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Advocates of influencer marketing usually divideastoners into two broad groups: the influential
and the influenced. By identifying those individuatho are the most highly connected and
influential, they hope to harness these individuedgacity for spreading positive word of mouth
about products and brands. But does it make sengé/ide consumers in this way? Is influence a
mere function of network size and connectivitysat more complex than that? Do factors such as
product knowledge, interest in a product categorybmand attachment affect how influential or
easily influenced consumers are within a given pmdategory? And how does this impact the
way in which marketers communicate with consumers?

Drawing on data collected in a global telecoms gtudhis paper investigates consumers’
propensity to influence and be influenced by on&ttaer. It asserts that the influentials hypothesis
provides an over-simplified view of how trends apréWhile it is possible to separate those who
are more influential from those who are not, inengonal influence doesn’t simply cascade though
a social group. As not all consumers communicateutiproducts and services in the same way,
and rely on a variety of sources, marketers arakety to reach as many consumers as they hope
by investing in key influencers. They should ratieg their resources to provide the information
that consumers are looking for to inform their pumse decisions. In this way, they will be better

able to influence purchase intent in the technolsggtor and beyond.



The rise of influencermarketing

According to Keller, Fay and Berry (2007), influens are “everyday consumers who
substantially more likely than average to seekioigrmation and to share ideas, information
recommendations with other people”. Influencer retirlg refers to tr process of identifying an
engaging with these influencers in support of arnass objective (WOMMA, 2008

Identifying and marketing to opinion leaders orfllientials” is not new. It has been around sinc
least the midt950s, when Larsfeld and tz (1955) published their booRersonal Influenc. The
idea is that influence cascades through a markatwr-step process from influential consumer:
those consumers who do not influence others. Thmmmpic-shaped model has been wid
accepted bynarketers, who invest a lot of time, effort and eyion targeting the elite few at t
very top (Smith, Coyle, Lightfoot & Scott, 2007)v€ the years, influencers have come tc
known by a variety of names including mavens, tseftteérs, spreaders, has, Conversatio

Catalysts and e-influentials.
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Since 2000, this idea has gained renewed intesestked in part by Malcolm Gladwell's bestseller,
The Tipping Poin{2000). In it, he reaffirms the idea that trengsead like epidemics though a
society and maintains that it is the few highlyluehtial individuals who act as the superspreaders

of these trends.

This has come to be known as the influentials théor hypothesis) and it has two main tenets:
firstly, that some people are more influential thathers and secondly, that they are

disproportionately important in getting a trendrgpi

The great appeal of this theory among marketdvsti®r understood by taking the following into
account:
1. The increasingly fragmented media landscape makesiore and more difficult for
marketers to reach their target audiences on higtgets.
2. There are concerns that consumers are so inundétedarketing messages competing for
their attention that it's difficult for marketers treate messages that are impactful.
3. Consumers seem to be more savvy and mistrustfiulasketing messages than ever before,
valuing them less and less than recommendations fiople that they know.
4. The huge hype around social networks, especiadly fiotential ability to send information
about a product or brand rapidly from person tcoer
5. Highly credible User Generated Content (UGC), sashYouTube videos, competing with

marketing messages for share of mind.

By identifying and targeting highly influential indduals, marketers are essentially looking for a
shortcut. They are hoping that by persuading ttsesect few of the merit of their products and
getting them excited about their brands, that theteencers will then go out and spread the word
to the masses of others who are supposedly undgritiiuence. Some proponents of this theory
even go so far as to suggest that these key irdarsrhave an exponential effect on the spread of
influence through a social group and that theythee 10% who tell the other 90% what to do
(Keller and Berry, 2003).



Nothing more powerful than an idea whose time hasoene...

With such bold claims, it's not surprising thatstltheory has generated a lot of interest and come
under fire from a number of sources. Chief among detractors is Duncan Watts, principal
research scientist at Yahoo! Research and a fopnoéessor of sociology at Columbia University.
In his paper,Challenging the Influentials Hypothesi¢/atts (2007) argues that the “influentials
hypothesis”, while inherently plausible, suffererfr ambiguous language, post-hoc reasoning and

biased selection of events based on anecdotalreeade

Watts agrees that more influential individuals @iolly do exist, but exactly how one goes about
identifying these individuals can be problematichi\& marketing research techniques exist which
can be used to identify influencers, these usualhke use of pre-defined criteria. For example,
Keller and Berry (2003) note that within consumearkets, influencers are activists, are well-
connected, have impact, have active minds, andranelsetters. Other criteria are sometimes also
used, including credibility, trustworthiness andioas other attractive personality traits. Many of
us can probably think of individuals who fit theskescriptions, and their classification as
influencers may seem intuitive. However, what f§idilt to test empirically is whether or not these
individuals do indeed exert influence on the congtiom behaviourof others by persuading them
to buy (or avoid) certain products or brands. Intjegtempts to measure the impact of any word-of-

mouth communication run into the same problem.

Watts is particularly critical of the second propios of the influentials hypothesis — that highly
influential individuals, no matter how they are idefl, are disproportionately important in
propagating trends. By using computer simulati®slds and Watts (2007) tested the influentials
hypothesis in a number of social scenarios. What thund was that instead of influence spreading
though a social group from person to person likisease, the speed with which a trend spreads
depends far more on conditions present in the enment. Watts makes use of the analogy of a
forest fire, which relies more on conducive enviramtal conditions than a special spark to rage
out of control. He asserts that if a society iscepsible to a certain idea, then almost anyone can
start a trend. So in order to catch on, trends tdored a few highly influential individuals
persuading everyone else, but rather a large gofugasily influenced people influencing one
another. This resonates with the findings of Sraitll. (2007) that “it is the moderately connected
majority, not the much smaller number of highly ceated people, who hold the greatest potential

for influence”.



While many of Gladwell's stories of connectors, miay and salesmen are compelling, they are
largely anecdotal. If one traces back any socaldrto where it began, there will inevitably be a
few individuals who were there first. Influencer mketing seems to assume that those individuals
who were involved in starting a trend are influahtind that other persuasive people like them can
be identified using a pre-defined set of criterianiuch the same way as a personality test can help
to tell the introverts from the extroverts. Howeviedoesn't necessarily follow that those who were
there at the beginning of a particular trend afuémtial people generally. Watts prefers to reéer

them as “accidental influentials”.

So while influencer marketers invest a lot of &ffioto analysing past trends in an attempt to éffec

future outcomes, Watts maintains that social epide®@re mostly random.

Influencer marketing vs. the accidental influentiabk

The following table summarises the key differenisetsveen the views of influencer marketers, like

Gladwell, and advocates of the “accidental inflimdst view, such as Watts.

Influencer marketing Accidental influentials

Those people who are more influential | While some individuals may be more

1

than others are disproportionately influential than others, they are not more

important in getting trends started instrumental in starting trends

The success of a trend depends on the | The success of a trend depends on how
influencers who spread it and the contenteceptive an overall society is to it, i.e. g

of the message critical mass of easily influenced people

influencing other easy-to-influence people

The few (influencers) are more importantAnyone can start a trend
than the many (non-influencers)

Trends spread like epidemics through a Trends spread like forest fires — certain

social group — individuals are instrumentanvironmental conditions cause a trend|to

in making them spread take hold and spread through a social
group
Trends can be engineered Trends happen at random




These two conflicting perspectives have sparkeat afl debate, both in the marketing community
and beyond. Interestingly, an online article byv€lirhompson (2008) of Fast Company fuelled
interest in the debate and caused a number ofasphieg posts to spring up (Earls, 2008; Brown,
2008; Maki, 2008; Denny, 2008; O’'Driscoll, 2008akson, 2008.). These discuss the issue but

don’t come to any clear consensus.

So which of these two perspectives is right, or #éie very least, more accurate?

The influencer marketing perspective is more papaitel seems more intuitive, but is largely based
on anecdotal evidence and post-hoc rationalisatibhe argument from the accidental influentials
corner is strong, but mainly based on simulati@ssgpposed to real-life experiments) which Watts
himself describes as more like thought experimérds are more suitable for provoking questions
than providing answers. Furthermore, while Wattgt@s criticism of his research methods and
findings, the ability to access and scrutinise themains outside the realm of most marketing

researchers.

Research methodology

By using data collected in the Global Telecomsdhts (GTI) study, this paper will now investigate
the phenomenon of interpersonal influence in thattséfrican mobile telecommunications and
technology market. GTl is an annual study condutied NS in 32 markets across the world. It
draws a representative sample of the populationl d@eto 60. In South Africa, data is collected
face-to-face using pen and paper, with a total $amwipn=500 participants. For the purposes of this
paper, the main dataset of n=500 was filtered goleg cellphone users, thereby reducing the total

sample to n=399.

The main objective of the GTI study is to collesformation on mobile phone and technology
usage. Respondents are asked questions which exfileir awareness, usage and purchase
behaviour within the category. There are also a bemvof psychographic and demographic

questions which can be used for profiling purposes.



Influence and openness

When respondents were askeldich sources of informationould help them to decide on whit

model or brand of cellphone to buy r, they gave the following responses:

Fig 2. What will help you decide on which model or brand of cellphone to buy next?

Look at displays i stores

Speal with store gales parson

Speak with triends and eolleasues

Look for information in newspapers or magazines
Look tor information on TV

Decide based on prior experience of models or brands
Chech wluch modzls or brands networks we pronging

Look at mformartion online (nett)

Call or email a netswork service center

Cellphone users (n 399

Those who said that they would speak to friends eoiltagues were considered to be “ope
influence” (n=216), while the other part of the sdenwas considered to be “not open to influer
(n=187). Interpersonal influence in thcontext therefore specifically refers to w-of-mouth
communication with people that the respondent kngwessonally. Typically, known pe
influencers, such as family and friends, influemprechase decisions most directly and hay
vested interest irhbse they communicate with (Razorfish, 2009.). Agpnately half the sample

open to, if not actively soliciting, this kind afteraction pr-purchase.

On the other side of the equation, “influencers*2d1) were defined as those respondents
saidthat the statement “my family and friends often askadvice on which telecommunicati
products to buy” either described them perfectlguite well. “Nor-influencers” (n=198) were tr
remainder of the sample who said that the aboterstnt does n«escribe them.



My family and Influencer Non-influencer
friends often ask _ _ _ _ This doesn’t o o
_ . This describes| This describes _ This is definitely
my advice on which _ really describe
o me perfectly me quite well not me
telecommunication me
products to buy 13% 37% 31% 19%

Within this market, those who said that the abotaement describes them perfectly could be
considered “influentials” in a truer sense of taent (they also make up just over 10% of the market
— the magic number for influentials). For the puwg® of this paper, they will be referred to as

“super influencers”.

Shining the spotlight on super influencers

Are super influencers different from other cellpbamsers in the market? One of the main things
that sets them apart is their age — they are sigmnifly younger (16 — 21 years) than everyone else
in the sample and almost two-thirds of them arengewu than 30. This makes them different in
other ways as well. For instance, many of themsargle and still at school or university, so they
don't contribute to the household income. Perhape th part to their youthfulness, super
influencers tend to be more carefree. They stroraglyee with statements that show a pre-
disposition towards being more fun-loving, thrileking and risk-taking than others in the market.
They enjoy new experiences and are attracted talbrthat help them to have fun.

When it comes to their sociability and connectednssper influencers are all that they’re expected
to be. They like to be in touch and keep up to adthk what’s happening around them. They are
more social than average and are more likely tongty agree that it's extremely important to be
accessible to share in friends’ special moments tandonnect with people who have common

interests and values.

One of the key characteristics of super influenderthe telecommunications market is that they
absolutely love technology. They are significanthore likely to agree strongly that it's very
important to have the latest technology. They tenble more techno-savvy than others in their use
of cellphone features and they show a dispositiovaetds being early adopters. When it comes to
describing their relationship with their cellphondsey are far more likely to choose the option “I



like to try out new technology and therefore wamthiave a cellphone that is among the latest

launched phones in the marketplace, with new andrambd features” over any other.

When it comes to their reported market behaviaypes influencers are different in other ways too.
They are aware of more brands than others (bothhmeie handset and social networking brands).
They use more cellphone accessories than averagshamw a greater interest in purchasing more.
They are more likely to strongly agree that thetvaty seek to change their handset from time to
time and are also willing to pay more for techngloghey are very involved in the product
category and more likely to see their cellphonearasxtension of themselves and a symbol of who

they aspire to be.

Despite their awareness of more brands, supereindlers aren’t using different handset brands to
others in the market. They are also not more atthdb their brand of cellphone than others.
Ninety-two percent of them are devoted to the braincellphone they use most often and 84% are
single-minded in their choice of cellphone bran@wever, when it comes to choosing their next

cellphone, the model of the phone is slightly miarportant than the brand.

Expanding the circle of influence

From the above discussion, it's clear that supi#uencers really are quite different from others in
the telecommunications market. What's intereststhat if we comparall influencers to all non-
influencers, the differences between the two gramneseven more pronounced. In fact, those who
consider themselves to be influencatsall are significantly different from non-influencersrass
most measures in the dataset. In addition to mdnthe things which are true for the super
influencers (such as their technophilia), influescare more likely to be male. They also tend be
more concerned with getting the best possible phamepposed to the best possible price. They are

even significantly more willing to participate iatéire research than non-influencers!

These findings illustrate exactly why the influetdi hypothesis is so compelling. If those people
whom we turn to for advice on products and servaresso fundamentally different from everyone
else, then it appeals to our common sense thatilveevable to separate them from everyone else

in one way or another.



Speaking and seeking

Now let's consider the other side of the equatibe: difference between those who said that they
would speak to friends and colleagues to help teoide on which brand of cellphone to buy next
(open to influence) versus those who did not (ne¢roto influence). Interestingly, when we
compare these two groups, very few meaningful tifiees emerge. They are not very different
from each other in terms of demographics, psychgiges, brand awareness, level of product
knowledge, reported usage behaviour, interestencttegory and sociability. What this means, in
effect, is that it’s very difficult to distinguishetween those who are open to influence and those

who are not.

The one measure that really differentiates themmassources of information they plan to consult
when deciding which cellphone to buy next. Those ate open to influence are significantly more
likely to speak with the store sales person (initeafdto their friends and colleagues), while those
who are not open to influence are significantly enbkely to make a decision based on previous
experience, check which brands or models are h@iogoted and consult online sources. Despite
no significant differences in measures of theinaaitity, those who are open to influence seem to

prefer talking to others about their brand choigkile those who are not open to influence do not.

One possible reason for this is that those wh@pes to influence are more likely to agree with the
statements “my life just keeps getting busier ansidr” and “I rarely seem to have time to do the
things that are really important to me in my lif@his suggests that these people are more time
poor than those who are not open to influence. ésiibe hypothesis is that consumers who have
limited time are more likely to make use of shotgcor heuristics. Instead of sourcing and looking
through all the product information themselvesyti@k to other people to find out what they
know. In the case where a consumer is already alpeoh the product category, this may just serve
to confirm what they already know or to providewasce that they haven’t missed anything prior

to making a purchase decision.
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The influence matrix

By cross-tabulating the influencer and non-influemgroups with those who are open to influence,

an interesting picture emerges.

Level of influence
. . Non_
Fig 3. Influence matrix Influencers |
influencers
(n=198)
(n=201)
Open to
_ 55% 52%
Openness to influence
_ 45% 48%
influence

Essentially, the telecommunications market canitaeet into four roughly equal groups:

1. Influencers who are open to influence (others ctmtem for advice on which products to
buy and they plan on speaking to others when degidih which brand of handset to buy)

2. Influencers who arenot open to influence (others come to them for adwoewhich
products to buy and thedon’t plan on speaking to others when deciding on whiamd of
handset to buy)

3. Non-influencers who are open to influence (otltemns't usually come to them for advice on
which products to buy and they plan on speakingthers when deciding on which brand of
handset to buy)

4. Non-influencers who ar@ot open to influence (othedon’'t usually come to them for
advice on which products to buy and tr#gn’'t plan on speaking to others when deciding

on which brand of handset to buy)

This has some noteworthy ramifications for the pcacof influencer marketing.
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The flow of influence through markets via word-of-nouth communication

Firstly, there does not seem to be as sharp andisin between influencers and those seeking
advice from others on what to buy as the subtitléedler and Berry’s book would have us believe.
In other words, the notion that influencers ardirtglthe rest of us what to buy is extremely
misleading. This is because when it comes to lapkinwho is “open to influence”, things become
a lot murkier. In this market, half of thefluencersare “open to influence” while the other half are
not. Some people, it would seem, just want to tialathers about the products and services they are

thinking of buying, and some just don't.

Because some influencers are open to influenceotirats are not, it seems likely that some of the
time at least, influencers are just sharing produébrmation and advice with other open
influencers. So if you're a marketer who is consiug targeting influencers, particularly if you're
recruiting them using a snowballing approach, bew#ou may just be encouraging them to talk to
each otherabout your brand. In fact, the WOMMA Influencer ridibook (2008) states that
“influencers generally love to connect to one amcttand endorses providing opportunities for
them to interact exclusively with each other. Tedihe if you want to reinforce devotion to your

brand among influencers, but may be less effeatigpreading the word to others.

However, influencers may still be disproportiongiehportant than others in spreading information

about products and brands through a market bedtsiikely that at least some of them are giving

advice to people who aren't influencing them inuret— specifically the open non-influencers.

Whether or not these people act on this advice vitheomes to their actual purchase behaviour is
very difficult to ascertain. Incidentally, it maye lworth asking yourself if you always act on the

recommendations of others, even when you've adghenh tfor their advice. Furthermore, word of

mouth is not the only source of communication tt@tsumers consult when making a purchase
decision, even if it does weigh in more heavilyrtlaher sources in terms of trustworthiness and
authenticity (Razorfish, 2009).

Now that we’ve considered those who are ‘open fluémce’, let's consider those who are not.
Those whom others turn to for advice on which potsido buy, but who don’t plan to speak to
others before making a purchase decision, arelglgatting their information from somewhere,
even if it's not through word-of-mouth communicatioThese non-open influencers aleeady

being reached by marketing messages and so marka#sr get some return by investing in them,

but only if they’re impacting the purchase decisiah open influencers and open non-influencers.
12



This leaves one group outstangtimor-influencers who are not open to being influencetieY¥ dc
they fit in terms of the influentials hypothesisRey’'re not a source of advice or information |
they don’t plan on speaking to others prior to mgka purchase decision. One thing ir certain —
they seem the least likely to start a trend. Yebading to this data, they account for about a tgu
of the market. As with the noopen influencers, they must be getting their prodoformation
from somewhere and if it's not via word mouth, then it's likely that they're getting it fro..

marketing messages.

From the above discussion, the flow of informatéom possible influence through the market

be illustrated as follows:

Fig 4. Flow of information and influence through a mariet
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————— > Flow of word-ot-mouth intluence

— Marketing messages

The case for tailored communicatiol

More than anything, these findings highlight théfedent consumers like to communicate ak
products and brands in different ways. In the miemunications market, all four of the abc
groups are equally likely to look at-store displays (x65%), ¢k for information in newspape
and magazines (x36%) and look for information on(E94%) to help them decide on which bre

of cellphone to buy next. Open influencers prefezaking to both friends and colleagland in-
13



store sales people, while non-open influencersraree likely to look for information online rather
than speak to friends and colleagues. Open nounenflers are more likely to speak to just their
friends and colleagues, while non-open non-infleesare most likely to decide based on prior

product experience without talking to anybody ét al

Consumers clearly don'’t just rely on informatioorfr only one source, and with the growth of
online and digital, this is not likely to changeatRer than investing heavily in building long-term
relationships with key influencers, marketers stiawde their resources to provide the best quality
information at all key contact points and tailor rketing messages to suit both the method of
delivery as well as the type of consumer who istnfigely to access it. In an established market

like telecommunications, a well-executed mass nargeampaign is a better bet.

The debate rages on...

The first proposition of the influentials hypothgsthat some people are more influential than
others, is not only intuitive, but also appearsb® quantifiably true. Insofar as influential
individualsrecognise themselves to be a source of informairoadvice to othersn a particular
market, they are fundamentally different from nofitiencers on a number of key measures. This
supports the view that influencers can be idemntifising a set of pre-specified measures and lends

credence to the development of an influencer index.

By providing word-of-mouth information to those whare open to receiving it, influential
individuals may well be disproportionately importaiman others in starting trends. However, this is

certainly not to the extent that proponents ofitfileientials hypothesis claim.

The main problem with the influentials hypothesishat it is too simplistic. It seems to assume tha
influence only flows in one direction — from manet to influencers to non-influencers. In reality,

human communication is far more dynamic and muigdalional than that.

It makes sense that for a trend to catch on, it fmarge some social value. But despite how catchy it
is, a certain level of inertia in the diffusion @ftrend or the uptake of a new product in any narke
is likely to set in. This is because the market ismictly divided into influencers and those ware

open to being influenced, but rather a blend oftih@ So no matter how enthusiastic influencers

are about a particular product or brand, they'st ot going to reach everyone else. However, the
14



more people in a market who are open to the wonthaith transmission of a trend, the more likely
it is to spread rapidly from person to person.tlmeo words, if the number of those who are open to
talking about a product with others in a particutarket increases, then in all likelihood the uptak

of that particular product would also increase.

Furthermore, consumers are unlikely to rely sotatyinformation from one source. Instead, they
will probably reconcile the advice they get fronhets with the information they receive from other

sources.

As any marketer who has ever attempted to stadraltwould have realised, getting people to do
what you want can be very tricky. The challengenafrketing is getting the right product, at the
right price, to the right person, in the right waythe right time, using the most suitable proomati
Those are a lot of factors to get right and as withst things in life, there is always an element of
chance. While targeting influential individuals még helpful in convincing some people to
purchase a certain product or brand, this shouigembe at the expense of a well-planned and
carefully targeted communications strategy thatageg all relevant consumer groups. It would

therefore be short-sighted for marketers to ovesshin influencing the influencers.

Limitations and future research

This research makes use of respondent-driven datasatherefore prone to the common biases
inherent in data collection methods of this typeneOof the main criticisms may be that
“influencers” are self-nominated and therefore praa overstating the amount of influence they
have over others in order to be perceived in a nf@aveurable light. However, as investigating
interpersonal influence was not a main goal of dkerall study, the questions from which the
classifications were drawn was not a key focus doeaespondents and so less likely to have

informed their desire to be perceived in a centzay.

A further limitation of this research is that itvastigates consumer influence in only one market:
mobile telecommunications. It would be interestitay see if similar trends in interpersonal
influence are present in other markets, or if they markedly different, and possible reasons for
this.
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This paper deals mainly with word-of-mouth commaitien and how it flows through a market. A
key criticism is that this is might not correlaté&lwactual consumer behaviour. As Watts suggests,
interpersonal influence on actual behaviour islyike be far more dynamic and unpredictable. One
of the possible reasons for this is that much efdbmmunication that takes place between human
beings is non-verbal and is difficult to capturéngsverbal tools and measures. It has often been
suggested that non-verbal communication is morepedimg than verbal communication in getting

a message across. A possible area to be explofatlie research is the extent to which the ability
to observe a particular (consumption) behavioueca#f how quickly it spreads through a social
group. In order to get a word-of-mouth messagedwel quickly from person to person (as in a
viral or buzz marketing campaign), it is usuallggsmmended that the message be entertaining,
informative or newsworthy. One hypothesis is thaise trends which are easiypservableto
others are more likely to spread quickly througlsazial group than those which are not. For
instance, the consumption of a new type of shoeh(sis Hush Puppies) is more likely to catch on
and be disseminated rapidly though a social grbap &1 new brand of deodorant, merely by virtue
of the fact that the shoes are highly visible witle usage of deodorant is not. So even those who
claim that they aren’'t open to the influence of avaf mouth may find themselves purchasing

products due to the observable behaviours of athers

A further limitation of this research is that it ein't venture into the realm of online social
influence. One of the reasons for this is thatoatiog to AMPS 2009A, currently only 23% of

metropolitan South Africans have Internet accesd (nly 13% of the South African population as
a whole) and some of those who do have very limiigadwidth. This obviously puts constraints on
both the type of person online and the amount téraction happening between individuals.
Nevertheless, online models of actual social infeeestill represent a strong possibility for more
in-depth investigation of the way influence spreddguture, this data might also be able to previd

a more observation-based measure of influencetakat into account both verbal communication

and behaviour as opposed to just a reported meastie flow of communication through a social

group.

Finally, despite all the work being done to undamst how individuals influence each other, the
way trends actually start is still vague. Is sonmgglset to be a hot new trehe@causanfluencers

are doing it or are they doing it because it's legt big thing? Neither Gladwell’'s analogy of an
epidemic nor Watts’ analogy of a forest fire istmadarly helpful in understanding how trends
start, only how they are propagated. Even if this case that that society becomes susceptible to a

trend, the mechanism by which this occurs is a enystet to be solved.
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