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Abstract

Purpose — Buying behaviour can be interpreted as a signal of social identity. For example, individuals may purchase specific cars to indicate their social
status and income, or they may dress in particular ways to show their taste in fashion or their membership in a social group. This paper aims to focus on
the identification of market place influencers in a social identity context, in order to better market products and services to social groups.
Design/methodology/approach — A structural model linking consumers’ individual capital (motivation to influence), social capital (opportunistic use
of social influence), and social leadership ability (persuasive “power”) is introduced. Hypotheses on the interrelations of these factors are proposed and
the model is empirically tested using causal analysis. The survey data were collected in Germany in the context of socially influenced automotive buying
behavior (428 valid questionnaires).

Findings — The proposed model supports significant relations between individual capital and social capital and social leadership ability. The results
suggest which factors (individual and social capital) describe social influencers, helping to identify powerful social influencers in a social identity
context. Different types of social influence leaders and followers are presented and characterized.

Originality/value — This paper offers marketing researchers and practitioners a new integrative approach to target consumers with specific social

identities via social influencers.

Keywords Social influencer, Individual capital, Social capital, Leadership ability, Social identity, Influence, Consumers

Paper type Research paper

An executive summary for managers and executive
readers can be found at the end of this article.

1. Introduction

Identities, especially social identities, can be characterised as
labels that transform over time and across various situations
and that are used by consumers to categorise themselves and
to express who they are in a social context (Reed, 2004; Reed
et al., 2009). For example, individuals may buy specific cars to
indicate their social status and income, or they may dress in
particular ways to show their taste in fashion or their
membership in a social group. Buying behaviour can be
interpreted as a signal of social identity (Douglas and
Isherwood, 1978) and as a marker of consumers’ other
identity-oriented preferences (Solomon, 1988; Solomon and
Assael, 1987). In every phase of life, different resources
(e.g. material, symbolic, and experiential) are used by
consumers to fulfil personal, role, and social identities
(Arnould and Thompson, 2005). In this way, people follow
a fundamental motivation to gain or maintain positive social
identities that contribute to their self-esteem and ego (i.e. the
self-enhancement motive) (Turner, 1982).

Nevertheless, a review of the existing literature on identity
reveals that research into social identity-oriented buying
behaviour is limited. Many studies have shown a strong
connection between belonging to a social group and a
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person’s attitudes and buying decisions (e.g. Forehand and
Deshpande, 2001; Grier and Deshpande, 2001; Jaffe and
Berger, 1988; Jaffe, 1991; Meyers-Levy, 1988), but few
studies have attempted to identify the reasons for this
connection or to conceptualise how people are influenced by
or in their social groups. Existing research on the question of
how firms can target consumers with specific social identities
has concentrated on social network theory, social ties and
their effect on buying patterns (e.g. Money et al., 1998). Little
research has analysed in-groups and their characteristics,
especially the different types of social influencers that act as
role models — and even as leaders — inside social groups and
that affect group (and buying) behaviour. Hence, to gain a
theoretically and empirically founded understanding of social
identity-oriented buying behaviour, it is important to study
the underlying driving forces and individual motivations of
social influencers. This examination has the potential to
further both research and marketing practice and to efficiently
target potential customers from a social group.

The purpose of this paper is to provide an initial conceptual
model of influencers in social groups. In this context, we
define dimensions of individual and social capital as key
drivers of social influencers in a social identity context. Three
sets hypotheses are developed. The first set of hypotheses
arises from the perspective that social influencers possess
certain attributes that distinguish them from others
(individual capital), and the second set of hypotheses arises
from the perspective that influence is tied to social dominance
and power, which enables an individual to affect others within
their group (social capital). The combination of individual
and social capital produces the social leadership that
constitutes the core of social influence and leads to the third
set of hypotheses. Based on the theoretical framework and
associated hypotheses, the potential and value of different
social influencers are explored in an initial research step that
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uncovers three individual, three social, and three leadership
factors that characterise four types of social influencers. A
follow-up cluster analysis shows how social influencers are
embedded in social structures and how they can influence
self-categorisation and customer behaviour in social groups.

2. Construct definition and literature review

2.1 Social identity theory

Global society can be broken down into a wide range of social
categories and social groups. Each individual may be part of
several groups at the same time. To put it more clearly, each
person plays a “role” in society. These roles can be
continuous over one’s lifetime (e.g. father or son) or over a
particular period of time (e.g. student, athlete, employee), or
they may be transitory (e.g. Democrat, environmentalist). A
social category contains social elements that originate from
culture, social networks, social groups and society as a whole.
Every consumer can declare himself or herself a member of
any social category. However, not every social category can, in
fact, be represented by everyone (Kihlstrom, 1992). Of
particular importance are those social categories with a high
level of self-relevance. These self-relevant social categories
form a consumer’s social identity.

“Social identity” can be defined as “the individual’s
knowledge that he [or she] belongs to certain social groups
together with some emotional and value significance to him
[or her] of this group membership“ (Tajfel, 1972).
Accordingly, social identity is “that part of an individual’s
self-concept which derives from his/of his [or her]
membership of a social group (or groups) together with the
value and emotional significance attached to that membership
[or her] knowledge” (Ellemers er al., 2002). Because social
identities are often associated with stable classifications such
as gender or race, Table I provides a comprehensive overview
of foundational research in social identity, showing that the
theory is well founded, based on a transitory understanding of
identity and well connected to consumer behaviour in general.

The topic of salience is a main concept in social identity. A
salient identity “is an identity that is likely to be played out
(activated) frequently across different situations” (Stets and
Burke, 2002). Only if marketers are able to anticipate that a
consumer is self-categorising him- or herself into a certain
social group, they can properly target this consumer. There
are several ways a social identity can be described as “salient”.
For example, “in-groups” may be distinctly different from
“out-groups” (Randel, 2002), especially when these groups
differ in their social status or their position of power (Ashforth
and Mael, 1989; Brewer and Miller, 1984; Vanman and
Miller, 1993). For marketers, social identity salience generally
relates to situations and circumstances when a consumer
associates the features of a product or situation that “draw,
grab, or hold” his or her attention with elements of his or her
social identity or social group (Higgens, 2000).

2.2 Social identity and consumer behaviour

Consumers are often attracted to brands and products that
incorporate features of their social identity (extensive
psychological and marketing-related research has been
conducted on this subject, e.g. Forehand er al, 2002;
Stayman and Deshpande, 1989; Shavitt, 1990; Katz, 1960;
Smith er al., 1956). On one hand, this consumer attraction
can occur because a product or brand represents particular
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personality traits of the consumer (Aaker er al., 2001; Aaker,
1997). On the other hand, the product may deliberately
remind the consumer of his or her ideal position in society or
another social identity related self-image (Belk ez al., 1982).
Research studies have extensively analysed the impact of
social identity on consumer attitudes and beliefs (for example,
in terms of common norms and traits, shared avocations,
similar political affiliations or shared religious beliefs: Deaux
et al., 1995; Kleine er al., 1993; Laverie et al., 2002). A
consumer’s concept of his or her social identity can affect the
way he or she selects purchases, including food items
(O’Guinn and Meyer, 1984; Stayman and Deshpande,
1989; Wallendorf and Reilly, 1983; Wooten, 1995).
Furthermore, social identity can determine how consumers
react to advertising (Forehand and Deshpande, 2001; Grier
and Deshpande, 2001; Jaffe and Berger, 1988; Jaffe, 1991;
Meyers-Levy, 1988) or even how they use media
(Bhattacharya et al., 1995; Saegert et al., 1985). Social
identity may also influence brand loyalty (Deshpande er al.,
1986). People even select their method of collecting
information about particular topics based on their social
identity (Meyers-Levy and Sternthal, 1991). In summary,
literature shows that self-identification with specific social
groups not only helps consumers to relate products with
particular social identities (Kleine ez al., 1993; Shavitt et al.,
1992; Shavitt and Nelson, 2000) but also enables them to
socially categorise other consumers by analysing what they
buy (Baran ez al., 1989).

2.3 Social influence in social groups

The extent to which an individual self is derived from
collective terms can be described as “social identification”
(Ashforth and Mael, 1989; Hogg and Abrams, 1988; Tajfel
and Turner, 1986). Social identification can be defined as the
process in which an individual psychologically consolidates
his or her self with a social group to attribute group-defining
characteristics (Van Knippenberga ez al., 2004; Hogg, 2003;
Sedikides and Brewer, 2001; Turner er al, 1987). An
individual who defines himself or herself as a member of a
specific social group will often assimilate the main
characteristics of the social group, enticing the individual to
take the collective’s interest to heart — also in terms of buying
behaviour. O’Shaughnessy and O’Shaughnessy (2002)
explain that “consumers seek ‘positional’ goods to
demonstrate group membership, to identify themselves and
mark their position” within a social group.

Consumers adapt to social group behavior (in terms of
affective reactions, norms, beliefs, and attitudes) when they
experience a high level of in-group salience (Turner, 1982).
Still some individuals, such as group leaders or social role
models, may even be able to intensify this in-group salience by
influencing in-group behavior (Forehand and Deshpande,
2001; Grier and Deshpande, 2001; Jaffe and Berger, 1988;
Jaffe, 1991; Meyers-Levy, 1988; Deshpande and Stayman,
1994). This can occur directly, such as when a professional
golf player recommends a particular equipment shop to new
members. It can also occur indirectly, such as when a feminist
organisation leader is often seen consuming a certain brand of
soft drink. But who are these highly influential group
members in general? How can they be identified and
directly addressed? What characteristics or attributes do
they have in common?
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Table I Social identity foundational theory — an overview
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Author(s)/year

Title/focus Key concept

Definition

Tajfel, 1972

Tajfel, 1978

Tajfel, 1981

Turner, 1982

Lorenzi-Cioldi and
Doise, 1994

Tajfel and Turner,
1986

Turner, 1982

Andrews, 1991

Taylor and Whittier,
1992

“La categorization sociale [social
categorization]”, In S. Moscovici (Ed.),
Introduction a la psychologie sociale, pp. 272-
302, Paris, Larousse

Social identity

The Social Psychology of Minorities. London: ~ Social identity
Minority Rights Group.

Human Groups and Social Categories: Studies  Social identity
in Social Psychology, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press

“Towards a cognitive redefinition of the Social identity
social group”, In H. Tajfel (Ed.), Social Identity

and Intergroup Relations, pp. 15-40,

Cambridge,: Cambridge University Press.

"Identité sociale et identité personnelle”, Social identity

In R.Y. Bourhis and J.P. Leyens (Eds.),
Stéréotypes, discrimination et relations
intergroupes, pp. 69-96, Liege: Mardaga

"The social identity theory of intergroup
behaviour”, In S. Worschel and W.G. Austin
(Eds.), Psychology of Intergroup Relations,
pp. 7-24, Chicago, IL: Nelson Hall

"Towards a cognitive redefinition of the
social group”, In H. Tajfel (Ed.), Social Identity
and Intergroup Relations, pp. 15-40,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press

Lifetimes of Commitment. Aging, Politics,
Psychology. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press

Group identity

"Collective identity in social movement
communities: Lesbian feminist mobilization”,
In A. Morris and C. McClurg Mueller (Eds.),
Frontiers of Social Movement Theory, pp. 104-
130, New Haven, CT: Yale University Press

Collective identity

Social identity is defined as “the individual’s knowledge that
he belongs to certain social groups together with some
emotional and value significance to him of this group
membership”

Social identity is defined as “that part of an individual’s self-
concept which derives from his of his [or her] membership of
a social group (or groups) together with the value and
emotional significance attached to that membership [or her]
knowledge”

“[...] The assumption is made that, however rich and
complex may be the individuals’ view of themselves in
relation to the surrounding world, social and physical, some
aspects of that view are contributed by the membership of
certain social groups or categories. Some of these
memberships are more salient than others; and some may
vary in salience in time and as a function of social situation”

Social identity theory states that in situations of high in-
group salience, the given cognitions, attributes and
stereotypes of in-groups and out-groups influence how “the
self” is interpreted potentially leading consumers to behave
like the “in-group stereotype” in terms of attitudes, beliefs,
norms, affective reactions, and behaviours

Social identity theory defines the self-concept as a cognitive
structure deriving out of a social categorisation (involving
those characteristics of the self, that are associated with a
social group membership) and a personal identity
(incorporating those elements of the self that are unique to
the person)

In social identity theory, group identification is defined by the
individual's self-identification to a specific social group. The
intensity of identification depends on the distinction
between voluntary and involuntary group membership as
well as on the social context in which the identity is
triggered. For example sex, age, and race are involuntary
group memberships, whereas professions, hobbies, or
religion are voluntary memberships. Identification to
voluntary groups is proposed to be more intense as they are
actively chosen

In the theory complex of social identity a collective identity is
defined as “shared definitions of a group that derive from
members'’common interests and solidarity.” Collective
identity describes social group membership in wider
environment and context, as it incorporates not only one
individual's self-identification with a group but also the
identification of the whole group as a collective

(continued)
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Volume 30 - Number 1 - 2013 - 31-49

Table |
Author(s)/year Title/focus Key concept Definition
Tajfel, 1978 Differentiation Between Social Groups: Social categorisation  Social identity theory proposes that the behaviour of an
Studies in the Social Psychology of Intergroup individual towards a member of a target out-group is
Relations, London: Academic Press determined by a social categorisation process involving
specific stereotypes implied by group membership rather
than by personality traits
Turner, 1982 "Towards a cognitive redefinition of the Social categorisation  Social identity theory proposes that people follow a
social group”, In H. Tajfel (Ed.), Social Identity fundamental motivation to hold up or gain positive social
and Intergroup Relations, pp. 15-40, identities that add to their self-esteem and ego (i.e. self-
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press enhancement motive). In inter-group contexts “[...] the
need for positive social identity motivates a search for, and
the creation and enhancement of, positive distinctiveness for
one's own group in comparison to other groups”
Higgens, 2000 "Social cognition: Learning about what Social identity salience  Social identity salience”can be used to capture the notion
matters in the social world", European that not all of the features of a stimulus receive equal
Journal of Social Psychology, Vol. 30, pp. 3-39 attention at any point in time. The salient features of a
stimulus event are those features that draw, grab, or hold
attention relative to alternative features” social identity
salience generally relates to situations and circumstances
when the features of the self that “draw, grab, or hold” a
consumer’s attention in defining “who they are” are
tangible and can be more or less directly connected to the
membership in a particular social group
Randel, 2002 "|dentity salience: a moderator of the Social identity salience  Under the premise that if there is an unequal ratio of in-
relationship between group gender group members compared out-groups, a social identity
composition and work group conflict”, becomes salient if there are distinctive, visible differences of
Journal of Organizational Behaviour, Vol. 23, the in-group compared to the out-groups
pp. 749-766
Ashforth and Mael,  “Social identity theory and the organization”, Social identity salience A social identity becomes salient, if there is a distinctive
1989 Academy of Management Review, Vol. 14, difference in status and power of the in-group compared to
pp. 20-39 the out-groups
Brewer and Miller, "Beyond the contact hypothesis: theoretical
1984 perspectives on desegregation”, In N. Miller

and M.B. Brewer (Eds.), Groups in Contact:
The Psychology of Desegregation,
pp. 281-302, Orlando, FL: Academic Press

Vanman and Miller,  "Applications of emotion theory and research

1993 to stereotyping and intergroup relations. In
D.M. Mackie and D.L Hamilton (Eds.), Affect,
Cognition and Stereotyping: Interactive
Processes in Group Perception, pp. 297-315,
San Diego, CA: Academic Press

Earley and Laubach, “Creating hybrid team cultures: an empirical

2001 test of transnational team functioning”,
Academy of Management Journal, Vol. 43,
pp. 26-50

Stone and Colella, "A model of factors affecting the treatment of

1996 disabled individuals in organizations”,
Academy of Management Review, Vol. 21,
pp. 352-401

Ashforth and Mael,  “Social identity theory and the organization”,

1989 Academy of Management Review, Vol. 14,
pp. 20-39

Social identity salience

Social identity salience

A social identity becomes salient, if out-group members treat
members of a specific social group differently because of
their social identity

In particular contexts inter-group competition can lead to
situations where a social identity becomes salient

(continued)
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Table |

Volume 30 - Number 1 - 2013 - 31-49

Author(s)/year Title/focus

Key concept

Definition

Turner, 1982 "Towards a cognitive redefinition of the
social group”, In H. Tajfel (Ed.), Social Identity
and Intergroup Relations, pp. 15-40,

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press
Tajfel and Turner, "An integrative theory of intergroup conflict”,
1979 In W.G. Austin and S. Worschel (Eds.), The
Social Psychology of Intergroup Relations,
pp. 33-47, Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.

Ellemers et al., 2002
Psychology, Vol. 53, pp. 161-186

Social context

“Self and social identity”, Annual Review of Social context

If and to what extent a person interprets himself as an
individual or out of his social identity, depends on social
context features like, e.g. the permeability of group
boundaries and the stability and legitimacy of inner group
statuses

“The motivational implications of a particular social identity
are shaped by contextual features [...]" (e.g. risk avoidance,
self-esteem boost, and better distinctiveness) that affect
different facets of social identification (e.g. strength of
identification, self-stereotyping, and affiliation with a group
on an emotional base)

2.4 Identification of social influencers

Several factors have been identified as reasons why specific
“selves” have the ability to influence consumers in a social
group more than others. These factors include source expertise
(Bansal and Voyer, 2000; Gilly er al., 1998), tie strength
(Brown and Reingen, 1987; Frenzen and Nakamoto, 1993),
leadership abilities (Mann, 1959; Stogdill, 1948), demographic
similarity (Brown and Reingen, 1987), reference group
influence (Bearden and Etzel, 1982), and perceptual affinity
(Gilly ez al., 1998). Research studies have shown that certain
types of consumers have a personal predisposition to influence
other consumers (e.g. opinion leaders, market mavens, or
Machiavellians; Feick and Price, 1987; Lazarsfeld ez al., 1944;
Henning and Six, 1977). Reliable and valid measurements
must be developed to identify and to make ideal use of
consumers with a significant level of influence on the behaviour
of others. In previous research, four basic techniques have been
successfully tested: socio-metric techniques, interviews with
key informants, observations, and self-designating techniques
(Jacoby, 1974; Rogers and Cartano, 1962; Weimann, 1994).
Of these methods, self-identification techniques are the most
popular method as they can easily be administered in surveys.
However, the disadvantage of this approach is that individuals
sometimes overestimate their influence on others by evaluating
themselves more positively than others would. Not everyone
who claims to be a leader and source of advice in a social group
can be a convincing social influencer (Stanforth, 1995). To
profile, evaluate, and target different types of social influencers
— specifically, those with a leadership personality, who are
highly involved in their social identity and whose advice is
sought and those with comparably low levels of information
but compensatory influential resources (Kang and Park-Poaps,
2010) — a consumer’s potential to influence must be
subdivided into individual, social, and leadership aspects.

3. Conceptualisation and hypotheses: categories
of social influencers

Identifying consumers with the greatest potential influence in
a social group requires a comprehensive understanding and
management of influence behaviour as well as an in-depth
analysis of its conditions and drivers. For the purposes of this

35

paper, the influence potential of consumers is related to the
consumer’s individual and social capital attributes (Cova ez al.,
2007; Bourdieu, 1989) and leadership abilities.

A consumer’s individual capital derives from an individual’s
knowledge, involvement, and expertise (Phau and Chang-
Chin, 2004). A consumer’s social capital arises from social
dominance gained from specific and sustained relationships
within a social group. When determining a consumer’s
influence value, individual capital addresses the consumer’s
motivation to influence, whereas social capital refers to the
consumer’s opportunistic use of social influence, defined by
the consumer’s independent, self-centred, and calculated use
of his influencing powers. Both individual and social capital
contribute to a social influencer’s leadership abilities, which
illustrate his persuasive “power”. Derived from factors such as
leadership narcissism or personality strengths, leadership in a
social group is a marker of social influence. However, few
studies have attempted to conceptualise and empirically test
the effect of consumers’ individual and social capital and
leadership abilities on their perception of certain products and
services and their associated influence.

3.1 Individual capital dimensions

To identify the common characteristics of marketplace
influencers, research has focused on various socioeconomic
factors that set those influencers apart from other individuals,
such as media habits, individual lifestyles, status, prestige,
values, and traits, specific involvement and knowledge levels
(Anderson, 1962; Black, 1982; Kingdon, 1970; Levy, 1978;
Robinson, 1976). In this paper, we will focus on the following
deduced individual factors: involvement, expertise, and
knowledge and Mavenism. As our conceptual model
proposes, Mavenism functions as a central motivation for
influencing behaviour, whereas involvement and expertise/
knowledge determine the degree and quality of motivation.
The factors, the corresponding literature and the resulting
hypotheses are described as follows.

Expertise and knowledge: As the “ability to perform product
related tasks successfully” (Feick and Higie, 1992), expertise
defines the influence of specific information (e.g. Deutsch and
Gerrard, 1955; Herr et al., 1991; Lascu and Zinkhan, 1999;
Yale and Gilly, 1995). Because expert sources have a greater
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influence on the receiver (e.g. Bone, 1995; Herr ez al., 1991;
Feick and Higie, 1992), expertise and knowledge about a
product category or a social environment are essential
qualifications that define a consumer’s influence potential,
especially in the context of social identity (Troldahl and van
Dam, 1965; Myers and Robertson, 1972). Social influencers
are frequently asked for advice in their area of expertise and
are significantly more influential within their social groups
than others are (Katz and Lazarsfeld, 1955). Experts are
opinion leaders in a product category more often than non-
experts (Jacoby and Hoyer, 1981), and their advice is
considered to be of higher quality than the advice of others
(Gilly et al., 1998). Communicating expertise and/or
knowledge effectively is crucial because the clarity of a
message plays a vital role in the process and outcome of social
influence (Gatignon and Robertson, 1991). Regarding
Mavenism, expertise, and knowledge contribute to the
ability to help others with vital information and constitute
the basis for substantial advice. This leads us to our first
hypothesis:

HI. The level of expertise and knowledge in a specific area
of interest significantly influences Mavenism through a
consumer’s motivation to influence other group
members.

Involvement: The context of specific product categories also
seems to affect influencing behaviour in social groups (Kim,
2005). Research studies have shown that the level of
involvement in a specific area of interest not only affects the
motivation to disseminate information about a “product” but
also lowers the cognitive costs related to processing new
information, allowing for the better and faster accumulation
of knowledge over time (Bloch and Richins, 1983). The
energising characteristics of involvement in the context of
social identity generate Mavenism. Therefore, we hypothesise
the following:

H2. The degree of involvement within a particular product
class or category is a basic driver of social influence and
will positively impact Mavenism as an individual’s
motivation and ability to influence others.

Mavenism: Consumers who are defined by an individual
predisposition to propagate knowledge and opinions (specific
or general knowledge/expertise in products, purchase
situations and other market-related matters) to fellow
consumers are described as market mavens or opinion
leaders (Feick and Price, 1987; Lazarsfeld er al, 1944;
Kotler and Zaltman, 1976; Kassarjian, 1981; Slama and
Tashchian, 1985). In a marketplace environment, the so-
called maven is a trusted person who is known as an expert in
a specific area of interest or a product category, helping
consumers to reduce their perceived risks in decision-making
processes (Wiedmann ez al., 2001; Walsh ez al., 2004). In a
social identity context, Mavenism is the primary individual
capital that helps consumers act as influencers. Moreover,
Mavenism acts as a motivational source to use of one’s
knowledge to achieve social power and social dominance.
Consequently, we hypothesise the following:

H3. Mavenism has a significant positive effect on
Machiavellianism because knowledge and
involvement combined with the ability to provide
valuable advice motivate a social influencer to use his
expertise to achieve social dominance.

36
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3.2 Social capital dimensions

Whereas the first group of factors refers to characteristics of
individual capital that enable an influencer to affect others,
the second group shows that social capital plays a vital role in
explaining social influencing behaviour. To measure social
capital, it is useful to deduct the sources of social capital by
defining three factors: ego drive, independence and
Machiavellianism. The next section presents a brief
description of these factors and their corresponding
hypotheses.

Ego drive: Ego drive is characterised by receiving personal
enjoyment from persuading another consumer to act in a
certain way (Greenberg and Greenberg, 1983). Ego-driven
individuals receive a deep feeling of satisfaction when they are
able to deliberately change other consumers’ point of view.
Ego-driven consumers constantly attempt to assert and affirm
their sense of self. Therefore, research studies suggest that the
ego drive can be triggered by exhibiting connoisseurship,
suggesting a pioneering spirit, demonstrating insider
information, connoting status, evangelising, and asserting
superiority (Dichter, 1966). In our social identity context, ego
drive not only supports but also encourages consumers to act
as social influencers. Because ego-driven social influencers
persuade other consumers for the sake of their own ego, ego
drive is a main driver of Machiavellianism, as the essence of
social dominance. This effect leads us to the following
hypothesis:

H4. Ego drive acts as a main driving force for consumers to
persuade others and thereby significantly affects
Machiavellianism as the ability to opportunistically
use one’s influencing capabilities.

Independence: In this research context, independence is
defined as a condition in which an individual is able to use
his mind and body, regardless of social constraints or
conscience. Independence is an element of authoritarianism
(Oesterreich, 1998; Ogawa, 1981; Oesterreich, 1974; Adorno
et al., 1964) that enables a person to act on his authority
without hesitation or questioning his conscience. Regarding
social influencers, independence acts as a measure of a
consumer’s conviction to influence. The more independent an
individual is, the more he can opportunistically use his
influencing powers. Thus, we propose the following
hypothesis:

HS5. Independence determines the level of social risks a
consumer is willing to take and acts as a driving force
of Machiavellianism, as the ability to opportunistically
use one’s influencing capabilities.

Machiavellianism: Machiavellian personalities can be defined
as opportunistic power seekers with self-centred attitudes
towards other people and the world (Christie and Geis,
1970). Machiavellians search for power and leadership and
act in their own interest. When they persuade others, they
mostly do so wisely and always in the context of a bigger
picture (Dahl, 1957; Mayer and Greenberg, 1964). However,
Machiavellians do not only enjoy influencing the minds and
actions of others; they also follow an inner drive. In an
attempt to constantly prove their positions as pioneers and
leaders, they must constantly affect and persuade others
(Weigel ez al., 1999). Machiavellians in social groups embody
social influence and leadership capabilities as they receive
satisfaction and self-assurance from others following them
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(Dichter, 1966; Gatignon and Robertson,
Consequently, we propose the following hypothesis:

1986).

H6. Machiavellianism has a significant positive effect on
social leadership because ego-drive combined with
independence and the conviction to achieve social
dominance enables a social influencer to wuse his
abilities effectively.

3.3 Social leadership

While individual capital and social capital describe the
personal motivation and social competence to influence,
social leadership constitutes the core ability to persuade
others in a social group. To measure social leadership, we rely
on three factors: personality strength, leadership narcissism
and leadership ability. A brief description of these factors and
their corresponding hypotheses are presented in the following
sections.

Personaliry strength: Personality strength is a central trait of
individuals; it is a mirror of their confidence in leadership
roles, their talent for forming others’ opinions, and their self-
perceived influence on social and political outcomes.
Consumers with high personality strength achieve higher
levels of satisfaction in life and are generally more integrated
into their communities (Scheufele, 1999). Personality
strength is positively related to a person’s engagement in
social activities, and it has been shown that people with high
personality strength engage in larger social networks and talk
to others more often (Schenk and Rdéssler, 1997). Due to their
larger networks and integration into larger communities,
consumers with high personality strength frequently meet new
people, speak at meetings, participate actively in discussions,
and take part in social events (Weimann, 1994; Noelle-
Neumann, 1985). In the context of this research, personality
strength enables social influencers to affect and persuade
others by indirectly leading them. Therefore, we propose the
following hypothesis:

H7. High personality strength is a basic driver of leadership
because it gives social influencers confidence in the
process of persuading others.

Leadership narcissism: In general, leadership narcissism is seen
as the excessive belief in one’s own abilities and/or
attractiveness to others. Leadership narcissism, as defined in
this research, is derived from the concept of the narcissist
personality (Raskin and Terry, 1988). This healthy
characterisation of individuals who are often portrayed as
self-centred and conceited (Ames et al, 2006) fits our
conceptual model because social influencers require an
overwhelming sense of self-confidence to overcome
objections or resistance against their attempts to influence
other group members. Therefore, we hypothesise the
following:

HS8. Narcissism is a basic driver of leadership because an
excessive belief in one’s own attractiveness helps social
influencers to reassure themselves and to overcome
apparent doubts.

Leadership abiliry: In our conceptual model, acclaiming social
leadership is a central goal of social influence. Social influence
is conclusively identified only if an influential consumer can
lead his social group directly or indirectly towards a specific
stereotype or buying behaviour. Leadership in social groups
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can therefore be defined as the process of forming and
organising a group of people to achieve a common goal
through the power of social influence. As we search for the
leadership of a social influencer, we refer to the persuasive
abilities derived from the concept of narcissistic leadership
(Raskin and Terry, 1988). In contrast to common examples of
leaders, such as a company’s CEO, leadership in social groups
requires no formal authority (Mann, 1959; Stogdill, 1948).
Consistent with our conceptual model, research studies have
shown that leadership can evolve from various factors, such as
personal traits (Arvey er al., 2006), situational circumstances
(Kenny and Zaccaro, 1983), visions and values, charisma, and
intelligence (Judge et al., 2002).

Based on our theoretical analysis, Figure 1 shows the
conceptual model we propose to explore the key drivers of
social influence in social groups and the set of individual,
social, and leadership characteristics that constitute the ideal
social influencer.

4. Methodology

4.1 Measurement instrument

To measure the antecedents and behavioural outcomes of
individual and social capital in the context of our conceptual
model, we used existing and tested measures, as shown in
Table II.

All items were rated on five-point Likert scales
(1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree) and specified
to a product-specific context. For the purposes of our study,
the context of automotive marketing was chosen. More than
any other product, automobiles are a mirror of society and
social identity. Material possessions, such as automobiles,
symbolise and communicate not only personal qualities but
also group membership, social status, and social position
(Dittmar, 1992; O’Cass and McEwen, 2004), qualities that
can be seen by other consumers as distinctive expressions of
social identity (McCracken, 1989; Wattanasuwan, 2005).
Therefore, this research context is ideal for analysing the
individual and social drivers of market influencers in the
context of social identity. The automotive market is
appropriate for conclusions regarding socially embedded
car-buying behaviour and a wide range of high-involvement
goods. The first version of our questionnaire was face-
validated using exploratory and expert interviews to check the
length and layout of the questionnaire and the quality of the
items.

4.2 Sample and data collection

To investigate the research model, an internet survey with a
snowball sampling method was developed in Germany. This
survey used an Internet form sent to selected web pages and
personalised e-mails to private customers with an invitation to
contribute to the survey. In April 2011, a total of 428 valid
questionnaires were received. The sample characteristics are
described in Table III.

Regarding gender distribution, 55.4 per cent of the
respondents were male and 44.6 per cent were female. In
terms of age, 36.9 per cent of the participants were between
26 and 35 years of age, with 35.6 years as the mean age. With
regard to educational level and occupational status, 75.2 per
cent of the sample had received a university entrance diploma
or a university degree, and 60.7 per cent of the sample were
employed full time. Regarding the automotive context, 88.2
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Figure 1 Conceptual model
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Table Il The questionnaire scales

Individual Capital
Product-specific involvement
Expertise and knowledge
Market Mavenism

Zaichkowsky, 1985
Sambandam and Lord, 1995
Feick and Price, 1987

Social capital

Empathy and ego drive
Independence
Machiavellianism

Schiemann and van Gundy, 2000
Oesterreich, 1998
Henning and Six, 1977

Social leadership
Personality strength
Leadership Narcissism
Leadership ability

Noelle-Neumann, 1983
Raskin and Terry, 1988
Raskin and Terry, 1988

per cent of the respondents owned a car and drove it on a
regular basis. Although this is not a representative sample, the
convenience sample used in this study is an appropriate basis
for the empirical investigation of our conceptual model.

5. Results and discussion

SPSS 17.0 and SmartPLS 2.0 were used to analyse the data.
To assess common method variance, following Podsakoff ez al.
(2003), we used Harman’s (1976) one-factor test to
determine whether a single factor accounted for most of the
covariance in the relationships between the independent and
dependent variables. A principal component factor analysis
with varimax rotation revealed a nine-factor structure with no
general factor present (the first factor accounted for 23 per
cent of the variance). Thus, no single factor accounted for a
majority of the covariance in the variables, so the common
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method variance was unlikely to present a significant problem
in our study. The results of the measurement of the
constructs, the test of our hypotheses, and the cluster
segments of market influencers in a social identity context are
described in the following.

5.1 Measurement of constructs

For a reliable and valid measurement of the latent variables,
we used several criteria to assess our measurement models,
following the suggestions of Chin (1998). For all factors, our
results show sufficiently high factor loadings, with 0.606 as
the smallest loading. Additionally, the average variance
extracted (AVE), the reliability tests (Cronbach’s alpha,
indicator reliability, factor reliability), and the discriminant
validity (Fornell-Larcker criterion) revealed satisfactory
results, as shown in Table IV.

5.2 Evaluation of structural relations

To test our hypotheses, we conducted a PLS path modelling
analysis with case-wise replacement and a bootstrapping
procedure (individual sign changes; 428 cases and 1,000
samples). As shown in Figure 2 and Table V, the assessment
of the aggregate PLS path coefficients in the inner model
results in statistically significant relations (p < 0.01).

The latent variables Product-specific Involvement and
Expertise & Knowledge reveal a positive and significant
relationship to the latent variable Market Mavenism,
providing full support for HI and H2. In H4 and HS5, we
postulate that Ego Drive and Independence have a positive
effect on Machiavellianism. Our results show that the
postulated effects are significant and strongly positive, so H4
and HS5 receive full support. The same holds for H7 and HS,
indicating that Personality Strength and Leadership
Narcissism are significant drivers of Leadership Ability.
Regarding H3 and H6, we analysed the impact of Market
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Table Il Demographic profile of the sample

Variable n %
Age (yrs)
18-25 97 22.7
26-35 158 36.9
36-45 84 19.6
46-55 53 12.4
56-99 31 7.2
Gender
Male 237 55.4
Female 191 44.6
Marital status
Single 244 57.0
Married 146 34.1
Widowed 4 1.0
Divorced 31 7.3
Education
Lower secondary school 16 3.7
Intermediate secondary school 87 20.3
University entrance diploma 126 294
University degree 196 45.8
Occupation
Full time 260 60.7
Part time 44 10.3
Pensioner/retiree 9 2.1
Housewife/husband 9 2.1
Job training 3 0.7
Student 93 21.7
Seeking work 6 14
Income
> €500 12 2.8
€500-999 55 12.9
€1,000-1,999 69 16.1
€2,000-2,999 106 24.8
€3,000-3,999 74 17.2
€4,000-4,999 40 9.3
< €5,000 43 10.0

Mavenism on Machiavellianism and the effect of
Machiavellianism on Leadership Ability. The results provide
full support for H3 and H6; the causal relations between
Market Mavenism and Machiavellianism and between
Machiavellianism and Leadership Ability are positive and
significant. With reference to the evaluation of our inner
model (see Table VI), the coefficients of the determination of
the endogenous latent variables (R-square) reveal high values
at 0.807, 0.637 and 0.656. Moreover, Stone-Geisser’s Q-
square (Stone, 1974; Geisser, 1975) yielded a value higher
than zero for the endogenous latent variables, suggesting the
predictive relevance of the explanatory variables.

In summary, referring to our initial hypotheses, the
assessment of the measurement models and the structural
relations support the proposed causal relations between
individual motivation and the social drive to act as a
marketplace influencer and the resulting leadership qualities.
To develop appropriate market strategies aimed at different
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types of social influence leaders and followers, in a next step,
we used cluster analysis in conjunction with discriminant
analysis.

5.3 Cluster analysis: types of social influence leaders
and followers

To conduct the cluster analysis, the factor scores for each
respondent were saved. In our analysis, we used a
combination of Ward’s method of minimum variance and
non-hierarchical k-means clustering. The results strongly
suggested the presence of four clusters. With regard to
classification accuracy, we also used discriminant analysis to
check the cluster groupings once the clusters were identified;
96.3 per cent of the cases were assigned to their correct
groups, validating the results of cluster analysis for the useful
classification of consumer subgroups based on the factors
included in the model. To develop a profile of each market
segment, more detailed information was obtained by
examining the factor scores cross-tabulated by cluster
segment, as presented in Table VII.

Comparisons among the four clusters were conducted on a
variety of descriptive variables, including demographic and
socioeconomic characteristics. Based on the variables from
which they were derived, the four clusters were labelled as
follows:

Cluster 1: The Occasional Influencers, with a mean age of 35.0
years, form 24.3 per cent of the sample, with 35.7 per cent
male and 64.3 per cent female respondents and a middle
income level. Referring to our study context, 78.8 per cent
state that they possess a car (mostly Ford or Volkswagen) and
drive it on a regular basis. To them, the most important
criteria when buying a car are its reliability and safety. Taken
as a whole, this segment does not seem to be greatly excited
about cars; the mean scores for Product-specific Involvement,
Expertise and Knowledge and Mavenism are the lowest of all
clusters, indicating that the given automotive context does not
motivate these respondents to engage in related conversation.
Typical consumers in this cluster can be considered more as
social followers than leaders, as evidenced by the lowest
ratings for Ego Drive, Independence, and Machiavellianism.
Although they do not perceive themselves as socially social
dominant, they show medium ratings for Personality
Strength, Leadership Narcissism, and Leadership Ability,
which are not connected to the given product context in our
study but might be relevant in another product category.

Cluster 2: The Narrative Experts, with a mean age of 31.6
years, form 43.0 per cent of the sample, with 69.9 per cent
male and 30.1 per cent female respondents with low to
medium income. Overall, 89.5 per cent of the respondents in
this group state that they possess a car and drive it on a
regular basis; the most important criteria when buying a car
are its reliability and its price-quality relation. With reference
to car brand (a wide spectrum from Audi, BMW, Mercedes,
and Volkswagen to Ford), this group shows the second-
highest mean scores for brand identification, willingness to
choose the same brand again and to recommend the brand to
others. Considering the factors included in our model, this
group shows medium ratings for all clusters. Specifically, they
are more interested in cars than clusters 1 and 4, have higher
ratings for Expertise & Knowledge and consider themselves
market mavens in the automotive context. The factor with the
highest mean scores in this group is Ego Drive, with the
second-highest rating of all groups in leadership qualities. In
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Fornell-Larcker

Cronbach’s  Factor Composite criterion
Factor Alpha loadings  t-value reliability AVE (AVE > Corr?)
Individual capital
F1 Product-specific involvement
Unimportant — important 0.932 0.899 115.674 0.947 0.748 0.748 > 0.643
Boring — interesting 0.904 118.621
Mundane - fascinating 0.908 143.363
Means nothing — means a lot to me 0.810 52.812
Irrelevant — relevant 0.796 49.497
Uninvolving - involving 0.862 88.848
F2 Expertise and knowledge
A car brand reflects the driver’s ability 0.908 0.688 28.470 0.928 0.684 0.684 > 0.596
My car is a reflection of my social status 0.821 61.575
To me, a car is an expression of the owner's personality 0.845 69.885
To be able to drive an attractive car is worth the extra costs 0.842 60.588
Compared to the average person, | know a lot about cars 0.865 75.755
My friends consider me an expert on cars 0.888 121.356
F3 Market Mavenism
In general, my friends and | talk very often about cars 0.982 0.865 78.666 0.984 0.826 0.826 > 0.768
If | talk to friends about cars, | provide most of the information 0.894 90.135
| have talked with various people about cars and car brands 0.822 52.681
during the last six months
My friends often ask my advice about cars 0.944 162.692
In a discussion of financial services, | usually convince my friends 0.934 166.894
of my ideas
| feel that | am regarded by my friends as a good source of advice 0.946 190.529
and/or information about cars
I like to introduce new car models to my friends 0.944 194.320
I like to help people by providing them with information about 0.937 153.272
cars and car brands
People often ask me for information to get the best deal on cars 0.932 156.107
If someone asked me where to get the best deal on cars, | could 0.895 87.070
tell the person where to purchase them
My friends think of me as a good source of information for cars 0.949 219.586
and car brands
| like to share my car knowledge with other people 0.871 75.650
Think about a person who has information about a variety of car 0.871 79.769
models and car brands and likes to share this information with
others. This person knows a lot about cars but does not necessarily
feel that he or she is an expert on one particular model. How
strongly would you agree that this description fits you?
Social capital
F4 Ego-drive
I do not get emotionally involved with friends’ problems 0.869 0.831 68.461 0.901 0.546 0.546 > 0.403
I do not get upset because a friend is troubled 0.861 86.286
When a friend starts to talk about his or her problems, | try to 0.821 62.413
steer the conversation to something else
I do not feel very sorry for other people when they are having 0.605 23.543
problems
Other people’s sorrows usually do not disturb me 0.862 74.851
I have never felt so close to someone else’s difficulties that they 0.662 27.790
seemed as if they were my own
| feel that other people ought to take care of their problems 0.775 63.023
themselves

(continued)
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Table IV
Fornell-Larcker
Cronbach’s  Factor Composite criterion
Factor Alpha loadings  t-value reliability AVE (AVE > Corr?)
F5 Independence
Freedom primarily means freedom from social and state 0.739 0.763 40.555 0.836 0.560 0.560 > 0.320
compulsion
People without firm principles are at the mercy of manipulation 0.716 35.372
from others
Our society prevents the satisfaction of important human needs 0.735 30.962
Individuals should obey only those state restrictions of freedom 0.778 43.677
that they consider justified
F6 Machiavellianism
The best way to handle people is to tell them what they wantto  0.950 0.606 21.238 0.957 0.615 0.615 > 0.549
hear
It is not as important how one wins but that one wins 0.844 77.581
Modesty is not only unprofitable, it is also disadvantageous 0.756 43.141
It is every man for himself 0.738 40.930
One should adhere to a good policy as long as possible but 0.611 28.241
should not be afraid of a bad one if necessary
To succeed with a good idea, it is not important which means one 0.832 56.456
uses
Never tell anyone the real reason you did something unless it is 0.855 73.341
useful to do so
A person who lets himself be exploited by others without 0.807 57.088
noticing it does not deserve sympathy
One can only reach ambitious goals if one is willing to break 0.656 28.762
some rules
One can break a promise safely if one gets reasonable benefits 0.874 85.971
from it
One should choose one’s acquaintances by their usefulness 0.881 108.590
It is mostly favourable to keep one’s own intentions to oneself 0.751 45.115
A person who helps others to advance in their careers breaks his 0.856 80.975
own back
One must judge people’s actions by their success 0.835 75.361
Social leadership
F7 Personality strength
I usually count on being successful in everything | do 0.900 0.663 26.174 0.919 0.558 0.558 > 0.425
I am rarely unsure about how I should behave 0.664 29.739
I like to assume responsibility 0.813 56.023
I often notice that | serve as a model for others 0.791 45.621
| enjoy convincing others of my opinions 0.758 44.988
| am good at getting what | want 0.829 68.882
| am often a step ahead of others 0.778 50.759
| often give others advice and suggestions 0.645 23.993
I like to take the lead when a group does things together 0.755 44.232
F8 Leadership narcissism
I like to be the centre of attention 0.817 0.874 86.840 0.872 0.581 0.581 > 0.512
| am an extraordinary person 0.732 30.772
I will usually show off if | get the chance 0.854 76.947
I like to be complimented 0.559 18.218
I like to look at myself in the mirror 0.752 38.126
F9 Leadership ability
I know that | am good because everyone keeps telling me so 0.873 0.724 35.096 0.905 0.615 0.615 > 0.512
I see myself as a good leader 0.848 71.051
| have a natural talent for influencing people 0.804 54.048
I like to take responsibility for making decisions 0.673 27314
| would prefer to be a leader 0.863 90.205
| am more capable than other people 0.777 43.753
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Figure 2 Empirical model
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Table V Evaluation of the measurement models

Exogenous LV — Endogenous LV Original sample Sample mean Standard deviation Standard error t-statistics
H1. Product-specific Involvement — Market Mavenism 0.311 0.310 0.025 0.025 12.569
H2. Expertise and Knowledge — Market Mavenism 0.637 0.637 0.022 0.022 28.860
H3. Market Mavenism — Machiavellianism 0.422 0.420 0.027 0.027 15.706
H4. Ego Drive — Machiavellianism 0.305 0.306 0.022 0.022 14.068
H5. Independence — Machiavellianism 0.259 0.260 0.023 0.023 11.455
H6. Machiavellianism — Leadership Ability 0.194 0.193 0.027 0.027 7.195
H7. Personality Strength — Leadership Ability 0.384 0.386 0.028 0.028 13.540
H8. Leadership Narcissism — Leadership Ability 0.411 0.412 0.031 0.031 13.346
Table VI Evaluation of the inner model and 1.9 per cent female respondents and the highest income
level of all groups. All of these respondents state that the
Endogenous LV R Q’ possess a caf anc11) drive it on a regulzI:r basis. Members in thissl
Market Mavenism 0.807 0.255 cluster are significantly more likely to drive a sports car, a
Machiavellianism 0.637 0.180 convertible or a SUV from BMW, Mercedes, Audi or even
Leadership Ability 0.656 0.255 luxury cars, such as Porsche. To these consumers, the most

comparison to cluster 3, the most important reason to lead
others is not the drive for social dominance but the individual
expertise and knowledge in a certain product category.
Cluster 3: The Social Leaders, with a mean age of 41.8 years,
comprise 13.1 per cent of the sample, with 98.1 per cent male
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important criteria when buying a car are its comfort and
driving enjoyment. They are less likely than all other clusters
to purchase pre-owned cars, and they are more loyal than
others to a brand; they drive a car for five to ten years and
would choose the same brand again. Significantly more than
members of all other groups, the members in this cluster state
that they fully identify with their car brand and would
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Table VII Cluster means
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Factor Means

Factor Means

Factor Means Factor Means

Cluster 1 Cluster 2 Cluster 3 Cluster 4 F Sig

n 104 184 56 84

Product-specific involvement —0.951 0.214 1.455 —0.260 160.174 0.000
Expertise and knowledge —0.836 0.154 1.883 —0.558 340.609 0.000
Market mavenism —0.862 0.157 1.924 —0.560 400.293 0.000
Ego drive -0.717 0.319 1.208 —0.616 108.685 0.000
Independence —0.650 —0.080 1.487 —0.010 92.675 0.000
Machiavellianism —0.601 —0.066 2.050 —0.478 308.700 0.000
Personality strength 0.186 0.161 1.098 -1.315 151.945 0.000
Leadership harcissism —0.191 0.050 1.601 —0.941 153.225 0.000
Leadership ability —0.098 0.161 1.508 —1.237 223.622 0.000

recommend it to friends and family members. With reference
to the factors included in our model, this segment shows
significantly higher ratings on all aspects. The highest mean
rating of all factors is on Machiavellianism and Market
Mavenism, followed by Expertise and Knowledge, Leadership
Narcissism, and Leadership Ability. In sum, typical
consumers in this cluster have the individual motivation and
expertise to engage in car-related conversation and the social
dominance that drives them to lead this conversation, which is
reflected in their leadership qualities. Given the significantly
high ratings for all aspects, this group is not only a context-
driven social leader (in the automotive context) but socially
dominant on a general basis.

Cluster 4: The Social Followers, with a mean age of 35.9 years,
comprise 19.6 per cent of the sample, with 36.6 per cent male
and 64.4 per cent female respondents with middle income. In
this cluster, 90.7 per cent state that they possess a car and
drive it on a regular basis. They drive rather small cars from
Ford and Volkswagen, and their most important criterion is
car safety. In comparison to the other clusters, this group is
less likely to identify with the car brand, less likely to choose it
again and less likely to recommend this brand to others.
Taken as a whole, similar to the cluster means of the first
cluster group, all factors included in the model show low
ratings. Whereas cluster 1 has the lowest ratings for the
automotive context, this group has the lowest ratings for
leadership qualities: The mean scores for Personality
Strength, Leadership Narcissism, and Leadership Ability are
the lowest of all groups. Respondents in this group do not
perceive themselves as socially dominant or as social leaders,
regardless of the given product context.

From a research and managerial perspective, the results of
our empirical study, which reveal important motivational
drivers and different types of social influence leaders and
followers, are useful for further research and business
practice.

6. Managerial implications and further research

The purpose of this paper was to examine social influence
drivers based on individual motivation, the degree of social
dominance and related leadership qualities to gain a better
understanding of the driving forces behind different types of
social leaders and followers. A better understanding of the key
drivers of social influence and social identification in a specific
product context is valuable for both marketing researchers
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and marketers. Especially when consumers are confronted
with an increasingly complex variety of products, the social
identification aspect of products provides consumers with a
feeling of belonging and well-being. Related to the desire to
belong to a certain group, consumers tend to define
themselves in terms of a group to which they feel strongly
connected and to adopt shared attitudes and (consumption)
behaviours. Thus, consumers’ individual product choices and
usage are often influenced by concerns about what relevant
others in their social network might think of them or how
others might act towards them (Miniard and Cohen, 1983).
Defined as “the tendency to learn about products and services
by observing others or seeking information from others”
(Bearden et al., 1989), the individual susceptibility to social
influence and the willingness to actively engage in the search
for information about socially approved products are
important drivers of consumption.

In our comprehensive conceptual model, we suggest that
individual and social capital dimensions form the basis of
leadership qualities and social influence in a social identity
context. Based on our empirical results, significant causal
relations can be identified between the key individual and
social drivers of an individual’s ability and willingness to
influence others in his/her social network. A cluster approach
revealed four types of social influence leaders or followers that
can be distinguished according to their perception of the
suggested aspects of individual motivation, social dominance,
and leadership ability. Although our results are only initial
empirical suggestions, they are useful for further exploration
in research and implementation in managerial practice. In
future analyses, analytical techniques or PLS typological
alternatives may provide further differentiated path modelling
results that allow for more precise interpretation and the
identification of differences in path coefficients across the
subgroups of social influence leaders and followers.
Furthermore, the perceived relevance and perceptions of the
individual and social drivers of interpersonal influence may
vary in different product contexts. Hence, a longitudinal
study should compare the causal relationship between
individual motivation, the degree of social dominance and
the leadership abilities of consumers over time and with
reference to different products and social situations
(i.e. business vs. leisure time). Additionally, a focus on
culture-specific issues might enhance the conceptualisation,
measurement, and management of the phenomenon of social
identification and social influence.
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For marketing managers, our study may form the basis of a
structured understanding of social influence and identification.
Our results provide strong evidence that consumers’ individual
motivation, social dominance, and leadership ability are
important drivers, and these results provide an appropriate
basis to distinguish between social influence leaders and
followers. A comprehensive business approach dedicated to the
activation and management of a successful social network
marketing campaign includes the identification of those
consumers who have the knowledge, ability, and motivation
to lead others as well as the access to potential followers in their
social environment. In the current context, when consumers
tend to rely on interpersonal communication more than on
traditional marketing activities and when Facebook has become
the ubiquitous form of social identification on a global level, a
better understanding of the reasons consumers identify
themselves on the basis of shared consumption behaviours
and actively engage in product-related recommendation
activities is crucial for a company’s lasting success.
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Executive summary and implications for
managers and executives

This summary has been provided to allow managers and executives
a rapid appreciation of the content of this article. Those with a
particular interest in the topic covered may then read the article in
toto o take advantage of the more comprehensive description of the
research undertaken and its results to get the full benefits of the
material present.

Wider society constitutes a significant number of different
social categories or groups. Instead of a single role, each
individual typically belongs to several groups simultaneously.
Certain roles including family ones are permanent, while
others are performed during a certain time of life. Student or
work-based roles are examples of this. Some are more
ephemeral in nature and could include pressure group or
political involvement. Social groups that are highly self-
relevant are regarded as especially important.

With regard to social identity, some analysts note the
concept of salience. This refers to an identity which remains
significant across different situations. The notion of “in-
groups” and “out-groups” is cited to illustrate how salience
functions. Salience also relates to instances where product or
situation features closely align with elements of a particular
social identity or group.

Plenty research indicates a tendency for consumers to
prefer brands and products which closely reflect certain
personality traits or aspects of their social identity. Social
identity perceptions of a consumer can impact on purchases
made, response to advertising, how media is used and brand
loyalty. It is also common for people to socially classify other
individuals based on what they buy.

The term “social identification” is used to explain how an
individual will absorb key traits of the social group he or she is
a member of. This bond influences to an extent that the
person acts in the best interests of the whole and this is
reflected through their purchase activities. When in-group
salience is high, it is usual for consumers to adjust their
behaviors according to social group norms.

Of particular interest are prominent individuals who serve
as leaders or role models within the group. They can exert
considerable direct or indirect influence on group behavior
and heighten in-group salience as a result. From a marketing
perspective, it could prove beneficial to identify these
influential members and their key characteristics. Among
the various reasons forwarded as to why such people can be
influential are “source expertise”, strength of group ties,
ability to lead, similarity of demographic profile and influence
within the specific reference group. Also, some people are
naturally predisposed to manipulate others.

Langner ez al. aim to address this question by identifying
which factors drive influence within a social group context.
Based on earlier studies, it is assumed that ability to influence
is determined by various individual, social and leadership
attributes. Individual factors are labeled:

*  Expertise and knowledge. People are influenced more by
sources with greater knowledge of issues like a product
category or social environment. These individuals are
often opinion leaders and their advice is valued because of
its perceived quality;
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*  Involvement. Those who are more involved in a certain
area possess higher motivation to distribute information
pertaining to it; and

*  Mavensim. These are seen as trusted individuals inclined
to offer opinion and knowledge and known to help others.
However, the actions of such market mavens or opinion
leaders are often motivated by a desire for social power.
Expertise and knowledge are considered as defining
features of mavenism.

The authors identify social capital dimensions as:

* Ego Drive. The rationale here is that some people gain
personal satisfaction from persuading others to behave in
a certain way. This trait helps to “assert and affirm” their
self concept and the role of social influencer is therefore
highly appealing;

*  Independence. Social influence provides an opportunity for
independent people to express what researchers consider a
show of authoritarianism. The higher this trait, the more
likely that influencing powers will be used; and

*  Machiavellianism. Self-centeredness and a desire for power
mark those with this personality type. Such individuals
serve their own interests and seek to continually influence
others in order to demonstrate their leadership position.
When others follow their lead, “satisfaction” and “self-
assurance” is heightened.

Social leadership reflects the aptitude to influence others

within a social group and is determined by the factors:

*  Personaliry strength. Confidence in their ability to lead
combined with self-perceived influence on social
outcomes is relevant here. A strong personality also
inspires confidence to meet new people and speak at
meetings and social events;

*  Leadership narcissism. This reflects a person’s “excessive
belief” in their own abilities and such individuals can be
characterized as “self-centered and conceited”. Having
strong self-confidence is necessary to overcome any
opposition to their attempts to influence; and

*  Leadership abiliry. In a social group setting, leaders do not
need “formal authority” and leadership instead often
emerges through personal qualities like charm and
intelligence through principles, vision and situational
factors.

The impact of these factors and relationships between them
are investigated using an online survey involving 428 subjects.
Males accounted for 55.4 percent of the total sample and
mean age of respondents was 35.6 years. Automobile
marketing was chosen for the study context because of the
product’s symbolic function and connection with status and
social identity. Data revealed that 88.2 percent of respondents
owned a car and drove regularly.

Analysis confirmed the significance of the individual, social
and leadership characteristics and relationships between
them. Further scrutiny of data enabled Langner et al. to
sort participants into four different clusters they respectively
described as:

*  Occasional influencers. Accounting for 24.3 percent of the
sample, these middle-income consumers were 35 years-
old on average and 35.7 percent were males. Reliability
and safety are most important criteria for car buying.
Medium and low ratings for all factors indicate lack of
interest in cars and conversation surrounding them. The
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role of social followers rather than leaders is deemed more
likely;

* Narrative experts. Reliability and quality-price balance are
driving factors behind car buying for consumers who
make up 43 percent of the sample. Consumers enjoy low
to middle incomes and 69.9 percent are male. They
demonstrate an interest in cars and regard themselves as
market mavens. Desire to lead others is motivated by
having expertise and knowledge;

*  Social leaders. Average age of 41.8 years and 13.1 percent
of the sample. Highest earners and 98.1 percent male.
These subjects have a passion for prestige models, with
comfort and driving enjoyment mattering most. They
identify with brands and show loyalty. Expertise motivates
conversation among individuals who show leadership
qualities and a general inclination to be socially dominant;
and

*  Social followers. Comprising 19.6 percent of the total,
males account for 36.6 percent of these middle income
subjects who have a mean age of 35.9 years. Car safety is
paramount for such customers, who prefer small cars.

Volume 30 - Number 1 - 2013 - 31-49

Low ratings in all factors demonstrate lack of interest in
brands and absence of leadership qualities. They do not
regard themselves as social leaders where any product is
concerned.

This study confirms that consumption can be extensively
driven by social influence and enthusiasm to seek knowledge
about products which are socially sanctioned. The authors
have also shown it is possible to segment consumers based on
their perception of individual, social and leadership factors
and the associations between them.

Further study is recommended in order to utilize findings
within managerial practice. Consideration of different
contexts may reveal differences in how the factors are
perceived and longitudinal research which explores their
relevance to different products, social situations and cultures
is another suggestion.

(A précis of the article “Social persuasion: targeting social identities
through social influencers”. Supplied by Marketing Consultants for
Emerald.)
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