had achieved. People were recognizing me on the streets; I didn’t change my clothes for three days! Scariest because if I did not build on this, or figure out why the video worked, I’d become a one-hit wonder and would soon evaporate from the public’s mind. This break had come after a long wait; a decade of working in the darkness, starting and closing businesses, experimenting with videos; from working in sales to managing social media accounts. Little did I know my career had taken a new direction, and that this was the first day of the rest of my life.


A viral video to me was nothing but a happy accident, when the stars were aligned and luck was shining bright. That day, I started my journey in learning the method to the madness behind viral videos. And, as I kept going, I kept recording what I learnt on the notes app on my phone. Whatever I observed from the first video I applied to the next, which, once again went viral. I did some experiments, and a third went viral. This one exploded in such a way that it blew my mind. A video made in August of 2014 clocked 7 million views; it was shared by 350K (3.5 lakh) people and reached 25 per cent of the Facebook Internet user base in India! The same video became Asia’s most-shared branded Facebook post and went on to win awards. 


The notes in my phone kept increasing, and I knew, somewhere at the back of my head, that the day these videos stop going viral, would be the day I was done, and I would find myself running the rat race again. So the need to experiment and record all that I learnt became an obsession. In a span of one year, multiple videos went viral and hit millions of views. Some even travelled far beyond physical borders and hit millions of views in China! In five years, the videos I helped produce would cross 350 million views, get me a mention in Forbes, lead me to win many awards and get me slots to give lectures at IITs and IIMs. F**k the degree.


No gyaan or brain farts


This book is a culmination of all those ‘best practices’ I noted down, and have learnt about creating viral videos. The actionable tips from these cases will make for a definitive guide for viral success. There’s no theoretical gyaan in this book, but actual learning, born out of true experiences. So no BS here. And these strategies not only apply for videos but for content as a whole, because the game is not about technology or platforms, but about user behaviour and changing the way we think about marketing. 


Before I began this project I remember walking through bookstores and scanning titles on Amazon looking for books that told the story of content marketing insights coming from India, and I was surprised to find that there was very little available. There is no book from India that tells the story of how businesses and brands can adapt and evolve in the fast-changing world of social and content marketing. For too long we’ve been aping the West, now it’s time for India to rise and knock the socks off the world. It is time we debunk the traditional approach to marketing and learn the rules of the new game.


One more thing...


I wrote this, not just to have a book with my name on it – this wasn’t born out of a self-obsessed wish of being an author or to make a shiny addition to my business card. I wanted this to be my manual of sorts, documenting all the fundamentals I learnt from constant experiments – the best practices validated by millions of views over the years. There are many books on social media, content and marketing, and I didn’t want this to be another brain fart about theories or tips curated from the Internet. I wanted this to be a practical guide to viral content marketing; a reference I can look back on when I’m 70 and losing my memory, wondering about the impact I had in this life and how many people I managed to empower. This is for the younger me, millions of whom are travelling in trains, working hard and trying to understand how to build their careers and disrupt traditional ideas with kick-ass creativity. This is for every marketing manager who thinks they need to be more creative, or who thinks only creative agencies have that holy power vested in them. This is for every student who wants to stand out and for every chief marketing officer (CMO) who wants to lead marketing teams and not have to depend on agencies to get work done. This is for everyone who wants to build in-house capability and wow those who think they are the gatekeepers of creativity or marketing. 


Even before I started writing, I validated every key point listed here not just by the millions of views the videos received, but from professionals across the board. I’ve spoken at India’s top institutions, at India’s top marketing conferences and done tons of masterclasses, and tried to ensure I’m able to answer every question from the thousands of people who show up at these events. I’ve answered questions from students about how Facebook works to questions from top CMOs in the country, people who are respected in the industry, with years of experience,  about how to leverage video content, and from start-ups about how to reach millions of viewers on ridiculously low budgets. I’m as thankful for every stupid question as I am for the challenging questions (it’s always good to ask stupid questions; it’s better to look stupid for two minutes than to be stupid forever!) I have been asked. Those questions helped solidify the foundation of this book, and for that I’m grateful.


If you have read this far, you’re ready to dive into the next chapter, and half my battle is won. I promise to answer any questions you may have about things not covered in the book, only if it has been part of my truth or experience. To bulls**t is easy; but to have things that work, you need true experience. You have the right to get in touch with me, tweet or send me a message with your questions, thoughts and suggestions. I’m with you on your journey of growth if you’re committed to it yourself; else, I’ve got a million things to do of my own.


Time to hit the road. Every chapter is like a milestone and there will be many pit stops along the way in the form of tiny insights, quotes and actionable reminders. We will learn everything from understanding the massive opportunity for video and content, to recognizing the challenges that come with those opportunities. How to think viral, and how to pick topics. How to design the content for maximum engagement and still keep it low budget. How to distribute your content, and not just hope it will get picked up and do well on its own. Also, we will learn about applying my fundamentals for personal branding and taking your career into high gear with the power of content marketing. 


Fasten your seatbelt, or grab your coffee, it’s time to vroom vroom!




PART I


THE BIG PICTURE




Massive Opportunity for Marketing


On a lazy weekday evening in 1996 – back from school and trying not to deal with the homework pressures of Class 8 – I was tinkering with my dad’s personal computer, which he had bought for his work. The doorbell rang and my elder cousin walked in, bringing with him the coolest gadget I had seen, making my geeky little eyes light up. It was a dial-up modem, which, when connected to the computer and phone line, took me into a magical universe. I was hooked, even though it was not the Internet as we know it today – it was slow and sloppy, and worked off a telephone line. The browser wasn’t Chrome or Firefox, but text based and only opened Yahoo until I figured out, after many days of hits and misses with keyboard commands, how to browse the rest of the web.


At school, armed with new quips and one-liners, which I had printed out, this nerdy kid suddenly found himself with ammunition to become the coolest guy in class. From cracking jokes in conversations to being able to print tiny diagrams that made physics look simple, my world had been transformed. Friends came over to gawk at my new-found window to the world, and staying over became about browsing the web, chatting anonymously with strangers across the world and sending emails. I was the first in my class to have an email address, a swanky Hotmail account, which I promptly got printed on my ‘business card’. The card had my name, address, email and a cool little logo, and I felt ready for the world. 


The Internet party at home, however, had just one problem – my mother. She would suspiciously look at me working on the computer late into the night. ‘What are you doing?’ she’d ask, and I’d reply with what I had heard dad say: ‘Working’. She would come into the room every hour to ask when I would turn the Internet off, invading my privacy – a relatively new concept for me – while surfing online. Since the Internet worked off a phone line, our monthly phone bill reached shockingly high amounts, further worrying my mom. 


What gave me away was a tiny light on the cordless phone receiver in my parents’ room, which kept blinking when the phone was in use, indicating I was online. Desperate to reclaim my space, I was washing my face just before hitting the bed one night, tense from all the policing of my freedom, when there in the mirror I saw my solution. My eyes lit up like a plotting villain in a movie – mom’s bindi. The tiny circular thing could be stuck anywhere, even on that blinking light on the phone receiver. 
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