
Online Viral Coupons  
 
Online competition is so fierce nowadays that restaurants have to be ultra-
creative in capturing and keeping their own local market segment. One 
strategy lies in taking a long, hard look at online viral marketing 
companies, to see how they quietly undercut you and bleed your business 
by sending people to your competitors – and how you can turn their own 
strategies to work strictly for you by using online viral coupons. 
 
1.  Groupons:  And What You Can Learn from Them 
 
The most popular online coupon site in the world is Groupons, one of the 
first models of its type, with a reported five hundred markets in forty-four 
countries. Groupon runs a website devoted entirely to creating and sharing 
local coupons, city to city (usually offering customers a fifty per cent retail 
discount… while charging participating retailers almost fifty percent of their 
sales). 
 
How Groupons Work – High value coupons are offered daily – in a 
different city each day -- and become valid only if a certain number of 
customers take advantage of the deal.  And although there are now 
hundreds of online viral coupon sites all over the globe, currently only 
LivingSocial threatens to rival Groupons. 
 
Have you ever considered that many of your customers may be addicted to 
Groupons?  If you, yourself, don’t use them, you many never have given 
these “group coupons” a thought.  In fact, you may not know exactly what 
they are (in spite of having heard the name, now and again.) 
 



 
 
In 2011Groupon had sales of $1,610.4 million with a 125%-plus growth rate 
and a net income of over $279.4 million, according to Answers.com. 
 
But wait a minute – that means Groupon is making all the money:  Not you, 
the Retailer.  Oh, if yours is one of the stores signed up with Groupon and 
allowing them to hugely discount your products, the custom you gain via 
their website is bound to be of some benefit… but the massive discount 
offsets that benefit:  Plus you have no way of controlling the numbers… do 
you? 
 
2.  Hidden Groupon Drawbacks – and Benefits 
 
One way to control online viral couponing for your business – do it yourself!  
Before you rush off to take advantage of Groupon’s business model, 
however, you need to understand what it is and exactly what is – and isn’t – 
going to work for you, if you follow that precise model. 
 
A Groupon (“group + coupon”) works strictly on the principle of quantity 
discounts.  If the pre-determined number of sign ups is not met on 
Groupon, nobody gets the coupon that day – it’s not worth the while of the 
group of retailers involved – and the deal is canceled. 
 
The power of the Groupon comes from multiple retailers in a city banding 
together to ensure they can provide enough units of the service that’s being 
offered.  But Groupon has inadvertently bestowed one other benefit your 
business definitely can use to its advantage:  It has conditioned and 



trained the general public to be unusually receptive to viral 
couponing.  It has become the norm for people to look online, as well as 
with their mobiles, for local deals and coupons.  
 
This leaves you, the restaurant, in a position of potential power. 
 
Before we go rushing off creating coupons, however, let’s take a look at 
other locality-based viral couponing sites and offers.  Then we’ll assess the 
pros and cons for your business – and explore ways of “doing it yourself” 
that won’t dilute your profits. 
 
 

1. Groupon  
 

 
 

We’ve already taken a skim at this group coupon giant (some say, the 
originator of this type of business model).  Let’s look a little more closely at 
how – and why – it works. 

 
Emotion – One powerful reason Groupons has gone viral:  Groupon 
taps into and creates current public mindsets based on… 

• Immediate gratification 

• Anticipation/excitement/anxiety – “Will my city be featured 
today?”1 

                                                
1 It can feel a little like winning the lottery, if your city is the one chosen for the day. 
2 N.B.:  (Some sites will demand payment; some will be thrilled to receive another listing.  Be sure to check out 



• “Win/win” positioning – “If this deal gets enough people, it’s 
going to be really worth it!” 

• “Lottery winner” mentality 

• Fear of missing the deal 

When you break that down to raw human emotions, you get:  Greed, 
anxiety, fear and pleasure-seeking as the basic motivators.  You don’t 
have to tap into all of these with your unique coupon offer – but do put 
serious thought into what motivates your target market, and which 
emotions will trigger their buying impulses most strongly. 

 
Benefits – Benefits can be hit-and-miss; and it can’t be denied that 
some types of retailers (especially those in the restaurant and 
hospitality industry) benefit more than others.  But if you’re one of the 
lucky ones, Groupon can help your business… 
 

• Reach hidden segments 

• Bring in new customers and introduce them to your offerings 

• Increase your customer volume -- permanently 

 
Drawbacks – Believe it or not, Groupon can cause real problems for 
some businesses, causing them to lose reputation on sites such as 
Google Plus Local and directories like Yelp.   
 
Here’s why… 

• Groupon profits financially from retailers it partners with (half 
the selling price listed on the coupon, plus a fee for processing) 

• The massive publicity makes it hard for many retailers to fulfill 
the promise, if Groupons “sold” outnumbers supply 

• Dishonest retailers and “scary stories” have made many 
customers leery of accepting an online coupon for a large 
discount 

• Sites don’t always keep coupons current – even when they make 
a big deal of doing so.  You might find yourself, as a retailer, 
having a large party turn up at your restaurant six months after 
your supposed one-month event – and right at Christmas time – 
expecting you to honor a group coupon they got from a website 
when you are fully booked to the hilt. 



In short, a group coupon mishandled can be as financially disastrous 
for you as for the customers you have to disappoint.  (And you will 
most likely lose their future business.) 

 
2. Red Flag Deals 

 
A popular alternative to Groupon in Canada, RedFlagDeals claims to 
update its deals regularly and daily – yet you really have to watch, to 
make sure you don’t try to subscribe to one that is expired, in certain 
categories. 

 

 
 
Its advantages include an easy-to-see menu of various types of deals, 
so you can zero in on the type you are specifically looking for: 
 

 
 

3. Scoutmob 



Scoutmob is a mobile app that launched in major cities across the US. The 
app that lists discounts at restaurants around town. The difference between 
this and the other sites listed above is that the customer doesn’t pay to get 
the deal. And you as the restaurant, only pay when someone redeems the 
deal on their phone.  
 

 
 
A customer pulls up the deal on their app at the end of the meal. You only 
pay when someone clicks the “use the deal” button at your restaurant. The 
customer doesn’t pay anything to get the deal.  
 
It sounds like a good deal for both consumer and business. The problem is 
that no limits are placed on these deals. So, there have been many 
restaurants that have been bombarded with guests wanted to redeem the 
Scoutmob and were just not equipped to deal with the volume. This lead to 
negative reviews on site likes Yelp.  
 



 
The main drawback with any of these online coupon sites is they don’t 
encourage loyalty. Once someone buys the deal and uses it, they are on 
to the next deal. The entire thing creates a discount mentality, that all 
restaurants should discount. Which is the opposite of what you want for your 
client or restaurant.  
 
There are other couponing sites, all with their own devoted fans – and 
detractors.  Since their business models contain both similarities and 
differences, check them all out before creating your own couponing system 
for your website and business… 
 
Coupon 
Website 

Description/Business Model Pros and cons 

Living Social Active in over fifty U.S. cities, this 
site requires (free) signup before 
you can access its deals 

Claims to use local 
experts to vet all deals 

Woot  Promotes only one major deal per 
day.  Does not deal with local 
merchants; rather, it’s a Limited 
Liability Corporation that  “sells the 
merchandise and pays for the 
gas”. 

Buzz has it that Woot 
has recently been 
acquired by Amazon.  
(Is that a pro or a 
con?) 

8coupons A super-aggregator of local deals 
across North America, “collecting 
deals from everywhere to bring 
you the stuff you love” – 
“Everywhere” being other 
couponing sites such as Groupon, 
Living Social and Restaurant.com 

Its terms include “as 
is” and “participate at 
your own risk” 
disclaimers 

Yipit Includes Yipit Local, Yipit Shop and 
Yipit Travel. 
Also serves up deals from sites 
such as Groupons and Living 
Social, but tailors these to 
customer preferences and 
searches. 

Its lively, easy-to-use 
website provides eye-
candy incentive to 
explore its services. 
The focus is firmly on 
the customer. 

 
This is merely a drop in the proverbial bucket, when it comes to daily deal 
sites, but it serves to give you a smattering of models, as well as a look at 
potential competition.  



 
One strategy you should seriously consider:  Doing it yourself and creating 
your own coupon site, without having to pay fees or split the profit. 
 
Here’s the most important thing to remember:  If your business is local, 
you can top any competition that giants such as Google and Amazon 
are throwing at you.  Just by keeping your focus on your customers… and 
making sure you institute a few simple but powerful “best practices”. 
 
The Pros and Cons of Creating Online Viral Coupons Yourself 
 
There are even more powerful benefits to creating your own online viral 
coupons yourself.  You’re not paying over fifty percent in fees to your third-
party coupon company (more if your customers pay by credit card).  And 
you retain full control over more factors than paying fees and splitting 
profits. 
 
Other benefits include: 
 

• Setting up terms that are mutually ideal for both you and your 
customers 

• Never having to worry about the ability to fulfill your offer 

• You can simultaneously build your own list of subscribers 

 
While sites such as Groupon have tremendous reach, they also often 
retain full control over any sign-ups – they are allowed subsequent 
marketing follow up, which you can’t access. 
 
The cons of creating viral coupon yourself should be obvious:  You won’t 
have the reach that large companies such as LivingSocial and AmazonLocal 
do. 
 
But it also means you won’t be dealing with seeing too many people try to 
claim your deal, and realizing you’re losing money on it – to an audience 
that is largely not going to turn into recurring customers. 
 
And attracting customers who convert to recurring regulars is where 
your long-term benefits lie. 
 
So two of the drawbacks – attracting the wrong customer demographic and 
being unable to control your supply-and-demand ratio – can be easily offset 



if you simply do your homework and institute best practices for online viral 
coupons, as well as presenting irresistible coupons to the right people. 
 
And, let’s not kid ourselves, you will have to plan your campaign carefully, 
as well as actively promote it.  That will take time and work but the results 
can be more than worth it – So much so that you’ll never want to bother 
signing up with large coupon sites. 
 
Eight Effective Ways to Make Your Own Online Coupons Go Viral  
 
Here are just eight of the many methods you can institute to make your own 
onsite coupons go viral.  (We’ve chosen these because they are particularly 
effective, but if another method suits your market better and of the ones 
detailed below doesn’t work, don’t hesitate to follow your instincts.) 

1. Create a Facebook Page (or adapt your existing one) and 
prominently feature your coupon with a call-to-action. (But not in the 
Cover Photo – that’s forbidden.  Use an App such as the one 
highlighted in the screenshot, below; or put your ad in your Profile 
Photo and hyperlink it to your offer.) 

 

2. Share coupons directly on social media. Do it yourself, ask your 
readers to share it; and directly ask trusted friends or associates to 
share your coupon on their networks too.  (You can also consider 
bringing your offer to the attention of experts in your niche – as long 
as your coupon is something that would genuinely delight their 
subscribers.) 



 



Make sure you put social network sharing buttons on all your websites 
and other online profiles – and include a clear call-to-action such as 
“Recommend to friends”. 

 

3. Create a Facebook ad.  (If you have the budget for it, this will really 
increase your coupon’s Facebook visibility.) 

 

4. Join coupon sharing social media directories such as Coupon Tweet. 

 



 

5. Add “Forward to a Friend” and “Facebook Like!” on any web post 
or page (or even directly on your coupon, if (a) allowed (b) your 
coupon includes a call to sign up, so you don’t lose a subscriber). 

 

6. Find coupon-dedicated independent blogs with a wide reach such 
as Consumer Queen and see if they allow coupons to be submitted by 
retailers: 

 



Submit guest posts to these coupon blogs, if allowed.  This assists in 
building a relationship with readers – and the host, who is, to all 
effects, your JV partner.2   

  

                                                
2 N.B.:  (Some sites will demand payment; some will be thrilled to receive another listing.  Be sure to check out 
terms carefully.) 



7.  Use an App!  All those “coupon tabs” you’ve been seeing in Facebook 
headers?  Created by apps.  And there is a wide selection out there for 
you to explore – both on social networks and for mobile sites.  (Just 
click on “Apps” in your left-hand, vertical Facebook menu.) 

These are just seven suggestions for helping your coupon go viral.  
Remember, however, that no matter how well you market your coupon, your 
promotion will fail if: 

• You haven’t thought out every angle, including how much time it 
will take to fulfill coupon conditions for customers; whether or not 
you will make a profit or take a loss; and whether you have an 
adequate supply 

And, of course, having a dynamite, absolutely irresistible offer! 
 

Location,  Location! 

Without this final step, you might as well pack it in right now… 

 

 
 

 
Make sure you claim your spot in local directories such as Yellow Pages 
Online and other, smaller local directories specific to your city. 
 
Also be sure you claim your spot on Google Plus.  This involves writing 
keyword-laced content to describe your business, and uploading enticing 
photos, your website link (going straight to your coupon page) and your 
logo. 
 
Location-based marketing is a whole other subject in itself – but it’s one 
you need to not only be aware of, but master, if you’re going to drive 
customers to your business (even with a juicy coupon).  True, if you get 
your coupon advertised and put in directories and blog resources that allow 
the reader to search by city, that’s eighty per cent of it.  But true success 
comes from patiently uncovering the other twenty per cent, and going that 
mile further than your competition. 
 
Finally, consider whether or not your business belongs to the categories that 
seem to do best with online viral coupons… 
 

Make sure you promote your coupon with as many local geo-targeting options and 
keywords as possible! 



• Restaurants and bars 

• Motels, hotels 

• Travel agents 

• Spas 

 

That’s not to say yours won’t, if you sell original millinery or run a birdhouse 
store.  Just do your homework – and make a viable plan based on well-
researched facts. 
 
Couponing Forums 
 
One resource not to overlook:  Coupon/group coupon forums.  These provide 
valuable resources for shoppers and retailers alike.  Find and visit a few right 
now to uncover more about: 
 

• Common couponing practices 

• Common couponing problems 

• Types of couponing and discount deals 

• Popularity of various types 

• Trending 

 

Granted, most discussions on there are from a customer perspective.  But 
what better way to understand what motivates your potential customers 
than by finding examples of their questions, posts, wishes and complaints in 
couponing forums? Just type keywords such as “Groupon” plus “forum”; or 
other related keywords plus “forum” (e.g. “deals forum”) 

 



 
 
  



More Scary Stories 
 
We don’t want to put you off creating your own coupons, but you do need to 
go into it with eyes wide open.  Not knowing exactly how viral a coupon is 
going to go with large sites such as LivingSocial and Groupon is the number 
one cause of deals losing businesses money.  Worse than that, too much 
“success” leaves these businesses a busted reputation, unable to fill orders.   
 
But this can also happen if you “do it yourself” too. 
 
Here are some common precautions you can take that should help you avert 
this: 

1. Set a time limit for your coupon – And make sure it is featured 
PROMINENTLY on your coupon face:  Not in miniscule 4-point print 
somewhere buried at the bottom. 

2. Set a quantity limit, if your coupon provides a discount on physical 
inventory you have in your store. 

3. Do remember that people don’t read things – they “skim”.  You 
need to BLUDGEON THEM OVER THE HEAD with important data such 
as quantity limits and expiry dates.  (Yes, we know that’s almost a 
repeat of points #1 and #2 – but it’s that important!) 

4. Remember to retire ads, when your coupon has expired.  One thing 
you never want to do is have someone go to the trouble of clicking on 
your ad (thus identifying themselves as a highly-targeted, pre-
qualified customer)… only to find this: 



 

To put it frankly, the above is a cop-out; and Thinsations deserves to 
lose potential customers for such laziness.  (Even a notice saying it 
has expired but-here’s-a-10% off coupon for checking them out is 
better than leaving them with “This offer is done and you’re out of 
luck, bud.  So sad, too bad.  But we’re wonderful, so keep watching 
our Page.” 

Big brands can get away with this cavalier arrogance – but only 
because a few hundred customers being so annoyed they ignore future 
ads and don’t add the company’s Facebook page to their Interests list 
is less than a grain of sand in a desert, when you’re a multi-national 
company with a customer volume in the millions.  

To a small company, losing a few hundred pre-qualified customers 
because an ad fails to deliver can be a disaster. 

5. Remember to remove coupons when they’ve expired.  That means 
keeping track of every site or social network you’ve uploaded them to; 
whether or not the sites have their own “take down” dates; and when 
they expire. (MS Excel makes a great tracking tool, if you’re familiar 
with it.) 

 

Spectacular Fails:  A Case Study 



Finally, Consumer Queen reports the following3: “On July 18th, 2012 Jos. A 
Bank sent out an email to their email subscribers with a $20 off $20 coupon 
with an option to Forward to a Friend.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
Consumer Queen then goes on to recount how this company messes up 
even more by: 
 

• Ignoring customer complaints 

• Leaving the mobile version of the coupon up 

• Not issuing an apology 

• Not issuing an alternate coupon or offer to those who clicked 

  

                                                
3 http://www.consumerqueen.com/lang/en-us/consumer-news/marketingfail-for-jos-a-banks#axzz2BUbGK1A0 

“The coupon expires July 26th, 2012.  Apparently they didn't think this promotion through 
and didn't realize how viral the coupon would be. They are now refusing to honor the 
coupon and customers are flooding their Facebook page with comments on horrible 
customer service and people refusing to shop there ever again. To make matters worse Jos 
A. Bank is not even responding to their fans on Facebook. 
 
“An even worse problem is the fact the mobile version of the coupon is still up.” 



We’ll let Consumer Queen have the last word, because it’s something we’ve 
been saying all along:  “Think it through before you craft your own 
offer.” 

Do that carefully, and creating your own viral coupons could be one of the 
best marketing strategies in your entire business career. 

 

 


