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ABSTRACT 

 

Opinion leaders influence the decisions of others and play a significant role in disseminating information, 

specifically in the domain of e-commerce. Prior studies exploring the factors that affect a person‟s ability to 

influence others have been conducted in either a work setting [i.e. advice networks] or leisure setting (e.g. movie 

recommendation). However, it is common for these networks to interweave, for instance when a person asks for 

advice from work colleagues on a personal issue, like the purchase of a car. This suggests that there is a need to 

differentiate between the antecedents of opinion leadership that stem from one‟s position in the professional network 

and the antecedents that stem from personal characteristics associated with the specific non-work related advice [e.g. 

expertise in cars]. To explore how opinion leadership is determined in such multifaceted settings, we develop a 

theoretical framework of opinion leadership. The results from an empirical study of a movie advice task that was 

conducted in a professional setting, demonstrate that both movie-related trustworthiness and work-related centrality 

exert distinct effects on one's ability to influence others opinions regarding movies. Implications for theory and 

practice of e-commerce are discussed. 

 

Keywords: opinion leader, social network, competence, benevolence, network centrality  

 

1. Introduction 

In the information economy, information is of utmost importance, and opinion leaders play a significant role in 

disseminating information and knowledge. With the advancement of network technology and the internet in specific, 

marketers have started using communication from opinion leaders, in the form of opinions, recommendations, 

suggestions and experiences on products, services, or sellers, in order to influence consumer decision making. This 

kind of informal communication about the ownership, usage, or characteristics of particular products and services or 

their sellers, is referred to as word of mouth [Westbrook 1987]. Extended to the e-commerce context, this has been 

called electronic word of mouth [Hennig-Thurau & Walsh 2003; Hennig-Thurau et al. 2004; Cheung et al. 2009] or 

word-of-mouse [De Valck et al. 2009; Hsu & Wang 2008]. With the explosion of e-commerce, word-of-mouth has 

started to gain importance in research and practice [Bickard et al. 2001; Brown et al. 2007; Dwyer, 2007]. At the 
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same time, compared to a traditional environment, enticing customers and retaining them in an online e-commerce 

context is challenging [Zhou et al. 2004]. Because of the ubiquity of online information, the credibility of the 

messages depends on the credibility of the source (opinion leader). It has been suggested that in recent times, 

electronic commerce has been characterized by much faster diffusion of products and services because of the word 

of mouth influence of opinion leaders [Cheung et al. 2009; Forlani & Parthasarathy 2003]. News sites (e.g. 

Slashdot.org), recommender systems (e.g. Amazon.com), and commercial applications (e.g. epi8nions.com) try to 

automatically identify opinion leaders, often by assigning members a „reputation‟ score. These applications often 

calculate the reputation score in an ad-hoc manner, without considering the various factors that determines one‟s 

ability to influence others.   

Early work on word of mouth recommendations, following that of Katz and Lazersfeld [1955] were mostly 

survey-based, measuring the impact of word of mouth using self-reports from consumers about their reliance on 

others‟ opinions for decisions. With the staggering growth of e-commerce over the last decade, there is an increasing 

focus on the influence of opinion leaders using word of mouth in an online context [Nail 2005]. Word of mouth 

referrals are said to have a strong impact on new customer acquisitions [Trusov et al. 2009]. Opinion leaders earn 

the trust of the web-users which leads to the users performing a “purchase-click” when they get online (Hsu & Wang 

2008). According to the Keller Fay Group, there are 3.5 billion word of mouth conversations occurring daily in the 

United States. Of these 92% occur offline (75% face-to-face and 17% by phone) [Hedges & Chung 2009]. 

Interestingly, consumers often go online to get more information after they get to hear something on TV or from 

another person [Hedges & Chung 2009]. Research on opinion leadership and on word-of-mouth is imperative to e-

commerce in an online or offline environment. 

In the corporate context, opinion leaders play an important role in advice networks and communities of practice 

[Cross et al. 2006]. In e-commerce settings, opinion leaders are crucial in determining trends [Herring et al. 2005] 

and in influencing shopping behavior [Chan & Misra 1990]. Opinion leaders are defined as “individuals who exert 

an unequal amount of influence on the decision of others” [Rogers & Cartano 1962, p. 435].  Two parties are 

relevant in the opinion leadership process: the information seeker (i.e. the recipient who seeks advice or opinion) 

and the information source (i.e the opinion leader who provides the advice) [Flynn et al. 1996].  Due to their central 

position in the social network, opinion leaders gain an advantage that can be used in future exchanges for valued 

resources [Cook & Emerson 1978], and often perform better at their job [Sparrowe et al. 2001]. Prior studies 

exploring the factors that affect a person‟s ability to influence others have been conducted in either a work setting 

[i.e. advice networks; Gibbons 2004] or non-work setting [Oygard 2003]. Conversely, in real-life settings it is 

common for the professional and leisure-related social networks to interweave, for instance when a person asks for 

advice from work colleagues on a personal issue, such as the purchase of a car or a movie recommendation. This 

suggests that there is a need to differentiate between the antecedents of opinion leadership that stem from one‟s 

position in the professional network and the antecedents that stem from personal characteristics associated with the 

specific non-work related advice (e.g. expertise in cars). Few recent works have recognized the importance of 

informal relationships in a work setting [Westphal 1999] and benefits derived from a central position in both work-

related and friendship networks [Gibbons 2004; Klein et al. 2004]. However, the extent to which one‟s position in 

both these networks affects his ability to influence colleagues on a non-work-related advice has not been 

investigated in previous studies. 

The objective of this study is, thus, to test the impact of the professional network centrality and the factors 

associated with the leisure advice context (personal characteristics; namely, trustworthiness) on opinion leadership. 

The context of our empirical study is movie-related advice that occurs in a professional setting. It is possible that 

there is a relationship between the positions in both social networks, such that a person‟s trustworthiness in the 

leisure-related advice context is impacted by his centrality in the professional network. In order to explore this, we 

test whether centrality in the professional network and movie-related trustworthiness exert distinct impact on movie-

related opinion leadership, or whether the effect of professional network centrality is mediated through movie-

related trustworthiness. Our findings demonstrate that in this unique context, centrality in the professional network is 

independent of movie-related trustworthiness, such that both factors exert significant influence on movie-related 

opinion leadership. We contribute to the understanding of the factors determining opinion leadership in such a 

multifaceted setting. In addition to the theoretical implications, this question regarding the relationships between 

trustworthiness, professional network centrality, and opinion leadership has direct implications for practice. 

Marketers try to identify opinion leaders to help promote their products. Since much of advice communication – 

even for non-work-related products or services - occurs at the work place, while identifying opinion leaders, 

marketers would need to consider both the professional centrality of a person and his advice-related trustworthiness, 

as illustrated in our study. 
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The paper is organized as follows:  Section 2 reviews related literature in the area of opinion leadership; 

Section 3 outlines the hypotheses and introduces the proposed research model; Section 4 describes the proposed 

research method; Section 5 presents the results of the empirical evaluation of the model; Section 6 discusses the 

results and their implication for theory and practice; and Section 7 concludes by discussing some of the study‟s 

limitations and offers possible future research directions. 

 

2. Related Research 

The theory of opinion leadership emerged out of the early work on mass communication proposed by Katz & 

Lazarsfeld [1955]. Their two-step model discusses how media messages first get consumed by people who act as 

opinion leaders in their area of expertise, and then are diffused through these leaders to the opinion seeking members 

in a group. In the process of diffusion, the message gets altered by certain intervening variables [Infante et al. 1997] 

such as the innate beliefs or attitudes towards the opinion leaders. Social network researchers have validated this 

theory not only for opinion but for information as well, showing that innovations, rumors, and beliefs tend to move 

from those marginal in a network, to the central figures, and back to the rest of the population [Rogers 1995; Valente 

1995; Weimann 1982]. Opinion leaders are defined as those who exert influence on the opinions of others [Hellevik 

& Bjorklund 1991]. They could be found at every level of society and are not very different from the people they 

influence [Katz 1957]. Opinion leaders often possess intelligence and independence to form personal opinions on 

public issues and to diffuse that information to the general public, thereby influencing people‟s decisions [Chan & 

Misra 1990]. In the following section we discuss related research on opinion leadership, by reviewing work on the 

sources, measurements, and indicators of opinion leadership. 

Opinion leadership has been investigated extensively in the context of innovation adoption since opinion 

leaders - by view of their social standing - perceive themselves as early adopters of innovations [Bilgram et al. 2008; 

Rogers 1995; Summers 1970]. In recent years, opinion leadership has been investigated in the fields of marketing 

and consumer research, due to the role of opinion leaders in influencing consumers‟ consumption decisions. 

Marketing studies have investigated opinion leadership through its sources [Assael 1987; Black 1982; Richins & 

Root-Shafer 1988; Solomon 1999], viewing it as an individual characteristic with relational implications, focusing 

on the personal, cultural, and technical characteristics that opinion leaders exhibit [Shah & Scheufele 2006]. This 

research has identified factors such as education [Keller & Berry 2003], efficacy [Weimann 1994], media habits 

[Kopller 1984], likeability [Brady & Sniderman 1985], elite status [Zaller 1992], political trust [Weimann 1994], 

personal trust [Shah & Scheufele, 2006], forecasting knowledge of stocks in a virtual stock setting [Spann et al. 

2009], and known issue biases [Calvert 1985] as distinct attributes of opinion leaders. Additionally, research on the 

concept of the lead user, who is defined as one who faces the need for a new product or service long before the 

actual customer does [von Hippel 1986; 1988], focuses on identification of characteristics of such lead users who 

can effectively influence consumer buying behavior, and act as opinion leaders and increase the rate of acceptance 

of new products and services [Morrison et al. 2000]. Marketers create effective communication channels to opinion 

leaders to encourage and facilitate creation of positive word of mouth [Lyons & Henderson 2005]. Lyons and 

Henderson [2005] studied opinion leadership in a computer-mediated context and analyzed the differences between 

online opinion leaders and non-leaders in terms of personal characteristics such as enduring involvement, 

innovativeness, exploratory behavior and self-perceived knowledge. They found that the opinion leaders in online 

markets share many characteristics with their traditional counterparts.  

In order to exert influence, opinion leaders must be trusted [Nahapiet & Ghoshal 1998], and there is an 

extensive body of literature that demonstrates that a recipient‟s advice-taking decision depends on the source‟s 

trustworthiness (for a review please refer to Dirks & Ferrin 2001; Mayer et al. 1995). When trust exists, people are 

more willing to listen to and absorb others‟ knowledge [Carley 1991; Mayer et al. 1995]. By reducing conflicts and 

the need to verify information, trust also makes knowledge transfer less costly [Currall & Judge 1995; Zaheer et al. 

1998]. As a result, trust affects a recipient‟s willingness to accept a source‟s advice, in both organizational [Levin & 

Cross 2004] and online settings [McKnight et al. 2002; Smith et al. 2005]. Competence and benevolence have been 

researched as dimensions of trust [Bart et al. 2004; Ganesan 1994; Levin & Cross 2004]. Trust based on 

benevolence is more likely to occur between close friends [Currall & Judge 1995; Glaeser et al. 2000; Ma 1985] 

presumably due to greater emotional bonds [Levin & Cross, 2004]. The impact of benevolence on advice taking was 

investigated in the context of e-commerce [McKnight et al. 2002]. Both trust dimensions – competence and 

benevolence can increase the potential for the opinion leader to exert influence on others‟ decisions [Levin & Cross 

2004]. Competence, or expertise, is one of the key traits impacting one‟s ability to influence others and to function 

as an opinion leader [Childers 1986; Gibbons 2004]. Numerous researchers have made the distinct association 

between an endorser‟s level of expertise and perceived trustworthiness as well as with the perceived influence of the 
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endorser [Gilly et al. 1998; McCracken 1989; McGinnies & Ward, 1980]. In the context of our specific study, the 

„personal characteristics‟ approach could be useful in identifying the opinion leader‟s movie-related trustworthiness. 

An alternative perception of opinion leadership views it as the product of informational differences between the 

opinion leaders and the opinion seekers [Lazarsfeld et al. 1944], giving rise to the concept of social embeddedness 

[Weimann 1994], and suggesting that opinion leaders could be identified based on their structural position in the 

social network. Based on this approach, opinion leadership could be estimated by calculating ties between group 

members [Granovetter 1973]. We can distinguish between the role of opinion leaders in influencing members of 

their core group, and their role as information brokers [Burt 1999] that bridge “structural holes” and influence others 

outside of their immediate group [Katz 1957]. The influence on opinion leaders in their core group stems from their 

expertise and trustworthiness. The external influence of opinion leaders, on the other hand, is due to the 

informational advantages that opinion leaders possess over the others, by virtue of the contacts they have outside of 

their immediate environment [Burt 1999] and the fact that opinions tend to be homogeneous within groups and 

heterogeneous between groups [Burt 2004]. The centrality measure of social network analysis [Freeman 2006; 

Wellman 1997; Wellman & Berkowitz 1988] is used to estimate the relative position of members in a network. 

Centrality has been shown to impact a person‟s willingness to share information [Nov & Wittal 2009; Wasko & 

Faraj 2005] and is positively related to opinion leadership [Lee & Cote 2009] and knowledge contribution [Levin & 

Cross 2004]. The centrality of actors in a network could be described by three different measures: degree, 

betweenness, and closeness centralities [Freeman 1979; Koschutzki et al. 2005; Nooteboom 2007; Sabidussi 1966]. 

Degree centrality is calculated by the total number of ties an actor has, and could be separated into degree for 

incoming or for outgoing links. Incoming degree centrality could be interpreted as a measure of popularity, while 

outgoing degree centrality captures a node‟s sociability and his ability to influence members of their immediate 

group. Betweenness centrality estimates the probability that an individual lies on a path between any two nodes in 

the network. It captures a node‟s ability to connect two otherwise disconnected sub-networks and influence 

members outside the immediate group. Closeness centrality is defined as the mean geodesic distance (i.e. the 

shortest path) between the node and all other nodes reachable from it; more central nodes tend to have a high level 

of closeness centrality and thus this measure is often correlated with degree centrality. In the context of our study, 

network centrality could be used to estimate the opinion leader‟s position in the professional network. 

Prior studies exploring the factors that affect opinion leadership have focused on either professional (i.e. the 

relationship between one‟s position in the professional network and his role in the organizational advice network) 

[Sparrowe et al. 2001] or leisure-related settings (i.e. the factors determining opinion leadership in a non-work 

related-setting) [Herring et al. 2005]. Yet, in real-life settings, it is common for the professional and leisure-related 

social networks to interweave, for instance when a person asks for advice from work colleagues on a personal issue, 

e.g. finding a daycare for his child. Thus, it is important to distinguish between the antecedents of opinion leadership 

that stem from one‟s position in the professional network and the antecedents that stem from personal characteristics 

associated with the specific non-work related advice (e.g. experience with local daycares). The factors impacting 

opinion leadership in such a multifaceted setting have been under-investigated. However, few recent studies provide 

some important insights. Gibbons [2004] explores friendship and advice networks in the workplace and shows that 

one‟s ability to influence others is affected by both his personal characteristics (i.e. expertise) and his formal 

organizational role. Klein et al. [2004] also investigate both friendship and work-related advice networks, and 

discuss how demographics and personality affect one‟s centrality in these two networks. Roch [2005] analyzed the 

characteristics of people with high socio-economic status in addition to the characteristics of the social milieu in 

which they were located. The results indicate that, while opinion leaders possess attributes that distinguish them 

from non-leaders, their influence increased mainly due to their informational advantages in relation to the others in 

the environment, rather than from their personality. Notwithstanding these earlier works that recognize the 

multifaceted nature of opinion leadership, to date little is known about how these various factors impact one‟s ability 

to influence colleagues on a non-work-related advice. In the following section we try to address this gap in the 

literature and develop a conceptual model of opinion leadership that considers both the centrality in the professional 

network and trustworthiness in the context of the non-work-related advice. 

 

3. Proposed Model 

Below we propose an integrative theoretical model of opinion leadership that accounts for both the personal 

attributes and the professional network position of opinion leaders. Our framework is inspired by the works of 

Nahapiet & Ghoshal [1998] and Wasko & Faraj [2005] on social capital, and Nov & Wittal [2009] on privacy 

concerns and information sharing. Nahapiet & Ghoshal [1998] developed an integrative framework for creation of 

new intellectual capital in an organizational context. The relevant social capital dimensions included in their model 

are: structural (described in terms of social network properties) and relational (which includes elements of trust and 
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obligations)
1
. Wasko & Faraj [2005] studied social capital in electronic networks of practice, and their model 

includes the dimensions of: structural capital, cognitive capital [i.e. expertise], and relational capital [reciprocity and 

commitment]. Social capital is a construct closely related to opinion leadership [Burt 1999], and thus we build on 

these frameworks in developing the proposed model of opinion leadership. Nov and Wittal [2009] developed a 

model of the antecedents of online privacy concerns, and the impact of privacy concerns on information sharing. 

They study the antecedents using interpersonal trust and social norms and suggest that both are negatively related to 

privacy concerns online. We adapt the structural dimension of network centrality from Nahapiet & Ghoshal [1998], 

and Wasko & Faraj [2005]. We adapt the dimension of trust from Nov & Wittal [2009] and incorporate it as a multi-

dimensional construct by incorporating expertise as the relational component from Nahapiet and Ghoshal and the 

cognitive element from Wasko and Faraj [2005]. Our model differs from Nov and Wittal [2009] in that while they 

study the impact of trust on information sharing being mediated by community-specific privacy concerns, we study 

the direct impact of trust on opinion leadership. Our motivation in using benevolence as a dimension of trust, in 

addition to competence, comes from trust literature that has highlighted its significance in the context of e-

commerce [Wang & Benbasat 2007], in the domain of repair of trust caused by negative publicity [Xie & Peng 

2007], and based on a meta-analysis of literature on salesperson trust highlighting both competence and benevolence 

as integral components [Swan et al. 1999]. Following we present the model‟s hypotheses. 

3.1. The Effect of Trustworthiness on Opinion Leadership 

Borrowing from the above formulations, our proposed framework includes structural and relational dimensions 

of opinion leadership. Our conceptualization of the relational dimension of opinion leadership focuses on the 

perceived trustworthiness of the leader (i.e. a quality of the leader which makes the information recipient willing to 

be vulnerable) [Mayer et al. 1995]. Trust is a multi-dimensional concept [Rousseau et al. 1998; McKnight et al. 

2002; Gibbons 2004], and we seek to explore trust‟s underlying dimensions. We employ the well-accepted trust 

framework from Mayer et al. [1995], which includes the dimensions of competence, benevolence, and integrity. We 

restrict our investigation for the dimensions of competence (ability of the trustee to do whatever the truster needs), 

benevolence (trustee caring and motivation to act in truster‟s interests), and integrity (trustee honesty and promise 

keeping). We have decided to concentrate on the dimensions of benevolence and competence, given the relevance of 

these dimensions to the social capital opinion leadership context [Levin & Cross 2004; Wasko & Faraj 2005].  

Integrity, the third trust dimension, is less likely to impact the recipient‟s likelihood of accepting a source‟s 

recommendation, especially for interpersonal interactions, since “it is not clear that the usefulness of knowledge 

received from another person is contingent on that person following a particular set of principles consistently” 

[Levin & Cross 2004, p. 1478]. Furthermore, the frameworks serving as a foundation for our proposed model – i.e. 

Wasko & Faraj [2005] and Nahapiet & Ghoshal [1998] – do not include integrity as a relevant dimension of social 

capital
2
.  

Competence, or expertise, is one of the key traits impacting one‟s ability to influence others and to function as 

an opinion leader [Childers 1986; Gibbons 2004]. Competence is described as the source‟s (perceived) capability of 

providing correct information [Bristor 1990]. Competence is expected to induce persuasion, because receivers have 

little motivation to check the veracity of the source‟s assertions by retrieving and rehearsing their own thoughts 

[Bristor 1990], especially in cases when the recipient‟s own domain expertise is low [Bansal & Voyer 2000]. Thus, 

when a source‟s domain knowledge is high, the information seeker will be more inclined to receive advice from the 

source [Gilly et al. 1998; Levin & Cross 2004; Smith et al. 2005]. Jacoby & Hoyer [1981] demonstrated that opinion 

leaders were indeed more knowledgeable in their area of leadership than other members. Thus, we propose:  

H1: Individuals who possess expertise will be perceived as opinion leaders in the domain of their expertise. 

A second trust dimension that affects a person‟s ability to influence others is benevolence. When advice seekers 

ask for information, they become vulnerable to the benevolence of the knowledge source [Lee 1997], e.g., in terms 

of their reputation [Burt & Knez 1996]. If the seeker perceives the intentions of the source to be harmful, they would 

avoid getting advice or opinions from such a source [Levin & Cross 2004]. Trusting a knowledge source to be 

benevolent will increase the potential for the recipient to learn from the experience [Levin & Cross 2004]. In sum, 

placing faith in sources‟ good intentions increases willingness to consider their suggestions [Gibbons 2004], and 

thus increases the source‟s ability to exert influence. Thus, we propose: 

                                                 
1
 The third dimension in Nahapiet and Ghoshal‟s (1998] model of an organization‟s social capital relates to shared 

organizational behavior codes, and is irrelevant for our context.  
2
 Despite the evidence from prior studies suggesting that integrity may not be relevant here, we did measure integrity 

in our survey. However, we found that in the context of the current study integrity is highly correlated with 

benevolence, such that they could not be treated as two distinct constructs and we were not able to include both 

simultaneously in our model.  
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H2: Benevolent individuals will be perceived as opinion leaders. 

3.2. The Effect of Network Centrality on Opinion Leadership 

Theories of collective action and social capital propose that structural links created between individuals through 

social interactions in a network are important indicators of collective action [Burt 1992; Putnam 1995]. Within a 

collective, structural capital is also relevant for examining individual actions such as knowledge contribution, in that 

the more the number of direct ties, the more the propensity for contributing knowledge [Wasko & Faraj 2005]. Katz 

[1957] argued that the extent of personal influence one can weave over others depends on the people one knows. 

The structural positions of opinion leaders allow them to exert influence through two mechanisms: (a) influence on 

their own group members through direct ties, and (b) influence on external group members through their role in 

bridging otherwise disconnected groups. Following we describe these two mechanisms.  

Individuals who maintain contact with many others within the network (direct ties) will be in a better position 

to influence those others - thus the more ties a person has within a group the more influence he or she can weave in 

decision making or in opinion leadership, as demonstrated by research on Bloggers [Herring et al. 2005; Marlow 

2004]. Moreover, the more central a member‟s position in the network, the more willing the member would be to 

contribute knowledge [Levin & Cross 2004]. In addition to their direct influence on own group members, opinion 

leaders can exert influence on external others. For example, Menzel & Katz [1955] found that the most influential 

doctors attended more out-of-town meetings and established contacts with distant others [Weimann 1982]. It has 

been proposed that opinion leaders can become brokers of information, bridging “structural holes” in the network 

[Burt 1999] and diffusing information and ideas across groups [Nisbet 2005]. Opinion leaders have contacts that 

other member lack, and therefore have an informational advantage over their peers [Burt 1999]. According to this 

view, the influence of opinion leaders is due to this information asymmetry. As a result of the two mechanisms 

described above, the structural position of an individual in the network contributes to his ability to act as an opinion 

leader. We propose that the advantages that stem from the structural position in the professional network would 

spill-over to non-work-related advice, such that a central person in the professional network could impact others‟ 

opinions on leisure-related matters. Thus, we advance the following hypothesis:  

H3: Position in the professional network has an impact on one’s perceived opinion leadership in leisure-

related advice.  

In summary, our proposed model includes direct paths leading to non-work-related opinion leadership 

originating from: non-work-related competence (H1) and benevolence (H2), as well as centrality in the professional 

network (H3). We do not expect that centrality in the professional network will be associated with movie-related 

trustworthiness. However, in order to rule out the alternative hypothesis that non-work-related trustworthiness is 

affected by professional network centrality (i.e. trustworthiness mediates the relationship between centrality and 

opinion leadership), we‟ve created two additional paths from network centrality to competence and benevolence. 

Figure 1 illustrates the proposed model. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: The Proposed Model 

Solid lines represent paths hypothesized in our model; dotted lines represent paths created to control for an 

alternative explanation  

 

4. Research Method 

We used the sociometric approach used by Weimann [1994], employing a survey methodology, where people 

indicate who they would turn to for advice. This approach is suitable for studying opinion leadership, since opinion 
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leadership is primarily concerned with the leader‟s influence on others. The survey was conducted in 2006 

[Appendix 1]. We recruited 116 participants from among undergraduate students of a large public university in the 

Middle East.  The average age of the participants was 24.5.  The youngest participant was 20 years old and the 

oldest was 28 years old.  The students were pursuing an engineering degree and were enrolled in the third year of the 

program. After jointly taking courses for 2-3 years, social relationships develop, and students are able to assess the 

characteristics of selected others. The participants were assured that their ratings would be kept private, and that the 

researchers would strip common identifiers, such as name and email addresses, before beginning data analysis. 

The statistical method for testing our hypothesis was Partial Least Squares (PLS) path modeling algorithm. The 

PLS algorithm estimates path models using composite (or latent) variables from a number of indicator items. We 

can distinguish between two types of composite variables: reflective and formative. For a reflective variable, the 

observed indicators are viewed as being caused by some underlying common dimension [Bagozzi 1982; Bagozzi & 

Fornell 1982; Fornell & Bookstein 1982]. Formative variables, on the other hand, are used when a construct is 

viewed as an explanatory combination of its indicators. In this case, the construct is defined as a total weighted score 

across all the items, where each item represents an independent dimension in its own right [Fornell & Bookstein 

1982]. A good formative variable, thus, is one that exhausts the entire domain of the construct completely. 

Compared to covariance-based SEM (such as LISREL), the PLS path modeling algorithm can be used with smaller 

samples, requires fewer assumptions about data distributions, is robust in case these assumptions are violated 

[Cassel et al. 1999], and can be used with more complex models containing a larger number of composite variables. 

In contrast to covariance-based models, such as LISREL, PLS can include in a one model both reflective and 

formative variables, which make it well-suited for our study.  

The structural position of students in the social network was based on interactions rooted in the school context, 

and was estimated using social network analysis. A social network was created based on subjects‟ perceived 

interaction frequency, which is a measure of the relationship strength [Levin & Cross 2004]. The tie strength was 

measured on a 7-point Likert scale, and then transformed to a [-1, 1] scale. The structural advantage of actors in the 

network was estimated through the centrality measures [Freeman 2006; Wellman 1997; Wellman & Berkowitz 

1988]. As explained in Section 2, an actor‟s advantage stems from both (a) his direct influence in the local group 

and (b) the indirect influence resulting from the ability to bridge otherwise disconnected sub-networks. We use the 

three centrality measures – degree, betweenness, and closeness – which correspond to these different sources of 

advantage [Freeman 1979; Koschutzki et al. 2005; Nooteboom 2007; Sabidussi 1966]. Degree centrality is based on 

the total number of ties an actor has, and reflects his direct influence. Betweenness centrality is measured as the 

probability that an individual lies on a path between any two nodes in the network, and captures the actor‟s indirect 

influence. Closeness centrality is measured as the extent to which an actor is close to all other actors, and captures 

both direct and indirect influence. Since these centrality measures provide a complementary description of an actor‟s 

structural advantage, we modeled the structural dimension of opinion leadership as a formative construct that is 

operationalized using the three centrality measures. We calculated centrality with Freeman‟s algorithms, based on an 

outgoing link from a source to a recipient, using the UCINet software [Borgatti et al. 1999].   

The specific context for opinion leader‟s influence was movie advice. The participants were asked to imagine a 

scenario where they are planning to go out for a movie and would like to seek the prior advice of others.  We 

adopted the methodology used by [Marsden & Campbell 1984], and required participants to choose three sources 

within their cohort from whom they would likely seek advice on choosing movies. The participants then rated these 

sources on the trustworthiness and opinion leadership perceptual measures.   

The personal characteristics (competence and benevolence) were treated as reflective variables, and measured 

based on recipient‟s perceptions, adopting instruments that were used in previous studies [McKnight et al. 2002]. 

Competence was estimated based on three survey items (“I feel very confident about this person's competence in 

movies”, “Overall, this person is well informed about movies”, and “In general, this person is very knowledgeable 

about movies”) using 7-point Likert scales, with 1 indicating „strongly disagree‟ and 7 indicating „strongly agree‟. 

Benevolence was measured similarly using three items (“I believe that this person would act in my best interest”, “If 

I required help, this person would do his/her best to help me”, and “This person is interested in my well-being, not 

just his/her own”). Opinion leaders‟ movie-related competence and benevolence scores were calculated as an 

average of the recipients‟ perceptions.  

The dependent variable, movie-related opinion leadership, was treated as reflective variable, and measured 

based on recipient‟s perceptions, adopting instruments from Goldsmith & Desborde [1991] and Flynn et al. [1996]. 

We used two survey items to assess the perceived influence of advice sources in both local and global span (“People 

in this class are influenced by this person‟s opinion on movies” and “People are influenced by this person‟s opinions 

on movies”), and estimated a source‟s opinion leadership based on recipients‟ average ratings. 
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The survey items administered were translated from English to the local language according to the guidelines 

proposed by Brislin et al. [1973], as is common in cross-cultural information systems research [Karahanna et al. 

2002]. Translation from English to the local language was performed independently by two of the researchers (who 

are fluent in both languages), and the measures were finalized after the researchers discussed the items to resolve 

any differences that may have arisen. The items were then translated back from the local language to English by a 

third party [who is fluent in both languages], thus ensuring correctness of the translation. 

 

5. Results 

The psychometric properties of the instrument were analyzed first, before examining the data for hypotheses 

testing.  Table 1 presents the composite reliability, average variance extracted [AVE], and correlations between the 

composite constructs.  The estimates for composite reliability exceeded the recommended threshold of 0.8 

[Nunnally 1978] for each of the reflective constructs, thus demonstrating good internal consistency.  The convergent 

validity of the reflective measures were assessed by examining the individual item loadings between an item and its 

corresponding underlying factor, as well as the average variance extracted [AVE].  All item loadings were greater 

than the suggested minimum level of 0.7, and the AVE for each construct was substantially greater than the 

suggested minimum of 0.5 [Fornell & Bookstein 1982]. For the formative variable, network centrality, convergent 

validity was estimated based on the communality (which was 0.70; above the 0.5 threshold) [Fornell 1992] and item 

loadings (which were greater than the suggested minimum level of 0.7). These results support the convergent 

validity of the measures.  

 

Table 1:  Psychometric Properties of Constructs 
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Leisure Advice 

Competence  

0.91 0.76 0.04 0.87   

Leisure Advice 

Benevolence 

0.93 0.82 0.18 0.21 0.91  

Leisure Advice  

Opinion Leadership 

0.88 0.78 0.25 0.50 0.36 0.88 

Composite constructs reliability, Average Variance Extracted [AVE], square-root of AVE [on diagonal, in bold], 

and correlation between the latent constructs. 

 

 Discriminant validity was assessed by comparing the square root of the AVE [RAVE] of a particular construct 

(presented in Table 1 on the diagonal, in bold) and the correlation between that construct and other latent constructs 

[Fornell & Bookstein 1982] (presented on the off-diagonal position of the table).  We found that constructs‟ RAVE 

ranges from 0.87 to 0.91, while correlations between constructs do not exceed 0.50. Moreover, RAVE for every 

construct is substantially higher than the correlation between that construct and all other constructs, thus signifying 

good discriminant validity.   

The research model was then tested using SmartPLS [Ringle et al. 2005]. We specified paths in the PLS 

structural model corresponding to the relationships hypothesized in our research model.  The significance of 

structural path estimates was computed using the bootstrapping re-sampling method [Tenenhaus et al. 2005]. The 

structural model was evaluated on the basis of R² for each composite latent variable and statistical significance of 

structural paths. Figure 2 shows the results of the PLS analysis. We found that both non-work-related 

trustworthiness dimensions – competence (H1) and benevolence (H2) – and professional network centrality (H3) 

exert a significant positive impact on non-work-related opinion leadership (P<0.01). These three independent 

variables explain together 36% of the variance of Opinion Leadership. We found that centrality in the professional 
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network does not have a significant impact on non-work-related competence and benevolence, thus the effect of 

professional network centrality is not mediated by the trustworthiness constructs. To test that the model is not 

affected by exogenous factors, we re-ran the model while controlling for the effects of several variables. We 

controlled for demographic variables (Age and Gender), subjects‟ propensities (trust and movie advice-taking), and 

movie watching behavior (the number of movies watched over the past year). The instruments used for measuring 

these variables are described in Appendix A. We found that although few of the control variables (i.e. Age and 

Gender) did exert significant positive impact on opinion leadership, the results for the proposed model still hold in 

the presence of the controls (i.e. the paths for hypotheses H1, H2, and H3 are still statistically significant), thus 

increasing our confidence in the proposed model.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Results of PLS Analysis 

‘**’ represents significance at P<0.05 and ‘***’ represents significance at P<0.01; ‘n.s.’ indicates a non-

significant path. 
 

6. Discussion 

In this paper we proposed a model of trustworthiness, network centrality, and opinion leadership in a context 

where the context for the network centrality (i.e. professional) does not match the specific domain where the opinion 

leader is looking to exert his influence (i.e. movie advice). Our results indicate that the movie-related influence of an 

actor stems from both his movie-related trustworthiness and his position in the professional network.  The combined 

effect of these factors is able to explain a large amount of the variance (36%) in the dependent variable. To the best 

of our knowledge, this is the first study on opinion leadership that demonstrates the concurrent affect of both these 

dimensions in such a multifaceted setting. Our findings suggest that in these settings the effect of professional 

network centrality on opinion leadership is direct, and is not mediated by movie-related trustworthiness (i.e. the 

relationships between network centrality and the trustworthiness constructs – competence and benevolence – proved 

insignificant).   

Consistent with extant theory, we found that trustworthiness impacts one‟s opinion leadership. We found that 

an actor‟s competence in the domain of advice is a determinant of his ability to influence others, in line with results 

from previous studies [Childers 1986; Gibbons 2004; Gilly et al. 1998; Levin & Cross 2004; Smith et al. 2005]. An 

actor‟s benevolence in the advice context, too, had a significant impact on opinion leadership. While prior studies 

have demonstrated the impact of a source‟s benevolence on the recipient‟s willingness to accept advice [Gibbons 

2004; Levin & Cross, 2004], this is – to the best of our knowledge – the first study to establish a direct link between 

an actor‟s benevolence and his ability to influence others.   

Interestingly, the structural position of an actor in the professional network, too, was shown to affect his role as 

a movie-related opinion leader. A significant contribution of our research is that, to our knowledge, it is the first 

study that demonstrates how opinion leadership is impacted by centrality in a social network that is disconnected 

with the specific context of influence. Another contribution of this study is in the comprehensive measurement of 

network centrality. While previous studies on opinion leadership [Herring et al. 2005] have used degree centrality as 

the sole measure of the structural position, we have modeled network centrality as a formative construct that 

includes degree, betweenness, and closeness centrality. In this respect, we provided a more complete measure of the 

advantage gained from one‟s position in the professional network. From the three centrality measures, degree 

centrality had the largest impact on the composite construct, betweenness centrality had a secondary effect, and the 
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contribution of closeness centrality was negligible.  Consistent with theory of opinion leadership which argues that 

an actor‟s advantage stems from both his direct and indirect effects, we observe the effects of degree centrality 

(which captures the direct effect) and betweenness centrality (reflecting the indirect effect of the structural position).  

The study used university students as participants and the results as such generalize to this target population.  

Care must be taken in attempting to generalize the results of the study to the general population at large.  When the 

intention is to test the theory and the relationship among constructs (generalizability of theory), a student population 

is as good an alternative to random sampling from the population of interest [Calder et al. 1982].  However, when 

one also desires generalizability at the effects level - that is covariances among the constructs of interest - it is 

desirable to use a sample that is as representative as possible to the population of interest [Calder et al. 1982].   One 

of the main objectives of this study is to test a particular theory about the impact of network centrality, competence 

and benevolence on Opinion Leadership and to that extent use of convenient sampling of students is adequate.  

Generalizability at the effects level is not possible to the larger population of interest and must be confined to the 

student population.   

Our findings suggest that the impact of professional network centrality is independent of the effect of movie-

related trustworthiness. Thus, students‟ centrality in the network that reflects school-related experiences is not linked 

to their movie-related trustworthiness, and both exert distinct impact on movie-related opinion leadership. This 

result may be typical of many settings where multiple types of social networks exist. For instance, a person may ask 

advice on purchasing a car from his working peers. In such a case, both the professional network centrality (that 

stems from his formal and informal power at the workplace) and trustworthiness associated with the car-advice 

context are likely to impact one‟s ability to influence his colleagues on car purchases. The main contribution of our 

study, thus, to the theory of opinion leadership, is in demonstrating that in cases in which the context where the 

network position was acquired differs from the specific advice-seeking context, professional network centrality and 

non-work-related trustworthiness may exert distinct effects on non-work-related opinion leadership.  

In addition to the theoretical implications, our findings have direct implications for practice. Marketers often try 

to identify opinion leaders to help promote their products, and these leaders could be identified through either social 

network analysis (SNA; see details below) or by accumulating trust ratings (e.g. ePinion web-of-trust, eBay). Our 

findings highlight the need to distinguish between general network centrality, and trustworthiness in the specific 

domain of influence, and have implications for information systems that automate the process of influence. To 

illustrate this, consider a member of Slashdot
3
, a participatory technology-related news site where members post 

news stories and are rated on the quality on their stories. One‟s reputation in Slashdot is based on the ratings of all 

his/her previous postings. Assume now that a marketer wants to employ this member‟s opinion leadership to 

promote a product, e.g. a firewall software application. Our findings suggest that this marketer may need to 

distinguish between the member‟s overall reputation score, and reputation accumulated in the context of IT security, 

and the person‟s opinion leadership score for the promotion of the firewall software should be calculated as a 

function of the two distinct reputation scores.  

Our results contribute to opinion leadership in different domains. The implications can be extended to opinion 

leadership in online markets since it has been suggested that opinion leaders in traditional and online marketplaces 

share similar characteristics [Lyons & Henderson 2005]. In the domain of new product development and marketing, 

it offers managers insight into the selection of opinion leaders who are effective in influencing consumers‟ 

preferences based on their centrality in a network, independent of the context of influence. A significant issue in 

electronic commerce is that of privacy in online information sharing and disclosure. Research has shown that online 

privacy concerns are associated with a lower willingness to share information [Nov 2007; Nov & Wittal 2009]. 

Since e-commerce is based on the efficiency of contributions, it is important to select opinion leaders or lead users 

who will be motivated to share information, and are confident enough to do so. Centrality has been shown to impact 

the willingness to share information [Wasko & Faraj 2005]. We add to this body of research by highlighting 

centrality and personality characteristics as impacting the willingness to share information.  

 

7. Conclusion 
Prior research has identified two key indicators of opinion leadership - personal characteristics and structural 

position in the network – yet this research has been conducted in context of a one-dimensional social network. In 

this preliminary study, we explored the sources of opinion leadership in a multifaceted setting, revealing the relative 

roles of centrality in the professional network and trustworthiness (i.e. competence and benevolence) in the context 

of influence. This study provides a first step in investigating the sources of opinion leadership that are rooted in 

different social contexts; still, more research in this area is warranted. 

                                                 
3
 http://slashdot.org/  

http://slashdot.org/
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Additionally, our research highlights the relevance of identifying the sources of opinion leadership, which 

holds great potential for electronic commerce. It contributes to the body of research on the relevance of word of 

mouth in influencing decision making. Specifically, in the area of new product innovation and diffusion, opinion 

leaders influence the decision process through positive word of mouth [Goldsmith & Witt 2003]. It is therefore 

worthwhile for marketers to identify such opinion leaders and offer means to effectively diffuse the information 

[Forlani & Parthasarathy 2003]. 

In the future we would like to validate this study‟s findings by conducting a more comprehensive evaluation of 

the proposed model. Specifically, we would like to generalize the findings to other user populations and tasks, 

mixing between professional networks and leisure-related influence. The study used university students as 

participants, and the results as such generalize to this type of professional network. While the school context is a 

valid representation of a professional network, care should be exercised in interpreting our results across other 

professional settings. In addition, our study was conducted in the movie domain; however, the factors affecting 

opinion leadership may differ across various leisure domains. For example, it is possible that for utilitarian tasks 

domain expertise will play a larger role in determining opinion leaders, while in hedonic tasks benevolence will play 

a more central role. Thus, in order to generalize our results, the proposed model needs to be tested in other domains. 

We conclude with a call to practitioners to leverage on findings from theories of opinion leadership. We believe that 

a better understanding of the factors determining one‟s ability to influence has implications for a variety of practices, 

such as marketing, management, and politics. 
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APPENDIX 
 Survey 

 Construct Survey Item 

Model Centrality in the 

Social Network 

[to form the network] How often did you communicate with this 

person 

Degree Centrality 

Closeness Centrality 

Betweenness Centrality 

Competence I feel very confident about this person's competence in movies. 

Overall, this person is proficient in movies 

 In general, this person is very knowledgeable about movies 

Benevolence I believe that this person would act in my best interest. 

If I required help, this person would do his/her best to help me 

This person is interested in my well-being, not just his/her own 

Opinion 

Leadership 

People in this class are influenced by this person‟s opinion on 

movies 

People in Israel are influenced by this person‟s opinions on movies  

Controls Gender [hard data] 

Age [hard data] 

Movie 

Recommendation 

Propensity 

I believe what others tell me regarding movies 

I rely on others when making decisions about what movies to choose 

Trust Propensity I usually trust people unless they give me a reason not to trust them 

My typical approach is to trust new acquaintances unless they prove 

I should not trust them 

Movie Watching 

Behavior 

How many movies have you watched in the past 12 months? 

 

 

 


