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Introduction  

Preamble 

This report is the second of a pair  prepared for Defraôs Environmental Behaviour s Unit .  The 

first report ï the key findings and c onclusions ï presents a  narrative  summary of the overall 

findings from a research programme conducted in 2008, together with the conclusions and 

recommendations developed in the light of the research.  

 

This second volume presents the research findings themselves, in some detail.  Given th e 

nature of the material, and some of the conclusions der ived  from that material, the research 

team concluded that it was appropriate to prepare a particularly  detailed report.  Whilst we 

acknowledge that the report is not necessarily an óeasy readô, we are of the view that some of 

the concepts and issues covered by the research are challenging or novel and warrant careful 

and thorough exposition.   We hope we have achieved this over the pages that follow.  

 

The Questions 

The research programme proceeded unde r the lengthy title ñInvestigating mavens with regard 

to environmental behaviours and the linkages between mavens, social norms,  identit y and 

trust for mainstream  consumersò.  The principal research objectives were three- fold:  

 

 to investigate how the co ncept  of ómavensô is applicable when considering pro -

environmental  behaviours ;  

 

 to identify how mavens operate, their motivations, key attributes, and information  sources, 

as well as whether those around them are conscious of their influence ;  

 

 to assess how m avens may fit with our existing understanding of the more familiar  factors 

influencing environmental behaviour change of self - identity , social networks and social 

norms, as well as  the role of trust .  

 

It is important to note that the target individuals of the research ï ómavensô -  were not 

celebrities or community leaders or other high profile individuals that might be expected to 

influence the masses. The individuals we were interested in were ordinary people who, by 

virtue of some character istic s or attribute s, were a particularly trusted source of information 

and advice within their own social circles.  

 

As well as understanding more about these individuals and how they function in the arena of 

pro -environmental behaviours, a  further requirement of the research was to enhance Defraôs 

ability to work with mavens as part of their policy objective to encourage a shift towards more 

sustainable consumption patterns.  

 

During the course of the research, without ever losing sight of t hese objectives, it became 

clear that a number of assumptions under -pinning these questions were themselves 

questionable.  The approach we adopted to the research  had been designed to stay flexible in 

the face of emerging findings; and this proved to be a wise decision.  
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The Approach 

Our approach to these questions comprised three main elements:  

 

 a literature review ;  

 

 a programme of interviews with marketing professionals ;  and  

 

 a programme of interviews with members of the public . 

 

The research work was con ducted primarily by Annie Austin, Eve Chabord, David Fell, Elina 

Kivinen and Corinne Wilkins of Brook Lyndhurst Ltd.  Dr Julie Barnett, of the University  of 

Surrey, provided expert guidance and support at key points during the research; and Opinion 

Leader worked closely with the Brook Lyndhurst team on the programme of interviews with 

members of the public, helping to develop the recruitment methodology, undertaking the 

recruitment and conducting some of the interviews.  

 

Brook Lyndhurst has been  responsible  for the preparation of this report, and take s 

responsibility for any and all errors contained herein.  

 

We worked closely with our project managers and the projectôs Steering Group throughout the 

research.  As we have inferred, as the findings of the resea rch unfolded there were a number 

of points where difficult decisions needed to be made: the close working between ourselves 

and the Defra team made these decisions much more straightforward  than they might 

otherwise have been.  

 

Method 

Our approach to the literature review involved  a ñsketch and fillò approach, in which successive 

waves of reading were used to narrow the focus of subsequent search and review.  

 

The literature review comprised two overlapping and interweaving phases:  

 

 a search element ;  and  

 a review element .  

 

The search element was conducted principally through on - line methods, using a mix of 

generic, specialist and targeted sources.  Generic sources included e.g. Google Scholar; 

specialist sources included e.g. Science Direct; targeted source s included e.g. the Home Office 

web -site.  The ambition was to find anything and everything of potential relevance to the 

research, from academic, grey, government and commercial sources.  

 

A database was set up to capture the results from the search.  The database included fields on 

the name  of  the  journal/book/article, author, year of publication, method of search, 

synopsis/abstract, and key words .  Importantly, the search terms used to locate sources were 

recorded in the database.  As well as on - line meth ods, the search mechanism captured 

citations emerging from the review element.  
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The search phase continued until the frequency of órepeat hitsô and cross- citations suggested 

to the research team that there were rapidly diminishing returns to effort.  On th e basis of our 

reading of the material, we are confident that we have captured all of the major studies of 

relevance to this research, and a very large proportion of all the studies of possible relevance.  

 

A total of nearly 500 articles, reports and books of potential relevance to our research were 

identified and logged.  This large volume of material covers a wide range of disciplines, 

notably: social psychology, economics, marketing theory  and practice , network theory,  

diffusion theory and environmental behaviour change.  

 

Within the time and resource constraints agreed between ourselves and Defra, it was clearly 

not possible to conduct an in -depth review of all of this material.  

 

Prioritisation was therefore imperative,  and was conducted in four waves:  

 

 Initial prioritisation  ï after an initial period of search, the first wave of prioritisation was 

focused principally on informing further waves of search.  We therefore looked to identify 

domains (e.g. economics, network theory) and/or anticipated sources (e.g. UK universities, 

particular authors) that had not emerged as expected.  Search terms were then refined and 

subsequent searching prioritised so as to ensure the maximum breadth of coverage.  

 

 A second wave of prioriti sation  was focused  more specifically on the content of formal 

abstracts and citation frequencies.  This wave sought to provide the basis for an overall  

outline to the initial reading  by identifying ókey textsô across different domains, sources, 

origins etc . The full text of the selected journal/article/book was then read, and detailed 

notes made using a standardised proforma.  

 

 A third wave of prioritisation , in the light of feedback from the wave 2 reading, was 

used to identify further documents intended ei ther to óunpackô early findings, to plug 

apparent gaps, or to capture óthoughts in progressô. 

 

 A fourth wave ,  specifically intended to inform the primary research, was focused  on 

methods and techniques used to find and research ómavensô. 

 

A total of 140 do cuments were eventually fully reviewed following these waves of prioritisation.   

Detailed references to these documents are provided throughout the text, and presented too in 

the bibliography.  

 

In the light of the literature review,  we submitted an Interim Report .  By this stage of the 

project  it had become clear that certain working assumptions made by the Brook Lyndhurst 

research team were not necessarily accurate :  

 

 it was by no means clear that the concept ómavenô was as stable or well -defined as had 

been presumed  ï along with other labels for influential individuals, the ómavenô is an 

arbitrary construct referring to a cluster of attributes that are distributed throughout the 

population ;  

 

 a presumption that a ómavenô exerted óinfluenceô in a manner that might affect pro-

environmental behaviours was contestable ;  
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 the consideration  of factors such as self - identit y, trust, social networks and social norms 

led the research into the more general field of ódiffusionô, which in turn raised a myriad of 

issues about how particular individuals, howsoever labelled, do or do not affect the process 

by which new behaviours are adopted ;  

 

 a presumption that such individuals could be found using traditional questionnaire -based 

re cruitment was called into question by the literature . 

 

We also found that, as in a social network, there is no obvious óstarting pointô to these research 

questions : the phenomena under investigation are ónon linearô and do not easily lend 

themselves to the  linear format of a report.  

 

Following extensive discussion, the literature review continued, encompassing a slight change 

of direction to accommodate the new perspective ï namely, that the study was more generally 

concerned with the role of ócatalytic individualsô (who have variable degrees of maven- like 

attributes) in diffusing innovative behaviours (of which pro -environmental behaviours  are 

particular examples).  

 

This more general re - casting of the enquiry also pointed towards the importance of peer - to -

peer influence in the diffusion of new behaviours.  It was this issue  and its close cousin óword 

of mouth marketingô that was the focus of our interviews with professionals working in the field 

of marketing.  

 

We conducted 15 confidential telephone interview s to explore the extent to which the kinds of 

techniques  exposed by the literature  review were  being used óin the real worldô and to establish  

whether any additional insights, not yet recorded in the literature, might prove valuable.   The 

specification for  these interviews, and the results, are presented in Part 2, chapter 1 . 

 

We also conducted 24 interviews with members of the public identified as ócatalytic 

individualsô.  This was a key part of the research, both in terms of the innovative methodology  

used to locate the individuals and  the significance of the findings for our overall analysis.  

Details of the socio -metric method used and the findings  are set out in Part 2  of this report . 

The topic guides for both sets of interviews are  in the appendices.  

 

The Report 

The report contains the results from all three elements of the research.  Part 1  present s the 

results from the literature review; Part 2 details the primary research, including the  interviews 

with marketing  practitioners  and those  with members o f the public.  These research phases 

themselves took place in a non - linear fashion, and the conclusions, presented in Part 3, reflect 

this. Part 4 contains various appendices including research instruments ( interview topic 

guides), a full bibliography, and some additional illustrative material that some readers may 

find interesting.  

 

Chapters 1 to 3 of the literature review (ñSocial networksò, ñSocial normsò and ñDiffusionò) set 

out the theoretical groundwork required to explore ñcatalytic individualsò (chapter 4) and how 

these concepts interact with Defraôs policy priorities  to encourage more sustainable 

consumption behaviours (chapter 6).  
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In chapter 1 of the literature review , ñSocial networks ò, we introduce the broad concepts of 

networks and systems  that provide  the backdrop to the research; while in chapter 2  we 

discuss and explore ónormsô, the rules that characterise such networks. 

 

In chapter 3  we pr esent a detailed discussion of the theory of diffusion  -  the process by which 

innovations of many ki nds percolate through a social network. This provides important context 

for how catalytic individuals function and where they fit into the process of behaviour change.  

Chapter 4  attends to the particular individ uals that may, or may not, play a key role in 

diffusion.  

 

Chapter 5  presents information on particular examples from óthe real worldô of commercial and 

social marketing  and considers how these might be applicable to environmental behaviour 

change. In chapt er 6 , we focus on Defraôs headline pro- environmental behaviours, examining 

them through the prism of the foregoing analysis.  

 

Each chapter concludes with a brief summary that highlights the key points presented in the 

chapter and signals the importance of those points for the overall direction of the study.  

 

It is a long report; and you probably will not read it all in one go; but we hope you take the 

time to read it from cover to cover.  Should you do so, you will find there is a certain óloopingô 

quality to the material: the same issues crop up in different places, from different angles.  We 

judge that this is a fair reflection of the non - linear nature of the phenomena with which the 

research is concerned and, rather than feeling (as it may occasionally do ) a little repetitious, 

we hope instead that it facilitates an emergent property known as óunderstandingô. 
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Part 1: Literature review  

 

 

 

ñThe masses do not now take their opinions from dignitaries in Church or State, from 

ostensible leaders, or from books. Their thinking is done for them by men  much like 

themselves,  addressing or speaking in their name, on the spur of the  moment . . .ò 
 

(John Stuart Mill, On Liberty )
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1 Social networks  

1.1 Introduction  

Traditional analyses of society ï from Marxist analysis of power structures to neo -classical 

economics along reductive rational behaviour lines ï tend to rely on interpretations of socio -

economic phenomena that simply do not create th e space for constructs such as ómavenô or 

óopinion leaderô or even ódiffusion of changeô. There are two principal dimensions to more 

contemporary analyses based on social networks that have created the intellectual space 

within which the present study can be conducted:  

 

Dimension 1  ï society is a complex, open, adaptive system, best thought of as organic (or 

quasi -organic) rather than mechanical.  This kind of thinking is still relatively nov el, and is 

exemplified across work from Ph ilip Ball  (2004) 1,  Paul Ormerod  (1998) 2, Eric Beinhocker  

(2007) 3, Daniel Dennett  (1995) 4 and, of particular relevance to this particular research, Gérard 

Weisbuch  (2000) 5.  

 

Dimension 2  ï networks within such systems ï that is, the pattern of connections between 

individuals (or óagentsô) ï are a central determinant of the operation and behaviour of those 

systems and the individuals within them.  Moreover, social networks are themselves examples 

of complex systems. There is a rapidly growing literature on social network analysis an d the 

theory of diffusion, or how change occurs within networks. It is only against this backdrop that 

it is possible to think clearly about large scale behaviour change and the roles of specific 

individuals in that process.  

 

Social networks 6 are the conte xt within which ómavensô and other types of social influen cer 

operate. Influential individuals do not exist in a vacuum: it is impossible to view them 

separate ly from their social contexts.  I n fact, some researchers suggest that the social context 

is even more important for mass behaviour change than the presence of social influencers  (see 

chapter 3  for more about alternative views of how new behaviours reach the ótipping pointô and 

take off in social networks) .  Indeed, the órulesô of the group, or their shared social norms, 

seem to be key in perpetuating or changing behavioural patterns,  as we shall see in chapter 2 . 

In any case, it is clear that understanding the dynamics of a social network is a crucial 

part of understanding the role influenti al individuals play in the process of behaviour 

change .  

 

The fact that social networks are complex, dynamic, non - linear systems is also of fundamental  

importance to the present research . These characteristics of social networks  make them  

extremely hard to model and make it  exceptionally difficult, particularly under certain 

conditions, accurately to predict  future trend s. Slight differences in the initial parameters of a 

network into which a new behaviour or idea is introduced can lead  to unexpected outcome s 

and the alteration of the new behaviour or idea beyond all recognition.  From a policy point of 

                                           
1 Ball (2004) ñCritical Massò 
2 Ormerod (1998) ñButterfly Economicsò 
3 Beinhocker (2007) ñThe Origin of Wealth: Evolution, Complexity and the Radical Remaking of Economicsò 
4 Dennett (1995) ñDarwinôs Dangerous Ideaò 
5 Weisbuch (2000) ñEnvironment and institutions: a complex dynamical systems approachò 
6 Note that the term ósocial networkô is increasingly used in everyday language to refer to online networking sites. This 
research does not use the term in this way: we use ósocial networkô only to refer to non-virtual social groups and the 
patterns of relationships between thei r members.  
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view this poses clear challenges, since the ólocal knowledgeô and access to the forces of social 

influence gained from working with influential individuals wit hin social networks is balanced by 

uncertain ty as to the outcome of any intervention . 

 

Bearing these considerations in mind, t his section aims to deepen our understanding of social 

networks  in order to set the context for a discussion of the importance of the rules of those 

networks -  social norms  -  in individual and  collective behaviour (chapter 2 ) ;  the theory of 

diffusion (chapter 3 )  and its relevance to how social norms and behaviours can change ;  and 

the roles that influential individuals play in the dif fusion of change within social networks  

(chapter 4 ).  

 

1.2 What is a social network? 

The idea of a social network spans many fields, including sociology, psychology, 

communication studies,  biology and economics. It has its roots in work by scholars such as 

Emile Durkheim 7 in the late nineteenth century, who was one of the first to consider the 

relationship between the wider social structure and individual behaviour. The term ósocial 

network ô appeared for the first time in Barnesô (1954)8 work on a Norwegian island community. 

Also in the 1950s, researchers such as Katz and Lazarsfeld (1955) 9 began to use the concepts 

of social networks, including the various functional roles played by differe nt individuals within 

the network, in relation to communications theory. The idea began to appear in fields as 

diverse as epidemiology and organisational behaviour, and social network analysis is now an 

analytical approach to the social sciences in its own  right.  

 

A social network is an interconnected group or system of ónodesô (or individuals, or agents) 

connected by direct or indirect ties. Most of us belong to many different networks, some 

separate, some overlapping, some small, some large. We may be par t of a network based on a 

shared interest, for example, a football team or choir, or a shared belief ï a religion or political 

ideology. It has been argued that social networks provide a medium through which individuals 

can exchange information and create shared meaning ( Searle  1995 10), thereby reducing 

uncertainty and risk (Friedkin  2001 11) and facilitating the collaboration and social living that is 

a distinguishing feature of human beings (Earls  2007 12). Stocker et al (2002) 13  suggest that 

attitudes and grou p consensus are built through communication and lie at the foundation of 

both the world view and behaviour of individuals and the collective beha viour of the group. 

Social networks are  an integral part of our lives: for example, m ore people find jobs throu gh 

personal contacts than through direct applications (Jackson 2005 14). Networks play a role in 

human systems from crime, trade and disease transmission to culture and language.  

 

Some networks, such as neighbourhoods or streets,  are based on location and face to face 

interactions, whereas others, especially web -based networks, may span geographical 

boundaries and its members may never actually meet. Over time, there has been a shift away 

from the importance of face to face, locat ion based networks as new forms of communication 

have emerge d and as travel and personal mobility have increased (Wellman 2001 15).  Some 

                                           
7 Durkheim (1895) ñRules of Sociological Methodò 
8 Barnes (1954), ñClass and Committees in a Norwegian Island Parishò 
9 Katz and Lazarsfeld (1955) ñPersonal Influenceò 
10  Searle (1995) ñThe Construction of Social Realityò 
11  Friedkin (2001) ñNorm formation in social influence networksò 
12  Earls (2007) ñHerd ï How to Change Mass Behaviour by Harnessing our True Natureò 
13  Stocker, Cornforth and Bossomaier (2002) ñNetwork Structures and Agreement in Social Network Simulationsò 
14  M Jackson  (2005) ñThe Economics of Social Networksò 
15  Wellman (2001) ñPhysical place and cyberplace: the rise of personalised 
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argue that in the current era of ónetworked individualismô (ibid) more people have the 

resources to select from a range o f networks based on their communication needs ( Wellman 

2001 16 , Vishwanath 2006 17 )  and that face to face interaction is gradually becoming obsolete. 

However, it seems that the traditional ócommunityô and the virtual, individual-centred social 

network are not mutually exclusive ; Clark  (2007 ) 18  gives  the example that when we speak to 

our friends and family on their mobile phones we often ask ñWhere are you?ò This is just one 

demonstration  that the spatial and temporal aspects of the traditional location -based net work 

are embedded in our modern, multi -plex, person -centred networks, and that these elements 

play a vital role in setting the context of most social networks.  

 

The intuitive idea that society is becoming increasingly interconnected is captured by Milgramôs 

(1967) 19  small  world experiment which suggests that we are all connected to each other by a 

surprisingly small number of direct and indirect links. Milgram conducted a series of 

experiments in which he sent correspondence to randomly selected indi viduals and asked them 

to pass it on to a target individual (who was unknown to the first individual) in another city. 

Over the course of the experiments, the letters that reached their target destination did so in 

an average of 5.5 steps, which lead Milgr am and his colleagues to conclude that adults in the 

USA are generally separated by an average of six people (leading to the phrase ósix degrees of 

separationô). Interestingly, the chains that were created showed that the letter would reach the 

geographica l location of the target individual very quickly, then circulate around the target 

until it reached a member of their inner circle, indicating that people generally based their 

choice of the next person in the chain on geographical characteristics (Travers  et al 1969) 20 .   

 

Milgramôs experiments are a clear demonstration of how individuals are connected to each 

other in  networks, and they show how information travels quickly through those networks. The 

experiments  are early examples of social network analysis , which may be thought of as the 

study of the structure of social relationships (Hawes et al  2004 ) 21 , the nature of social groups 

(Stocker et al  2002 ) 22 , and the relationships or flows between information processing entities, 

such as people or organisations (Krebs 2002) 23 . By mapping communication flows and 

relationships between members of networks, analysts such as Krebs have specialised in 

investigating how power and influence are generated and move within and between networks.  

 

The tools of network analysi s allow us to explore the ways in which people interact with each 

other and influence each other, and how these interactions give rise to patterns of behaviour. 

Their explanatory power is indicated by the range of disciplines that have adopted these tools,  

from health care to organisational behaviour. In an interesting application of these ideas, 

Google recently conducted a network analysis of its entire organisational structure and found, 

in line with th e theories of Clark (see above) and many of the heavy  weights of diffusion 

theory (including Mark Granovetter 24  and Everett Rogers 25  ï see chapter 4 for more details) , 

that even in this virtual, on - line focused company, employees were most influenced 26  by those 

                                                                                                                                            
networkingò 

16  Ibid  
17  Vishwanath (2006) ñThe effect of the number of opinion seekers and leaders on technology attitudes and choicesò 
18  Clark (2007) ñUnderstanding Community: A review of networks, ties and contactsò  
19  Milgram (1967) ñThe small world problemò 
20  Travers, Jeffrey and Milgram (1969) ñAn Experimental Study of the Small World Problemò 
21  Hawes, Webster and Shiell (2004) ñA glossary of terms for navigating the field of social network analysisò 
22  Stocker, Cornforth and Bossomaier (2002) ñNetwork Structures and Agreement in Social Network Simulationsò 
23  Krebs (2002) ñManaging the connected organizationò 
24  Granovetter (1973) ñThe Strength of Weak Tiesò 
25  Rogers (2003). ñThe diffusion of innovations.ò 
26  The óinfluenceô studied related to the trading decisions made by employees within an intra-company stock market 

system.  



Investigating óMavensô | A Brook Lyndhurst report for Defra                                  Part 1: Literature review 
  Chapter 1: Social networks 

 10 

who sat closest to them in the office 27 . This underlines the importance of face to face 

communication and the influence exerted by our friends, family, and those with whom we 

communicate on a regular basis.   

 

This  research  focus on social networks has given rise to  a plethora of  concepts and terms fo r 

formalising our ideas about social netwo rks  and the relationships between individuals. By 

understanding the patterns of connections between individuals, we can begin to understand 

the nature of social influence and how it flows around networks.  

 

1.3 Network characteristics 

A network can simply be described in terms of its attributes ï the balance of gender, ethnicity, 

age or socio -economic group of its members. A more important and interesting element of a 

social network is its generation and utilisation of s ocial capital, which may take the form of 

information or emotional, int ellectual or financial support . Network function describes the 

nature of the social capital that arises from membership of a group (Hawes et al 2004) 28  and 

how that social capital is tra nsfer red, just like Stanley Milgramôs letters, among group 

members.  

 

Information and resources flow into and around the group via a range of different types of 

interpersonal interactions.  At one end of the scale, individuals may be highly central ï they 

are connected to many others and they ócontrolô the flow of information between individuals. At 

the other end of the scale, an individual may be an óisolateô within a prescribed structure ï 

officially part of the network, but not connected to any other indi vidual. Nodes may be 

peripheral and have relatively few connections within the network  -  although these individuals 

may play a n important  role by maintaining contacts to other networks and providing bridges 

between many groups, thereby bringing new ideas a nd information into a network (Krebs and 

Holley 2006) 29 .  A network may be óclose-knitô or rather diffuse -  the cohesiveness of a network 

can be measured in terms of the number, type, and frequency of connections between  

individuals;  and network density is m easured by the number of actual ties divided by the 

number of potential ties (Marsden 1990) 30 .   

 

Power and influence can be included in network analyses since they are partly functions of the 

network structure and the patterns of connections between individ uals (Krebs 2004) 31 .  The 

topology of a network shows  the power distribution within that  network by mapping whether 

each node has roughly the same number of connections to others,  or whether a minority of 

nodes account for most of the connections. In the former case, the network with the flat 

influence distribution is likely to be more innovative and quicker to change and adapt, whereas 

in the latter, the highly central individuals  are likely to control the flow of information and 

resources within the network;  the network is likely to have more established structures and 

relationships and be slower to change.  

 

Vishwanath (2006 ) 32  analyses the effects of different power distributions  within networks and 

finds that a network with too high a proportion of óopinion leadersô to óopinion seekersô will 

make sub -optimal decisions, as the leaders tend to use their resources competing with each 

                                           
27  Cowgill, Wolfers and Zitzewitz (2008) ñUsing Prediction Markets to Track Information Flows: Evidence from Googleò 
28  Hawes, Webster and Shiell (2004) ñA glossary of terms for navigating the field of social network analysisò 
29  Krebs and Holley (2006) ñBuilding Smart Communities through Network Weavingò 
30  Marsden (1990 ) ñNetwork data and measurementò 
31  Krebs (2004) ñPower in Networksò 
32  Vishwanath (2006) ñThe effect of the number of opinion seekers and leaders on technology attitudes and choicesò 
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other rather than solving the problem, whereas ne tworks with too few leaders and too many 

seekers also make s ub -optimal decisions due to their risk averseness and their lack of access 

to new information and resources.  

 

 

Figure 1 A highly centralised network and a highly connected network 

 

Network A, above, is highly centralised or hierarchical,  and shows how information flows can 

be controlled by one node; the ócentralô individual here is connected to all other network 

members ( it  has 4 ties) but the other individuals only have one tie each, all to the central 

node. In this simple model,  the central node wields most power over the others due to her 

disproportionate access to information and resources and her control over the communication 

flows to the other nodes.  

 

Network B shows a much flatter power structure in which the disconnected nodes have 

connected to each other and each now has an equal number of ties and so equal access to 

information and resources. The nature of the ties depends on the type of network ï they may 

be official communication channels or unofficial friendships. How ever, each node only has finite 

resources to devote to maintaining ties, and this is why ócliquesô or subgroups form in larger 

networks (Krebs  and Holley 2006 ) 33 .  

 

These simple models  demonstrate that the number and nature of connections within a network 

are instrumental in defining the roles of individuals within the network and understanding how 

the process of change works within that particular network.  They give an indication of how 

social influence might work ï a node that is relatively unconnected and  has little access to 

information and resources is unlikely to be in a position to influence the choices and behaviour 

of other members of their network.  

 

The networks we belong to may have formal, prescribed structures, as is often the case in 

large, hier archical organisations  (network A, above, is a simple example) , or they may be 

emergent networks that have grown organically, such as our informal circles of friends  (more 

like network B) . óOfficialô structures may also be overlaid by unofficial networks; for example, 

an organisation may have a clear hierarchy and leadership structure, but the unofficial 

influential individuals may, in reality, hold more sway  over the behavioural choices of the 

                                           
33  Krebs and Holley (2006) ñBuilding Smart Communities through Network Weavingò 

B A 
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average network member than those in official leadership positi ons (Krebs , 2004 34 ;  

Vishwanath , 2006 35 ;  Cowgill et al, 2008 36 ; Granovetter, 1973 37 ; Rogers, 2003 38) .  

 

Networks may be analysed  from the perspective of a focal member of that network, in which 

case they are termed óego-centricô networks, or they may be described as complete, bounded,  

ósocio-centricô networks (Marsden 199039 , Hawes et al 2004 40). Researchers employ these 

different network views for different purposes; for example, Weimann et al (2007) 41  took  a 

complete view of a neighbourhood  network in order to identify influential members of the 

network, whereas the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF) (2008) 42  used the personal (ego -

centric) networks of  community activists to gain knowledge of how community members 

viewed each other and used thi s information as a foundation for a community cohesion 

programme.  

 

The methodology employed by JRF (2008) not only mapped community activistsô personal 

contacts, but also went on to map a meta - level network of the various community networks in 

the area and  how these interacted with one another. This demonstrates that networks can be 

examined at the scale of individuals, organisations, and so on, right up to nations and global 

groups (Marsden 1990) 43 . Networks themselves are often members of higher level netw orks; 

for example, a network of doctors is one of many networks that together form the network of 

hospital staff, and this network is embedded within a hospital which is part of a network of 

hospitals that forms the Primary Care Trust, and so on. In this w ay, complete social structures 

can be descri bed in terms of overlapping networks (ibid), which gives us an idea of how and 

why social change on a mass scale can happen.  

 

Social networks are rarely random, but generally cluster around individuals, locations , interests 

or other shared experiences or common characteristics (Goldenberg et al  2001 ) 44 . In contrast 

to other types of social analysis,  network analysis incorporates both the attributes of 

individuals and their relative position within a network in order to explore the effects that the 

social environment has on individual and group behaviour. Snijders et al (2005) 45  suggest that 

the relati onship between social structure and individual behaviour is two -way: the behaviour of 

individuals and the network in which they are embedded mutually influence each other. As a 

test case they analysed a network of teenagers who exhibit similar alcohol use habits. Prior to 

the study it was unknown whether groups of friends tend to behave in similar ways with regard 

to alcohol because of social influence (peer pressure to take up the same behaviour as others) 

or selection (individuals choose to be friends wit h others with similar habits). In this case, the 

researchers showed that both processes were at work ï that individual behaviour influenced 

social structure, which in turn influenced individual behaviour, and so on  in a continuous cycle . 

It is clear  then t hat social influence is not simply a function of the attributes of an individual, 

                                           
34  Krebs (2004) ñPower in Networksò 
35  Vishwanath (2006) ñThe effect of the number of opinion seekers and leaders on technology attitudes and choicesò 
36  Cowgill, Wolfers and Zitzew itz (2008) ñUsing Prediction Markets to Track Information Flows: Evidence from Googleò 
37  Granovetter (1973) ñThe Strength of Weak Tiesò 
38  Rogers (2003). ñThe diffusion of innovationsò 
39  Marsden 1990 ñNetwork data and measurementò 
40  Hawes, Webster and Shiel l (2004) ñA glossary of terms for navigating the field of social network analysisò 
41  Weimann, Tustin, van Vuuren, and Joubert (2007) ñLooking for opinion leaders: Traditional vs. modern measures in 
traditional societiesò 

42  Hay/JRF (2008) Developing active networks in local communities: a review of Local Links, a pilot programme in 
West Yorkshire  

43  Marsden 1990 ñNetwork data and measurementò 
44  Goldenberg, Libai andMuller (2001) ñTalk of the Network: A Complex Systems Look at the Underlying Process of 

Word -of -Mouthò 
45  Snijders, Steglich and Schweinberger ñModelling the co -evolution of networks and behaviourò 



Investigating óMavensô | A Brook Lyndhurst report for Defra                                  Part 1: Literature review 
  Chapter 1: Social networks 

 13 

but also depends  on  their position within their social networks and the nature (including the 

social norms) of the social structure itself.  

 

1.4 Social networks as complex systems 

The interdependence of network dynamics and behaviour demonstrates a fundamental 

property of social networks: social networks are a type of complex system (Weisbuch 2000) 46 .  

They are systems comprising many individual, micro - level interactions that cause the macro -

level system to evolve over time. The behaviour of individual members and the interactions 

between them can be recorded and analysed; however, these individual interactions give rise 

to nonlinear patterns of collective behaviour that are not dire ctly related to the simple, micro 

interactions and are therefore extremely difficult to predict (Goldenberg et al 2001) 47 .  

 

Earls (2007) 48  provides the illustrative example of people choosing their seats  in a lecture 

theatre. There are various micro - level rules by which people choose their seats, for example, 

being near an isle, next to their friends and not at the front. However, the pattern of seating 

that emerges is different every time, and despite knowing the rules that people abide by, it is 

impossibl e to predict the macro - level pattern in advance. Similar phenomena are found in 

nature, when shoaling fish or flocks of birds create patterns of group behaviour that are 

irreducibl e to their individual movements . In social network analysis and other associ ated 

fields, such as communications theory, there is extremely scant research that examines the 

bridge between the micro and the macro levels (ibid).  

 

The complex nature of social networks is associated with a number of important concepts for 

understandin g how they work and how behavioural patterns develop and change.  Complex 

systems are extremely sensitive to initial conditions or parameters. Weisbuch (2000) 49  cites 

the case of  two Italian agricultural networks of similar size, structure and with very simi lar 

attributes, located in neighbouring provinces. Despite the similarities between the two groups, 

their behaviour regarding a new agro -environmental technology differed dramatically: in one 

group, the majority of farmers adopted the innovation; in the ot her, it was rejected by the 

majority and adoption remained at the very fringes of the group. Weisbuch postulates that 

these differing collective outcomes can be explained by slight variations in the initial conditions 

in the groups at the time when the new  technology was introduced. He tests his hypothesis 

using cellular automata 50  and confirms that contrasting group behavioural outcomes can ñoccur 

for an infinitesimal change in parameters.ò 

 

Social networks are open systems ï they have porous boundaries thr ough which individuals, 

information and other resources pass. This is important because complex networks are also 

sensitive to interventions into the system: individualsô actions cause changes to the system 

environment, which in turn changes individualsô views and future actions. In this way, social 

networks are adaptive systems; the system or group learns from past experience, and past 

experience is used to judge new information. This explains to some extent why the same 

policy intervention can  have very d ifferent outcomes for different groups of people.  

 

                                           
46  Weisbuch (2000) ñEnvironment and institutions: a complex dynamical systems approachò 
47  Goldenberg, Libai andMuller (2001) ñTalk of the Network: A Complex Systems Look at the Underlying Process of 

Word -of -Mouthò 
48  Earls (2007) ñHerd ï How to Change Mass Behaviour by Harnessing our True Natureò 
49  Weisbuch (2000) ñEnvironment and institutions: a complex dynamical systems approachò 
50  Cellular automata are computer - resident constructs in which individual cells on a grid interact with one another 

according to a pre -determined set of rules and óevolveô over time to reveal aggregate patterns. 
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One of the characteristics of social networks that causes these interesting emergent patterns  is 

that they operate on the basis of bounded rationality ï members of the network have 

imperfect information an d do not always make rational choices (Weisbuch 2000) 51 . For 

example, the fact that two people are connected  does not necessarily mean they wi ll share a 

piece of information; for example, if the opportunity to share it does not arise (the topic simply 

may n ot come up in the conversation), or if the nature of the tie is negative or hostile. T he ties 

that individuals choose for accessing information may not be selected on a purely utilitarian 

basis, but may also involve emotions, beliefs, social norms and trus t (Clark 2007) 52 .  Because 

of their beliefs and attitudes, two individuals in exactly the same situation may not see the 

same benefits to an innovation. W hereas a classical economic analysis predict s that those two 

individuals would compute the same utility for the  innovation, Weisbuch shows that small 

differences in social, economic and psychological conditions can lead to different or even 

opposite outcomes.  

 

The computer models used for social network analysis generally use automata to generate 

data (for e xample, Weisbuch 2000 53 , Goldenberg et al 2001 54 , Stocker et al 2002 55 , Watts and 

Dodds 2007 56). Although these models clearly and usefully show how unpredictable patterns of 

behaviour emerge from micro, rule -based interactions, they often have limited applica bility to 

real life due to their (necessari ly) oversimplified assumptions  (including, in most cases, the 

assumption of homogeneity among agents).  For example, in their model of the diffusion of 

social innovations, Watts and Dodds equate ósocial influenceô to óacquaintance volume.ô 

Although acquaintance volume  (the number of connections an individual has)  is one part of 

social influence, this  is a very app roximate measurement since it excludes all those vital social, 

economic and psychological nuances. I n re al life (but absent from the models), individual 

choices and behaviour are bound up with concepts of identity and óbelongingô (Clark 2007)57  

and are informed by individualsô beliefs and views and the social norms of the group, which, in 

an open, complex, ad aptive system, change over time.  

 

 

1.5 Summary  

 

Social change occurs within and through social networks, and only by understanding this 

context can we understand how certain individuals may be particularly influential, and the role 

that they  play in the  overall  process of behaviour change.  

 

Social network analysis allows us to understand the nature of the relationships between 

individuals and the different roles that individuals within a network can play by virtue of the 

ways in which they are connected to other network members ;  for example, by the number of 

direct and indirect connections they have, how central they are in sub groups and the main 

group, the number of connections they have to other networks, and so on . It helps us to 

understand how information and influence flow  through networks, and some of the 

characteristics of the individuals who are most likely to be influential.  We have also seen the 

                                           
51  Ibid  
52  Clark (2007) ñUnderstanding Community: A review of networks, ties and contactsò 
53  Weisbuch (2000) ñEnvironment and institutions: a complex dynamical systems approachò 
54  Goldenberg, Libai and Muller (2001) ñTalk of the Network: A Complex Systems Look at the Underlying Process of 

Word -of -Mouthò 
55  Stocker, Cornforth and Bossomaier (2002) ñNetwork Structures and Agreement in Social Network Simulationsò 
56  Watts and Dodds (2007) ñInfluentials, Networks, and Public Opinion Formationò 
57  Clark (2007) ñUnderstanding Community: A review of networks, ties and contactsò 
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importance of network conditions ï for example, network size, de nsity and cohesion ï in the 

change process.  

 

Social networks are complex systems, whereby individual choices and behaviour affect the 

macro - level environment, which in turn affects the future choices and behaviours of 

individuals . This means that the proc ess of behaviour change within these networks cannot be 

easily modelled or predicted and that top -down policy interventions may have little (or 

unexpected) effect (Weisbuch 2000).  

 

Change in networks occurs in many ways and is dependent on a variety of fa ctors, not least 

network conditions. The purpose of this research is to explore whether encouraging change via 

influential individuals is an effective and worthwhile policy option. The complex nature of social 

networks is a double edged sword as far as thi s enquiry is concerned. On one hand, it suggests 

that working with influential individuals within social networks may be an effective strategy for 

stimulating change, since those individuals are likely to be the best judges of the social context 

and its im plications for behaviour change initiatives. On the other, the complexities of the 

system mean that there can never be any guarantee as to the outcome of any policy 

intervention, since invisible network conditions may send interventions on unexpected 

traje ctories, and any new idea or behaviour is likely to be modified through the process of 

diffusion.  

 

As noted above, computer models can go some way to modelling the process of social change 

and even incorporate some simple network conditions. However, they are limited by the fact 

that they do not  include  many crucial social and p sychological factors that play a part in 

behavioural choices. Many of these excluded factors fall under the umbrella of ósocial normsô -  

the constantly evolving shared rules of behaviour of the social group. The next chapter will 

look at how social norms  inform, and are informed by,  group and individual behaviour and the 

fundamental role that they play as the basis of emergent patterns of behaviour. 
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2 Norms  

2.1 Introduction  

Norms, or shared rules of behaviour,  provide a framework  for behavioural choices and set out 

how a group expects its members to behave ï deviation from the norm is punished with (social 

or other) sanctions , and compliance is rewarded with social approval and access to the social 

capital that is available to mem bers of the group . In the absence of a corresponding social 

norm, the majority of people will reject  a social innovation because it is  too risky  (in terms of 

setting them apart from the group and altering their sense of óbelongingô), or because it is ónot 

for them,ô or simply because it does not fit in with their world view. 

 

The establishment of new social norms is therefore a delicate process; individuals who 

challenge the norm and behave differently are taking a social risk  (Rogers, 2003) 58 , and new 

behav iours that are too different from the prevailing norm are unlikely to catch on within a 

social network. However, the widespread adoption of n ew and innovative behaviours, such as 

many of Defraôs headline pro-environmental behaviours, depends on the establi shment of  new 

social norms to support them.  

 

If the adoption of new behaviours depends on the establishment of social norms, this implies 

that óinfluential individualsô do not simply influence the surface level behaviours of those 

around them, but must al so operate at the level of social norms. There  do seem to be certain 

individuals within any social network who have a notable ability to óset the toneô of their social 

network.  They exert normative influence on others and their attitudes and behaviours are  

perceived as a benchmark by other members of the group.  

 

This section sets out some of the theoretical constructs and empirical evidence that are 

relevant to thinking about how social norms provide a foundation for (pro -environmental  and 

all other)  behaviou r change within social networks  and the role that certain influential 

individuals play in catalysing change in their social networkôs normative structure. 

 

2.2 What is a social norm? 

Norms are spoken and unspoken rules about how one ought  to behave; i ndividuals act 

according to norms when they judge  a thought, behaviour or action to be  acceptable  or 

unacceptable,  appropriate  or inappropriate . A norm can be defined generally as a special case 

of an attitude (Biel and Th øgersen , 2006 59 ;  Friedkin , 2001 60): the distinguishing feature of a 

norm compared to other types of attitude is its embedded sense of appropriateness, or 

normative content; the belief that one should  or should not  behave in a certain way.  

 

Social norms provide the framework within which hum an activity takes place. Behavioural 

norms can change subtly or dramatically across different social networks, but there are often 

common social  norms across entire cultures. F or example, in the UK, it could be argued that 

established notions of ófairnessô are underpinned by the norms of reciprocity and equity that 

are a common denominator of most social networks. According to Friedkin (2001) 61 , the  norms 

                                           
58  Rogers (2003) ñThe diffusion of innovationsò 
59  Biel and Thßgersen (2006) ñActivation of social norms in social dilemmas: A review of the evidence and reflections 
on the implications for environmental behaviourò 

60  Friedkin (2001) ñNorm formation in social influence networksò 
61  Friedkin (2001) ñNorm formation in social influence networksò 
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an individual subscribes to may be idiosyncratic, but are nevertheless general ly based on 

shared group v alues. Chelminski and Coulter  (2007 ) 62  explore how the norms of collectivism 

and individualism in different cultures (in this case óEasternô and óWesternô cultures 

respectively) affect peopleôs attitudes and purchasing behaviour, and show that attitudes and 

behaviours that fall under the umbrella of óconsumer self confidenceô are positively related to 

individualistic values.  

 

Norms are key  to behaviour change because they have a direct causal effect on behaviour: 

research shows that most individuals use the behaviour of others around them to decide how 

to behave, and they often  alter their behaviour to conform to the social norm, even, in s ome 

cases, when this conflicts with their own personal beliefs and/or identity.  

 

McKenzie -Mohr and Smith (2006) 63  quote the famous experiments conducted by the 

psychologist Asch in 1951 64 , in which participants were asked to complete the simple task of 

choo sing the two lines of the same length from a selection of lines of various lengths. The 

experiments were d esigned to test the effect of the group on the individual ï each person in 

the group except the test subject was  part of the research and followed a s cript of which 

answers to give. After giving the first few answers correctly, the group began to give incorrect 

answers. Asch found that over a series of experiments, 75 percent of the test subjects  

changed their answers in order to concur with the incorre ct answers of the rest of the group, 

despite the evidence in front of them .  

 

Aschôs findings that ñpeople are willing to call black whiteò if they perceive that others around 

them are doing so have been corroborated in  a number of different settings  and d emonstrate 

how strong the effects of the behaviour of those around us can be on our own behavioural 

choices.  

 

2.2.1. Social and personal norms 

A thought, behaviour or action (new or otherwise) may be judged against the prevailing 

attitude of the social group ï the social norm ï or against the individualôs own personal 

standards ï his or her  personal norms. Personal norms are social rules that an individual has 

incorporated into her  own personal moral framework ï they are internalised social norms 

(Schwartz , 1977 ) 65 . One difference between social and personal norms is that compliance with 

the social norm is rewarded with social acceptance, and d eviation results in (social or other) 

sanctions. On the other hand, compliance with a personal norm is rewarded by positive  

emotions, such as fulf ilment or increased self -esteem. F ailure to comply with a personal norm 

is not punished by social sanctions, but by internal psychological reactions such as guilt and 

regret.  

 

Social norms can be seen as emergent properties of socia l networks ï they result nonlinearly 

from large numbers of individual actions and interpersonal interactions but are not reducible to 

those micro events.  As with all complex relationships, the cause -effect relationship flows in 

both directions: the actions  of individuals affect the social norm, which in turn affects the 
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actions of individuals , and so on in a continuous process of social change  (Earls , 2007 66  calls 

this the óreinforcement loopô). Both group and personal identity are based on this continuous 

process of evaluation and re -evaluation of attitudes, behaviours and norms.   

 

The importance  of catalytic individuals in this process of social evolution may well be their 

particular ability  to stimulate change ï their behaviours and attitudes have a strong er than 

average  effect on the attitudes and behaviours of those around them and on the normative 

structure and they are thus able to alter the trajectory of the reinforcement loop. In the 

continuous loop of behaviours and norms, then,  working with influential individuals could 

potentially be an effective way of intervening in that cycle.  

 

2.2.2. Why social norms emerge: norms as a response to uncertainty 

Social norms emerge in response to social dilemmas or situations of uncertainty,  especially 

where there is initial disagreement (Biel  and Thø gersen , 2006 67 ;  Friedkin , 2001 68 ;  Weisbuch , 

2000 69 ;  Geyskens  et al , 1998 70). Rul es of cooperation or consensus not only build trust within 

a social network by reducing uncertainty and sending signa ls about how one should behave, 

and how one can expect others to behave  (Geyskens  et al , 1998 71 ;  Biel and T høgersen , 

2006 72), but they have the additional function of reducing the negative impacts of individual 

self interest in collective problem solving ( Biel  and T høgersen , 2006 73). Shared social norms 

also provide a basis for óbelongingô to a social group and for differentiating oneself and oneôs 

group from óothersô.  

 

For these reasons, highly novel or ambiguous innovations make social consensus more 

valuable  (Vishwanath , 2006) 74 . The further away from the prevailing social norm an innovation 

is, the more uncertain people are as to how to the appropriate course of action . Pro -

environmental behaviours are a good example of social innovations that are highly novel, at 

least for many people. According to Defraôs segmentation model, the headline pro-

environmental behaviours are each at varying degrees of difference from the norm for different 

sorts of people; for example,  although recycling seems well on the way  to becoming a social 

norm for most segments , some behaviours are still far from the norm for all groups (for 

example, using the car less), and other behaviours, such as buying local food, are becoming 

normalised for some b ut not for others (see chapter 6  for more detailed discussion of the pro -

environmental behaviours and chapter 3 (Diffusion) for more about stages of adoption of 

innovations).  

 

2.2.3. Norms and behaviour change: descriptive and injunctive norms  

One of the issues with the adoption of pro -environm ental behaviour is the gap between what 

people are aware that they ought  to do and what they actually  do. This common attitude -
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behaviour mismatch may be explained through the lens of social norms. Cialdini (2003 ) 75  

differentiates between injunctive and desc riptive norms.  An injunctive norm is a rule about 

how people ought to behave, whereas a descriptive norm describes how people actually do 

behave. Descriptive norms have a direct, unmediated effect on an individualôs behaviour ï as 

Aschôs experiments demonstrated, if an individual perceives that those around them behave in 

a certain way, they are more likely to adopt that behaviour, even in the presence of an 

injunctive norm or person al belief against it .  

 

Cialdini cites an experiment designed to highlight the different effects of the two types of 

norm. The study showed that individuals were most likely to drop litter after witnessing 

somebody else dropping litter in an already littered environment (this scenario indicates the 

descriptive norm that people, a s a rule, drop rubbish in that environment), whereas they are 

least likely to drop litter if they see an individual littering a clean environment (since the 

descriptive norm is anti - litter and the contrasting action of the litterer calls to attention the 

injunctive norm that one shouldnôt litter).  

 

This example demonstrates the importance of descriptive norms as a behavioural benchmark, 

and also illustrates how norms can be context specific and how situational information is used 

by individuals to decide o n the most appropriate course of action (Friedkin , 2001) 76 .  It shows 

that, whether or not a norm has been internalised by an individual as a personal norm, the 

presence of a clear descriptive norm will induce a high proportion of people to comply with a 

behaviour.  

 

Cialdini also demonstrates the importance of social norms in the planning and implementation 

of behaviour change programmes with an example of an environmental message that was 

inherently contradictory due to the misalignment of the descriptive  and injunctive norms. A 

television advert in the USA showed a native American paddling his canoe down a polluted 

river then walking down a littered road and witnessing a rubbish bag being tossed from a car 

window. The manôs sadness, along with a message about people being responsible for 

pollution, effectively convey the injunctive norm that people should not  pollute the 

environment. However, the unintended  message conveyed by the descriptive norm is that 

most people do, in fact, pollute the environment, w hich, as demonstrated by the experiment 

above and other similar research, may have the opposite psychological effect on the audience 

than the one intended.  

 

The wider conclusion of these examples is that descriptive norms are key to behaviour change. 

In g eneral, people prefer to be with  others who share their  beliefs and norms of behaviour 

(Earls , 2007) 77 . Consequently , even the strongest injunctive norm may not motivate people to 

change their behaviour if the majority of others around them are not visibly adhering to it. Part 

of the reason that influential individuals are so influential is that their attitudes and behaviours 

have a quantitatively larger effect on what those around them perceive to be the most 

appropriate or acceptable behaviour, both at the  descriptive and injunctive levels.  

 

Much new evidence is coming to light that suggests that attitudes tend to change after  

behaviour (Earls , 2007 78 ;  McKenzie -Mohr , 2000 79 ;  Cialdini 2003 80). Earls ( 2007) 81  describes 

                                           
75  Cialdini (2003) ñCrafting normative messages to protect the environmentò 
76  Friedkin (2001) ñNorm formation in social influence networksò 
77  Earls (2007) ñHerd ï How to Change Mass Behaviour by Harne ssing our True Natureò 
78  Ibid  
79  McKenzie -Mohr (2000) ñPromoting sustainable behaviour: an introduction to community based social marketingò 
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the  trials conducted by Benjamin Libet which show that a ódecisionô to perform an action is 

preceded by the brain activity that starts the action (termed the Libet delay) . This supports  the 

mounting evidence in the marketing and behaviour change literatures t hat people tend to act 

first and think later. All this is important because it implies that a descriptive norm, which has 

a direct effect on behaviour, precedes the development of an injunctive norm, which influences  

behaviour via a personôs attitudes, emotions or thought processes. (This also hints at the 

process of ócritical massô as a key stage in the diffusion of an innovation ï see chapter 3 .)  

 

This in turn suggests that information campaigns that aim to change attitudes are likely to be 

less successfu l than campaigns that aim to establish descriptive behavioural norms (Earls , 

2007 82 ;  McKenzie -Mohr , 2000 83 ;  Cialdini , 2003 84). It  also s uggests that individuals who have  a 

particular ability to establish and validate descriptive behavioural norms may  play a n important 

role in the process of behaviour change.  

 

2.2.4. How social norms emerge: the role of influential individuals  

In the field of psychology, social influence has sometimes been categorised as informational  or 

normative  (Deutsch and Gerrard , 1955) 85 : a s we ll as providing trustworthy and accurate 

information about the most appropriate way to behave, social influencers are particularly 

instrumental in ósetting the toneô of their social group through exerting normative influence 

(Latané , 1981 86 ,  Nataraajan  and Angur , 1998 87 , Childers and Rao , 1992 88). Friedkin ( 2001) 89  

summarises the evidence by proposing that a social norm emerges when an attitude or 

behaviour acquires normative value  through external validation -  approval,  acceptance and 

adoption -  by influential group members.  

 

ñUnderlying the formation of norms is the ubiquitous belief that there is a correct 

response  for every situation and an abiding interest for persons to base their 

responses on these correct  foundations. Given such a belief, a normative 

evaluation of a feeling, thought or action is likely to  arise when persons perceive 

that their positive or negative attitudinal evaluation is shared by one or  more 

influential others.ò  

 

The importance of exter nal validation and the establishment of social norms for behaviour 

change is clear: the majority of people prefer to comply with the dominant behavioural  norm 

and they look to influential individuals, especially in uncertain, novel or risky situations, si nce 

these influential individuals provide an óappropriateness benchmarkô.  

 

A similar process of reference to, and validation from, others takes place when social norms 

are internalised by an individual and become his or her personal norms.  Social norms b ecome 

personal norms through a process of social comparison (Festinger , 1954 90 ;  Martin and 

                                                                                                                                            
80  Cialdini (2003) ñCrafting normative messages to protect the environmentò 
81  Earls (2007) ñHerd ï How to Change Mass  Behaviour by Harnessing our True Natureò 
82  Ibid  
83  McKenzie -Mohr (2000) ñPromoting sustainable behaviour: an introduction to community based social marketingò 
84  Cialdini (2003) ñCrafting normative messages to protect the environmentò 
85  Deutsch and Gerrard (1955) "A Study  of Normative  and  Informational Social Influences Upon Individual 

Judgement  
86  Latan® (1981) ñThe psychology of social impactò 
87  Nataraajan and Angur (1998) ñA quest for the "industrial maven" 
88  Childers and Rao (1998) ñThe Influence of Familial and Peer -Based Reference Groups on Consumer Decisionsò 
89  Friedkin (2001) ñNorm formation in social influence networksò 
90  Festinger (1954) ñA theory of social comparison processesò 
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Kennedy , 1993 91),  whereby the attitudes of others are evaluated and either adopted or 

rejected. Again, in this case,  there are certain key individuals who have a special role to play 

and who have a greater than average effect on those around them.  

 

The process of individuals being induced to a dopt the norms and values of their social order is 

termed socialisation  in th e psychology literature. Two of the main explanatory factors in this 

process are the social construction of reality (that is, the theory that norms, beliefs and 

attitudes are constructed through a process of social interaction, rather than having any kind 

of objective existence) and social comparison theory (Vishwanath , 2006 ) 92 . A  primary factor in 

socialisation is the quantitative size of the majority opinion within the group or network, and in 

this, status is instrumental: the ñquantitative value ò of an op inion is moderated ñby the status 

of the individual communicating the opinion ò.  

 

(In passing, the issue of status is of interest.  Offer (2006) 93  in discussing ñaffluence and the 

pursuit of statusò describes status as ósocial distanceô that is ñexperienced as a relation with 

other people, more as an emotion than a factò.  Noting that ñthere is no universally valid, 

linear scale of status or prestigeò, he states: 

 

ñThe social distance that matters is over the short range rather than the long one, 

between the head nurse and her subordinates, between children an d parents, between 

insiders and outsiders; or beyond the workplace altogether, in voluntary interactions.  

In small groups, rankings are immediately formed based on observable general 

charact eristicsò. 

 

See chapter 4 for a parallel discussion of the relationship between social distance and influence  

in the context of diffusion ; and Marmot (2005) 94  for the definitive exposition of the 

consequences of the distribution of status for health and wel l-being.)  

 

Social influence is also complicated by the structure of the social network . In cohesive groups, 

conformist pressures are greater because individuals value the opinions of other members . 

This creates  the internalisation of beliefs and norms, rat her than compliance with top -down 

mandates  (Vishwanath, 2006) . In some cases, a  group may look to its leaders for social cues 

and may conform to a consensus from them  (which may be either inte rnalised or enforced 

consensus). In other cases, l eaders may spe nd their resources competing with each other 

rather than building consensus and providing solutions. In situations of uncertainty  where the 

majority is unde cided, opinions are unstable  and leaders are not providing the benchmark, the 

social cues provided to each other by the non - leader majority  may be more important than 

opinion leadership for  reducing uncertainty and  build ing  consensus  (Vishwanath , 2006) 95 . This 

reinforces the proposition that t he construction of social norms is a two way process between 

the influencers and the influenced -  minority opinion holders are not necessarily passive 

recipients of group pressure, but may be instrumental in changing opinion.  

 

                                           
91  Martin and Kennedy (1993) ñAdvertising and social comparison: Consequences for female preadolescents and 
adolescentsò 

92  Vishwanath (2006) ñThe effect of the number of opinion seekers and leaders on technology attitudes and choicesò 
93  Offer (2006) ñThe Challenge of Affluenceò 
94  Marmot (2005) ñStatus Syndromeò 
95  Vishwanath (2006) ñThe effect of the number of opinion seekers and leaders on technology attitudes and choicesò 
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2.3 What does all this mean for pro-environmental behaviour ? 

There are var ious features of environmental issues and associated pro -environmental 

behaviours that make the establishment of social norms an important step in the behaviour 

change process .  

 

2.3.1. Climate change as a social dilemma 

In situations of disagreement or uncertainty, the external validation of an attitude or 

behaviour, both at the social and personal level, may be absent. As a consequence a social 

norm may not exist, and individualsô attitudes may be unstable. Environmental issues are a 

good example of a s ituation characterised by high uncertainty, disagreement, and unstable 

and conflicting information (Weisbuch , 2000 ) 96 . Public  awareness of climate change in general 

is relatively new and the establishment or adaptation of norms surrounding pro -environmental 

behaviours is in its infancy (although some behaviours are more advanced than others ï see 

chapter 6 for a more detailed exploration of the relative stages of social norms around Defraôs 

headline behaviours).  

 

Climate change is an example of  a social dilemma: it is characterised by hi gh uncertainty and 

disagreement, and  individual self interest is often in direct conflict with the collective good.  It  

is a classic case  of the ótragedy of the commonsô (Hardin,  1968) 97  -  it involves  the exploitat ion 

of a finite public resource (the atmosphere) that is not own ed by anyone but is used by all. 

Additional characteristics of climate change that disincentivise individual action are that  the 

effects of the over exploitation of the resource are distribute d across many people and are 

often invisible, far away, or in the future. Monitoring, enforcement and sanctions are minimal, 

especially with regard to the day - to -day behaviours for which individuals can take 

responsibility.  

 

There are high levels of uncer tainty surrounding the issue of climate change and a lack of 

consistent social cues as to the most appropriate way to act. Many people have little 

understanding of the facts and are unsure of how to react to the information and messages 

they hear (Brook Ly ndhurst, forthcoming ) 98 . These factors come together to make rules for 

cooperation and consensus particularly important . The absence of such rules gives rise to 

many of the barriers faced by some  segments of the population,  such as the feeling that 

individual actions are useless in the face of wider inac tion; uncertainty about the motives of 

the government; or that it is the responsibility of others, such as business or the government, 

to solve the problem. These reactions a re characteristic of individuals who are unsure of the 

most appropriate way to respond to this rel atively novel and, to them,  ambiguous problem . 

 

If it is the case that certain individuals exert normative influence on those around them and 

catalyse the est ablishment of norms  (both descriptive and injunctive) , then these individuals 

could clearly be instrumental in the process of behaviour change . Harnessing their influence 

could be an important tool in  achieving high uptake  of Defraôs headline behaviour goals and 

fostering a collaborative solution to the problem of climate change.  

 

                                           
96  Weisbuch (2000) ñEnvironment and institutions: a complex dynamical systems approachò 
97  Hardin (1968) ñThe tragedy of the commonsò 
98  Brook Lyndhurst (forthcoming) for Defra ñPublic Understanding of Links Between Climate Change and (i) Food and 
(ii) Energy Useò  
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2.3.2. Pro-environmental behaviour and norms  

The fact that descriptive norms have a direct influence on behaviour has already been used in 

a small number of cases to bring about changes in environmental behaviour. McKenzie -Mohr 

(2000) 99  describes  a successful campaign to encourage more people in a neighbourhood to do 

home composting. The people who already composted were identified and asked to stick a 

large yellow s ticker with a positive message about composting on their bins. This indicated to 

members of the neighbourhood network that other people had adopted this behaviour and so 

established a descriptive norm. The positive message on the sticker also highlighted t he 

injunctive norm that people ought to compost. This programme was very successful in 

encouraging higher neighbourhood composting rates compared to control neighbourhoods.  

 

This example also points to another factor that makes a behaviour more or less ame nable to 

influence based on social norms: the social visibility or invisibility of the action.  Compliance 

with social norms requires a certain level of visibility of the behaviour in question, along with 

social sanctions against transgressors. If a behavio ur takes place in private or is invisible, it is 

difficult to enforce and apply sanctions because it is difficult for others to monitor. More 

importantly in terms of its ónormative value,ô its invisibility also means that there is less chance 

for a descrip tive norm to be established  and fewer opportunities for communication around the 

subject ï the basis of the process of consensus building.  

 

The composting sticker campaign addressed the social invisibility of home composting by 

employing a prominent visua l aid to increase the salience of the target behaviour, bring the 

descriptive norm to the attention of non -composters, and provide external validation for the 

behaviour. This external validation also reinforced the behaviour of the composters by adding a 

descriptive social norm to their own personal norm.  The example demonstrates the fact that 

descriptive norms ï what everyone else around you is doing -  are a powerful source of 

external validation and an important behavioural motivation (Cialdini , 2003 100 , Ea rls, 2007 101 ).  

 

The absence of social norms regarding pro -environmental behaviour may be explained in part 

by the nature  of the behaviours in question. The social invisibility of many of them perpetuates 

the instability of attitudes by causing breaks in the óreinforcement loopô ï with more visible 

actions, individual behaviour feeds into the norm, which in turn feeds into i ndividual behaviour, 

and so on in a virtuous (or vicious) cycle of validation. Invisibility of a behaviour not only 

precludes social monitoring and enforcement, but also prevents social comparison and external 

validation. (S ee chapter 6  for further discuss ion on the characteristics of the pro -

environmental behaviours that make them more or less amenable to social diffusion).  

 

2.3.3. Pro-environmental behaviour and identity  

Active adoption of pro -environmental behaviour s, although on the increase,  remains relativel y 

rare;  only 18% of the population fits into the category of óPositive Greenô (Defra 2008 ) 102 . The 

headline behaviours (see chapter 6) are  therefore a type of ósocial innovationô ï they are new 

behaviours that are close to or at the óbottomô of the s- curve ( the adoption curve)  (see 

chapters 3 and 5  for more on social innovations and adoption  of behaviours ) . As such, 

currently only a minority has adopted these behaviours, and social norms to support the 

behaviou rs are generally absent (with the  obvious excepti on of recycling).  

                                           
99  McKenzie -Mohr (2000) ñPromoting sustainable behaviour: an introduction to community based social marketingò 
100  Cialdini (2003) ñCrafting normative messages to protect the environmentò 
101  Earls (2007) ñHerd ï How to Change Mass Behaviour by Harnessing our True Natureò 
102  Defra (2008) ñA Framework for Pro-Environme ntal Behavioursò 
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Some products, behaviours and attitudes serve a social identity function ï individuals use 

them to communicate their values and goals to others and to thereby establish their social and 

personal identity (Grewal et al 2000) 103 . This again depends  on the nature of the product or 

behaviour ï the social identity function is more important for publicly consumed goods or 

visibly performed behaviours. Pro -environmental behaviour may exhibit this social identity 

function ï it already does for some  people (for example, many Positive Greens). This indicates 

that social norms can and do develop around environmental issues, and if the establishment of 

social norms can be supported then widespread adoption of the behaviours will be enabled. 

Conversely, without social norms to support them, the behaviours will remain a minority 

choice.  

 

Social norms have been established around some of the behaviours, most notably recycling,  

and others may be particularly amenable to descriptive norm influence ï for example, driving 

hybrid  cars (more on this in chapter 6). Furthermore, there are some social groups and 

networks in which pro -environmental behaviour is the norm , where  there are high levels of 

agreement among group members about the nature of the evidence relating to issues such as 

climate change, pro -environmental behaviour is looked upon favourably, and the 

reinforcement loop is on an upward trend. For many of the members of the se networks, acting 

in an environmentally friendly way is seen as a lifestyle choice and plays an important part in 

their self and group identity 104 .  

 

2.4 Summary 

It is clear that corresponding social norms are vital to the widespread adoption of p ro -

environment al behaviours. Norms are emergent properties of social networks; the 

establishment of norms and the widespread adoption of behaviour go hand in hand in a 

óreinforcement loop ô,  whereby individual behaviour feeds into the norm and the norm informs 

behaviour.  

 

But why is it that when some individuals adopt a new or different behaviour, it remains a 

minority, peripheral behaviour, whereas when others adopt a behaviour, those aroun d them 

follow their lead ?  

 

The answer to this question seems to be that certain individuals exert normative influence on 

those around them. Their attitudes and behaviour set the tone of the group; they serve as a 

validating óappropriateness benchmarkô and as an example of the right thing to do  (that is, 

they function on the levels of both descriptive and injunctive norms). When these individuals 

adopt a behaviour, it has a direct effect on those around them ï they are able to catalyse the 

establishment of the social norm that creates the conditions for the mass adoption of an 

innovation. It does not mean that a new behaviour will necessarily  be adopted by the majority, 

because there are many other social, economic and psychological factors in  play  within an y 

social network. However, it is clear that, in the absence of such endorsement, the adoption of 

new behaviours faces a much greater challenge.  

 

Climate change is an uncertain and largely new  business for the majority of people, and this 

feeds through into  peopleôs uncertainty as to how to act towards it. Defraôs headline pro-

                                           
103  Grewal, Mehta and Kardes (2000) ñThe role of the social- identity function of attitudes in consumer innovativeness 
and opinion leadershipò 

104  See ñMotivations for pro-environmental behaviourò, RESOLVE for Defra, forthcoming  
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environmental behaviours are social innovations and therefore entail a certain level of risk for 

thos e who are minded to adopt them . B y performing a new and different action that is no t in 

line with the existing norm, the average member of a social network  may put  in jeopardy their 

acceptance by the group and their perception of their own identity. This risk and uncertainty 

may be reduced by the exemplification  and external validation o f behaviours by influential 

individuals within social networks ï those individuals who have a higher than average capacity 

to set the normative tone of their social group.  

 

What is more,  due to the hidden  nature of many pro -environmental behaviours  (see c hapter 6)  

it is essential for the corresponding norms to be internalised, since the absence of monitoring 

and enforcement leads people to agree in public that it is the right thing to do, but fail to 

change their behaviour in private.  Influential individualsô interaction with injunctive norms ï 

what we feel we ought to do ï may play an important part in the process of inter nalisation.  

This is an issue of particular relevance to our enquiry, given the invisibility or privacy of many 

of t he pro -environmental behaviours.  From a policy perspective, social rules of consensus 

around environmental issues are a vital piece  in the puzzle of creating a coherent and targeted 

response to climate change.  

 

We have seen that social norms have a complex  interaction with individual and group 

behaviour, and that the establishment of social norms is necessary for the sustainable 

widespread adoption of innovations. There is a complex, two way, cyclical relationship between 

behaviours and social norms. The key is to find ways to intervene in this  cycle to nudge it in 

the desired direction, or to reverse a negative cycle. Due to their ability to affect (and effect!) 

social norms, and therefore behaviour, it seems that working with influential individuals could 

be an effective way to intervene in the cycle.  

 

However, k nowing that influential individuals exert normative influence on  those  around them  

is not sufficient to tell us how the mechanism of social influence works and how it might be 

harnessed.  How are social norms established ? How do new attitudes and behaviours come 

into the group, and how do they spread through it? At what stage does a common behaviour 

become a norm, and how many people does this require? We have also seen how the external 

validation of an attitude or behaviour by influential group members can catalyse the 

establishment of a social norm, but who are  these individuals ï what are they like and how do 

they work? These questions, and more, are  tackled in the following chapters 3 and 4 on 

diffusion and influential individuals respectively.  

 

 

 



Investigating óMavensô | A Brook Lyndhurst report for Defra                                  Part 1: Literature review 
  Chapter 3: Diffusion 

 26 

3  Diffusion  

3.1 Introduction  

Having set the scene in terms of networks and norms, i n this chapter we introduce and discuss 

the notion of ódiffusionô.  We are particularly concerned to achieve two goals: on the one hand, 

to explore t he general process by which new behaviours (such as pro -environmenta l 

behaviours) arrive and then diffuse through a population; on the other, to consider the 

particular role that might be played in this process by óopinion leadersô, ómavensô or other 

ócatalytic individualsô.   Through a deeper understanding of the mechanism s by which behaviour 

change occurs, we can go on to more fully understand where catalytic individuals fit in to the 

process.  

 

The chapter begins in section 3.2 with a general description of what is meant by ódiffusionô and 

the kinds of things that can diff use.  In section 3.3  we turn to a discussion of the general 

processes by which diffusion occurs, focusing in particular on the dominant theories to date 

and the principal alternatives to those propositions.  

 

In section 3.4  we focus on a variety of key comp onent parts of the diffusion process that are 

particularly relevant to our enquiry, including the relationship between the role of individuals 

and the role of the system, or network, wit hin which they operate. I n the penultimate  part of 

the chapter , sectio n 3.5,  we consider some of the outstanding problems and difficulties 

associated with the notion of diffusion and their possi ble implications for this study, and in 3.6 

we present a brief summary of the chapter.  

 

This is a long chapter, with a great deal of  at times difficult theory to cover.  We nevertheless 

judge that, given the importance of diffusion theory to the potential role that could be played 

by catalytic individuals in encouraging the uptake of pro -environmental behaviours, and the 

relative novel ty of much diffusion theory, that a thorough coverage is appropriate.  

 

3.2 What is Diffusion?  

In the context of the systems and networks explored in the preceding chapters, we can say 

that a variety of ideas, beliefs, behaviours, choices, products and informat ion characterise 

these systems and networks.  

 

At some imaginary or theoretical cross -sectional time ózeroô, a network will have a range of 

ideas, beliefs, behaviours and so on  that can be described.  In the next and subsequent 

moments, new ideas, beliefs, pieces of information and so forth present themselves as 

possibilities.  These novelties, or innovations, can arrive in a number of ways (see below) but 

the first thing to note is that any new idea or belief 105  will, perforce, find itself competing with 

an e xisting idea or belief.  

 

(Some commentators ï such as Jackson , M (2005) 106  -  go as far as to say that these features 

do not merely characterise these networks, they actually comprise  the networks.  It is an 

interesting point to note, even at this early stage , that, given the potentially ambiguous 

                                           
105  Henceforth, f or the sake of brevity, this pairing or similar should be taken to refer to the full list of attributes or 
óconstructsô referred to above. 
106  Jackson, M (2005) in ñThe economics of social networksò 
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relationship between ómembership of a networkô and óbeliefs of members of that networkô, that 

a new idea may not merely supplant an existing idea within the network,  it may also change 

the network and/or the membership of that network ï see below.)  

 

Some researchers have dwelt on this ónew vs. oldô idea.  Mulgan et al (2 007) 107 , for example, 

put it bluntly that:  

 

 ñInnovation usually involves some struggle against vested interests; the 

ócontagious courageô that persuades others to change; and the pragmatic 

persistence that turns promising ideas into real institutions.ò  

 

More generally, in developing models of diffusion, authors such as Stocker  et al  (2001) 108  and 

Weisbuch (2000) 109  highlight the fact that each individual within a network is faced with a 

specific yes/no decision in the face of a new idea.  The former draw attention to the balance of 

influence and susceptibility of interacting agents in determinin g the success or otherwise of the 

new idea;  while Weisbuch focuses on the relative óutilityô of the new idea for each individual, 

and the f actors influencing that utility. B oth are concerned with the competition between new 

arrivals and established mores.  

 

The process by which this competition takes place has also been the focus of much research.  

A particularly good general summary of the literature on the process is provided in a health 

care context by Cain and  Mittman (2002) 110 .  As they put it:  

 

ñHealth care is constantly evolvi ng.  Wave after wave of new technologies, 

insurance models, information systems, regulatory changes and institutional 

arrangements buffet the system and the people in it.  But people and institutions, 

for the most part, do not like c hange.  It is painful, difficult and uncertain. ò 

 

ñEntire organisations in health care are devoted either to promoting innovations ï 

selling the latest drugs, imaging system, medical device, software package or 

Internet site ï or to preventing innovations from disrupting the status quo by 

counter -detailing, keeping drug reps away from doctors, requiring certificates of 

need, or disallowing reimbursements.  Trying to change the pace at which new 

ideas about health care spread through the system is a priority  of health care 

professionals; such changes easily have major impacts on cost, quality and patient 

satisfaction. ò 

 

ñDiffusion is the process by which an innovation is communicated through certain 

channels over time among the members of a social systemò. 

 

As the above extract intimates, a majority of the new arrivals into the institutional networks of 

health care arrive from óoutsideô any given local system.  An alternative ï that innovations 

diffuse more spontaneously from the grassroots ï has also received  attention.  Van Slyke  et al  

(2004) 111  expressly focus on grassroots diffusion, defining it as the process of an innovation 

spreading through an organisation through informal means without organisational sanction or 

                                           
107  Mulgan, Tucker, Ali and Sanders (2007) ñSocial Innovation: What it is, why it matters, and how it can be 
acceleratedò 
108  R. Stocker, D. Green and D. Newth (2001) ñConsensus and cohesion in simulated social networksò 
109  Weisbuch (2000) ñEnvironment and institutions: a complex dynamical systems approachò 
110  Cain and Mittman (2002) ñDiffusion of Innovation in Health Careò 
111  Van Slyke, Stafford and Ilie (2004) ñGrassroots diffusion: A research agenda and propositional inventoryò 
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support.  By extension, a grassroots diffu sion network is an emergent structure ï it comes 

about spontaneously because of the interests and needs of interconnected individuals.  Van 

Slyke and colleagues  suggest that the process (within a formal organisation) typically follows a 

series of steps:  

 

 a knowledgeable individual introduces the innovation into the organisation ;  

 introduced colleagues serve as components in the diffusion network ;  

 innovation spreads through networks and between networks via network and 

organisational boundary spanners , eventu ally becoming  firmly established;  

 initiators promote the innovation to people in thei r work groups and ego -networks;  

 social networks communi cate the utility of adoption;  

 the innovation may be standardised when higher management becomes aware and 

takes step s to gain some control over the process.  

 

This description not only summarises the generic process of diffusion (of which more below), 

but also highlights the ambiguous relationship between extant networks, the arrival of new 

ideas, and the subsequent exis tence or otherwise of the network.  (Is it the same network 

when its constituent parts have changed?)  

 

Such a description belies the full complexity of diffusion, and the more general nature of the 

competition, in a network system setting, between new and existing ideas.  In extremis, 

competition between entities within finite resource settings is essentially neo -Darwinian, with 

entities that are ófittestô (in its strict evolutionary sense) surviving at the expense of those that 

are not fit.  Some modellers  have been exploring the diffusion process from this perspective: 

Morone and  Taylor (2004) 112 , for example, review a series of recent studies that have made 

use of evolutionary game theory to model the mechanisms of social learning and technology 

diffusion, principally by examining local interaction games in which each personôs payoff 

depends on the actions of his/her neighbours.  

 

More generally, however,  a full evolutionary account of the competition between ideas and 

other human institutions has not yet been written ï though Dennett (1995) 113  has sketched 

out the possible parameters of such an account and Beinhocker (2007) 114  and Fell 

(forthcoming) 115  are vent uring further along this track.   

 

For now, however, there remains considerable and convincing theory and evidence about the 

diffusion process and the way in which innovation impacts upon social systems.  

 

Deroian (2002) 116 , for example, notes that  

 

ñinnovations disturb social norms, and the evolution of othersô opinions is an incentive 

to change individual habits. Hence, the formation of opinions, as a cumulative process, 

gradually increases the pressure of the whole community on individual opinions... [é] 

the accumulation of influence enforces the network formation until a threshold. The 

critical mass effect does not consist of a minimum number of initial adopters, but 

consists of a level of interpersonal influence.ò 

                                           
112  Morone and Taylor (2004) ñKnowledge diffusion dynamics and network properties of face - to -face interactionsò 
113  Dennett (1995) ñDarwinôs Dangerous Ideaò 
114  Beinhocker (2007) ñThe Origin of Wealthò 
115  Fell (forthcoming) ñThe Economics of Enoughò 
116  Deroian (2002) ñFormation of Social Networks and Diffusion of Innovationsò 
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Again, this extract hints at the bigger picture, in which processes are co -dependent, in which 

influence within a network is non - linear, in which pressures for change (and resistance to 

change) build and compete.  

 

But what are these things that are competing?  Is it just information?  Is there a  difference 

between competition between beliefs, as opposed to competition between behaviours?  As   

McKenzie -Mohr (2000) 117  suggests , advertising (one form of information provision) is effective 

in altering our preference to buy one brand over another -  but  behaviour change and the 

establishment of new social norms is not the same thing as altering consumer preferences.  

 

It is perhaps obvious to say so,  but it turns out to be extremely important to make this 

clarification: the diffusion of information is fundamentally different from the diffusion of 

behaviour.  Information is perpetually coursing through a social network and may, or may not, 

effect some change in the behaviour of agents within that network.  New behaviours, by  

contrast, represent some sort of disturbance to the actual operation of the network itself: a 

new behaviour may comprise a new norm; it may spell the reconfiguration of the network;  it 

may presage changes in the composition of the network.  The further the behaviour is from the 

prevailing social norm, the greater the disturbance and the greater is the likely resistance.  

 

It is thus vital to distinguish the diffusion of information an d, by extension, those that are 

responsible for such diffusion, from the diffusion of new behaviours.  In the case of the former, 

we are clearly and categorically referring to ómavensô.  The seminal Feick and Price (1987)118  

paper on mavens was subtitled ña diffuser of market informationò and numerous subsequent 

studies (e.g. Weidmann  et al  (2001) 119 ) have maintained this focus.  

 

Individuals with a tendency to provide market place information to others , as we argue 

elsewhere, ope rate  within an established socia l norm (called óshoppingô).  The environmental 

behaviours with which we are in this research concerned are  not, by and large, underpinned by 

ósocial normsô (though those behaviours that implicate óshoppingô, such as buying energy 

efficient products, fit wi thin the shopping norm to an extent ).   Therefore, the diffusion process 

with which we are concerned is that of new behaviours, not  simply  information.  By extension, 

we are not narrowly interested in ómavensô per se (though, as we go on to say, there are good 

reasons for remaining interested in ómaven-like functionsô). 

 

To summarise this section, we can say that the type of diffusion in which we are interested is 

the process whereby social innovations, including information, ideas, technologies and 

behaviou rs, spread through  social network s over time and eventually become established as 

óthe norm.ô  

 

To quote Rogers (2003) 120 , who pulls together over 50 years of diffusion research :  

 

ñDiffusion is a special type of communication concerned with the spread of messages 

that are perceived as new ideas.  Communication is a process in which participants 

create and share information with one another in order to reach a mutual 

                                           
117  McKenzie -Mohr (2 000) ñPromoting sustainable behaviour: An introduction to community based social marketingò 
118  Feick and Price (1987) ñThe market maven: a diffuser of market informationò 
119  Weidmann, Walsh and Mitchell (2001) ñThe Mannmaven: an agent for diffusing market informationò 
120  Rogers (1995) ñDiffusion of Innovationsò 



Investigating óMavensô | A Brook Lyndhurst report for Defra                                  Part 1: Literature review 
  Chapter 3: Diffusion 

 30 

understanding.  Diffusion has a special character because of the newness of the idea in 

the me ssage content .ò 

 

 

Pro-environmental behaviour change within networks (both large and small) is an example of 

the process of diffusion. In the next section, we will begin to see the role of catalytic 

individuals in this process.  

 

3.3 How does diffusion take place? 

Since  we are concerned with the diffusion  of innovative behaviours (see c hapter 6 for more on 

this and why pro -environmental behaviours comprise ósocial innovationsô), we can begin to 

look in more detail at how this takes place.  

 

A good summary is o nce again provided by Cain and  Mittman (2002) 121 , who , building on 

Rogers ( 1967 and 2003 ï see below for more details) 122  suggest that there are ten ócritical 

dynamicsô of innovation diffusion: 

 

1.  Relative advantage : the more potential value or benefit is antici pated from the 

innovation, the faster it will diffuse;  

2.  Trialability : a bility to try the innovation improves the prospects for adoption and 

diffusion;  

3.  Observability:   again the extent to which potential adopters can óseeô the benefits of the 

innovation impr oves the prospects for adoption and diffusion;  

4.  Communication channels : the paths chosen by opinion leaders to communicate an 

innovation affect the pace and pattern of diffusion;  

5.  Homophilous groups : i nnovations spread faster amongst homophilous [roughly, ólike -

mindedô] groups; 

6.  Pace of innovation/reinvention : s ome innovations tend to evolve and are altered along 

the way of diffus ion whilst others remain stable;  

7.  Norms, roles and social networks : i nno vations are shaped by the rules , hierarchies and 

informal mechanisms of communication operating in the social networks in which they 

diffuse;  

8.  Opinion leaders : opinion leade rs affect the pace of diffusion;  

9.  Compatibility : the ability of an innovation to coexist with existing technologies a nd social 

patterns improves the prospects for adoption/diffusion;  and  

10.  Infrastructure : t he adoption of many innovations depends on the presence of some form 

of infrastructure or of other technologies that cluster with the innovation.  

 

We are persuaded that this list represents a concise yet comprehensive review of the main 

issues associated with a diffusion process , and we use the factors in our conclusions to suggest 

a possible clustering of the pro -environmental behavi ours.  

 

Mulgan  et al (2007) 123 , for examp le, state that ñconnected difference theory of social 

innovationò highlights three elements of successful social innovations:  

 

                                           
121  M. Cain  and R. Mittman (2002) ñDiffusion of Innovation in Health Careò 
122  Rogers (2003) ñThe diffusion of innovationsò 
123  Mulgan, Tucker, Ali and Sanders (2007) ñSocial Innovation: What it is, why it matters, and how it can be 
acceleratedò 



Investigating óMavensô | A Brook Lyndhurst report for Defra                                  Part 1: Literature review 
  Chapter 3: Diffusion 

 31 

 they are normally combinations or hybrids of existing elements, rather than  being wholly 

new in themselves;  

 putting them into practice involves cutting across organisational, sect oral or disciplinary 

boundaries;  

 they leave behind new networks 124 .  

 

(They go on to note that ñsocial innovation is crucial to economic growth, because some of the 

barriers to lasting growth, such as clima te change, can only be tackled through social 

innovationò.) 

 

From a slightly different perspective, Roch (2005) 125  focuses on  the role of key individuals  

(who she conceptualises as óopinion leadersô).  Sh e clarifies two distinct ómodels of influenceô: 

 

 the standard two -step model, in which opinion leaders get information from e.g. the media 

and pass it on to other people ;  

 

 an alternative multi - step model, initially proposed by Weimann in 1982, in which people at 

the margins of the network pass new ideas to c entrally located opinion leaders through 

infrequent contact (weak ties) and the opinion leaders then influence those around them.  

 

Roch e xplains that previous work has suggested that social influence is  about who you are, 

what you kno w and who you know, bu t  another idea is that opinion leaders may not be 

influential just because people in their network look up to them, but because of who they know 

outside the network. They can play a key role in information flow because they link groups 

together who would o therwise have no contact with each other 126 . Burt (1999) 127  suggests that 

opinion leaders are influential not only because of that but because they have contacts that 

other group members do not  ï they have unique access to potentially valuable info rmation  

whic h constitutes social capital. It follows that one person can be  an opinion leader in one 

group, even though they are  not in another.  

 

Notwithstanding these contributions, the work of two individuals in particular dominates the 

landscape of diffusion theory .  The first of these can best be introduced by Hill  et al  (2006) 128 , 

who comment that ñthe most influential diffusion mode lò was developed by Bass (1969) 129 . The 

Bass model  predicts the number of users who will adopt a product at a given time, 

hypothesising t hat the rate of adoption is simply a function of the current proportion of the 

population who have adopted the invention 130 . He tested this model initially on 11 products, 

getting good predictions of the sales peak and its timing . 

 

The status of Bass is impo rtant because he provided the first quantified model explaining the 

diffusion of products, and his work itself diffused widely and rapidly through the world of 

marketing.  His contribution, however, is itself dwarfed by that of Everett Rogers, whose 

                                           
124  See earlier remarks, to the effect that innovations and networks are co -dependent  
125  Roch (2005) ñThe dual roots of opinion leadershipò 
126  See section 3.3, below  
127  Burt (1999) ñThe Social Capital of Opinion Leaders.ò  
128  Hill, Provost and Volinsky (2006) ñNetwork-based marketing: identifying likely adopters via consumer networksò 
129  Bass (1969) ñ A new product growth model for  consumer durablesò 
130  That is,  the rate at which an innovation becomes a social norm ï see chapter 3.  
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ñTheory of Diffusionò is introduced by Feder and  Savastano (of the Development Research 

Group at the World Bank) (2006) 131  thus:  

 

 ñThe seminal work of Rogers (1995) provides a coherent theory, as well as 

empirical evidence, of many aspects of diffusion.ò 

 

3.3.1. Rogersô theory of diffusion  

 

So seminal is Rogersô work to understanding the processes of diffusion that , as well as the 

following summary of his work,  we devote one Appendix to a series of summative extracts: the 

interested reader is invited to review the entire  book for a comprehensive introduction to the 

subject.  

 

After an extensive review of the evidence, Rogers notes that, although diffusion research 

began as a series of scientific enclaves, it has emerged as a single, integrated body of 

concepts and generali zations, even though the investigations are conducted by researchers in 

different field s, thus highlighting the explanatory power of the overall theory.  

 

In order to explain how diffusion works, Rogers starts at the bottom, with the individual. The 

micro -process through which any given individual within a social network makes a decision to 

adopt or reject an innovation can be broken down into five steps:  

 

 knowledge , when the individual is exposed to the innovationôs existence and gains an 

understanding of h ow it functions;  

 persuasion , when the individual forms a favourable  or unfavourable  attitude toward the 

innovation;  

 decision , when the individual engages in activities that lead to a choice to adopt or reject 

the innovation;  

 implementation , when the ind ividual puts an innovation into use; and  

 confirmation , when the individual seeks reinforcement for an innovation -decision already 

made but may reverse the decision if exposed to conflicting messages about it.  

 

However, not all individuals within a network  are the same. Different individuals take different 

lengths of time to go through this process, with early adopters taking the least time. As a 

consequence of this, levels of awareness of an innovation are generally more  rapid than its 

rate of adoption.  

 

According to Rogers, the rate of diffusion of a new behaviour can be roughly  predicted based 

on a number of key constructs, including the nature of the innovation; the type of 

communication channels diffusing the innovation at various stages in the process , and the 

nature of the social system. Of even more importance to the rate of diffusion are network 

membersô perceptions of the following five attributes of the innovation itself (cf. Cain and 

Mittmanôs (2002) list at the beginning of this chapter): 

 

 Relative advantage : the degree to which an innovation is perceived as better than the 

idea it supersedes.  

                                           
131  Feder and Savastano (Development Research Group at the World Bank) (2006) ñThe Role of Opinion Leaders in the 
Diffusion of New Knowledge: The Case of Integrated Pest Managementò 
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 Compatibility : the degree to which an innovation is perceived as consistent with the 

existing values, past experiences, and needs of potential adopter s.  

 Complexity:  the degree to which an innovation is perceived as relatively difficult to 

understand and to use.  

 Trialability:  the degree to which an innovation may be experimented with on a limited 

basis.  

 Observability : the degree to which the results of a n innovation are visible to others.  

According to Rogers, these are the fundamental ideas that must be understood by anyone 

wishing to study or encourage the diffusion of an innovation.  

 

Rogers  also gives us some clues about some of the different attributes of different rol es within 

the diffusion process. He notes that adopter categories are the classifications of the members 

of a social system on the basis of innovativeness, the degree to which  an individual or other 

unit of adoption is relatively ear ly  in adopting new ideas compared to  other members of a 

system.  A variety of categorization systems and titles for adopters have been used in past 

studies.    

 

According to Rogers, earlier ñknowersò of an innovation, when compared to later knowers, are 

characterized by more formal education, higher social status, greater exposure to mass media 

channels of communication, greater change agent contact, greater social participation, and 

greater ñcosmopo liteness. ò  He also points out the importance of an individualôs network 

position in the role they play in the diffusion process:  

 

ñA communication network consists of interconnected individuals who are linked by 

patterned flows of information.  An individ ualôs network links are important 

determinants of his or her adoption of innovations.  The network interconnectedness of 

an individual in a social system is positively related to the individualôs innovativeness.ò 

 

The relatively earlier adopters in a socia l system are no different from later adopters in age, 

but they have more years of formal education, are more likely to be literate, and have higher 

social status, a greater degree of upward social mobility, and larger -sized units, such as farms, 

companies,  schools, and so on.  These characteristics of adopter categories indicate that 

earlier adopters have generally higher socioeconomic status than do later adopters.  

 

Earlier adopters in a system also differ from later adopters in personality variables.  Ear lier 

adopters have greater empathy, less dogmatism, a greater ability to deal with abstractions, 

greater rationality, greater intelligence, a more favourable  attitude toward change, a greater 

ability to cope with uncertainty and risk, a more favourable  att itude toward science, less 

fatalism and greater self -efficacy, and higher aspirations for formal education, higher -status 

occupations, and so on.  

 

The adopter categories also have different communication behavio ur.  Earlier adopters engage 

in  more social pa rticipation, are more highly interconnected in the interpersonal networks of 

their system, are more ñcosmopolite, ò have  greater exposure to mass media channels, and 

greater exposure to inter personal communication channels. They  engage in more active 

inform ation seeking, and have g reater knowledge of innovations  and a higher degree of 

opinion leadership.  
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Rogers also goes on to discuss  the role of opinion leadership, highlighting its  importance in the 

diffusion process.  He says:  

 

ñOpinion leadership is the degree to which an individual is able to influence informally 

other individualsô attitudes or overt behaviour in a desired way with relative frequency.  

Opinion leaders play an important role in diffusion networks, and are often identified 

and utilized in d iffusion programs.ò 

 

Also of interest to our enquiry, and echoing the evidence about the nature of social networks 

presented in chapter 1, Rogers also comments that, whereas diffusion was originally though t  

to occur in a linear process,  more and more researchers are now reject ing  that notion in favour 

of what he calls ódecentralisedô diffusion. Rather than the classical, top down model of 

diffusion, decentralised diffusion represents a more dynamic, adaptive process.  

 

Finally, Rogers end s on a warning note. He highlights that many innovations cause both 

positive and negative consequences, and it is thus erroneous to assume that the desirable 

impacts can be achieved without also experiencing undesirable effects.  He concludes that the 

effe cts of an innovation usually cannot be managed so as to separate the desirable from the 

undesirable consequences. Additionally, he writes, the consequences of the diffusion of 

innovations usually widen the socioeconomic gap between the earlier and later ad opting 

categories in a system.   

 

Rogersô work gives both a long view and an in depth view of the theory of diffusion. It helped 

to provide  a firm platform from which to design our primary research and was an invaluable 

ben chmark for our own findings (see Part 2 of this report).  

 

3.3.2. Theory of Diffusion - Alternatives 

Although Rogers enjoys a dominant position in the field, and much of his theoretical approach 

is either uncontested or is supported by substantial volumes of empirical research,  it is by no 

means certain that he is in all respects órightô.  Three contributions illustrate the point. 

 

Vishwanath (2006) 132  conducted extensi ve fieldwork and concluded that:  

 

ñcontrary to the dominant theoretical position, the number of opinion leaders did not 

always influence technology attitudes; rather, in host of high attraction conditions, the 

number of opinion seekers  had a significant influence.ò [our emphasis]  

 

In other words, in highly cohesive and homophilous networks (ñhigh attraction conditionsò), 

interpersonal influence that flows horizontally between óopinion seekersô may be of more 

importance than that which flows from opinion leaders to the rest.  

 

Taking a different approach, but reaching similar and, indeed, more extensive conclusions, 

Wat ts and  Dodds (2007) 133  develop and explore a series of computer models to show the 

conditions under which influentials [i.e. people we are deeming ócatalytic individualsô] are 

important for diffusion. They find that influentials are  ñimportant in the diffusi on process only 

under a very restricted set of conditions, and that those conditions have questionable empirical 

                                           
132  Vishwanath (2006) ñThe effect of the number of opinion seekers and leaders on technology attitudes and choicesò 
133  Watts and Dodds (2007) ñInfluentials, networks and public opinion formationò 
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basis. A critical mass of easily influenced people influencing other easily influenced 

people is the princip al  driver of diffusion .ò [our emphasis].  

 

They go on to note:  

 

 Katz and Lazar sfeldôs seminal 1955 paper on interpersonal influence led to opinion 

leaders becoming a central construct in subsequent theories of diffusion across 

marketing, diffusion theory, behavioural sciences, media sociolog y and communications 

research, including in the work of Rogers, Valente, Weimann etc .  

 

 However, although the dual concepts of personal influence and opinion leadership have 

been extensively documented, it is unclear exactly how  influentials are responsible  

for/important  to  the diffusion process.  

 

 Katz and Lazar sfeldôs original definition is still in use: opinion leaders are individuals 

who are likely to influence other persons in their immediate environment ï i.e. they are 

not leaders in the usual sense; rather their influence is direct and derives from their 

informal status as individuals who are highly informed, respected or simply óconnectedô. 

 

 However, although this concept is often assumed, the mechanics of the process in 

which opinion leaders are sup posedly important is generally left unspecified.  

 

 In fact, there are various formal diffusion models (e.g. Bass 1969) that generate S 

curves without the presence of influentials.  

 

 This does not necessarily mean that influentials are unimportant; however,  it indicates 

an unresolved question of whether the observation that some people are more 

influential than others translates into the stronger claim that some special group of 

influencers plays a critical/important role in social diffusion.  

 

More recently still ï and it is important to note that these disputations have been occurring 

only in the very recent past -  Galeotti and  Goyal (2007) 134  attempt to build a (computer -

resident) model capable of developing óoptimal strategiesô for diffusion and conclude :  

 

ñA broad range of work in economics, as well as in other disciplines, such as 

marketing and social psychology, suggests that friends, neighbours and 

acquaintances, play a role in shaping individual behaviour.  In recent years, firms, 

governments and politic al parties have increasingly tried to incorporate such social 

effects in the design of their marketing and development strategies.  To the best 

of our knowledge there is no theoretical model which examines the effects 

of social influence on the design of o ptimal strategies é Generally, different 

content of social interaction as well as a different distribution of connections will 

lead to different dynamics of diffusion and therefore to different dynamically 

optimal diffusion strategies.ò [Our emphasis]  

 

In s hort, they assert that whilst there may be a ótheoryô, not much can be done with it. 

 

                                           
134  Galeotti and Goyal (2007) ñA theory of strategic diffusionò: 
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Such an assertion is, of course, itself contestable, and ï on the basis of the literature ï we are 

persuaded that whilst it may not yet be possible to build the equivalen t of an econometric 

model of the diffusion process, there are certain key features of the diffusion process that are 

sufficiently well understood as to provide the basis for further work applied to the question of 

pro -environmental behaviours.  In the next  part of this chapter, we turn to examine some of 

these key features.  

 

3.4 Key Features of Diffusion 

In this section of the chapter, we draw on Rogers and others to present discussion on six key 

features of the diffusion process, as follows:  

 

1.  how information ( about innovations)  is transmitted within a social network, considering in 

particular the importance of interperso nal communication ;  

 

2.  the importance of óstrongô and óweakô ties within social networks, and the significance of the 

ósocial distanceô between individuals in terms of its impact on the transmission of 

information and its influence ;  

 

3.  the nature of influence, how it functions, and the factors ï such as trust ï that make a 

difference to the degree of influence ;  

 

4.  the concepts of thresholds and cascades , and the relationship between individual yes/no 

decisions and the emergence of mass phenomena ;  

 

5.  the issue of timing, and the various phases of diffusion ;  and, finally,  

 

6.  a discussion of the relationship between the role of individuals in diffusion and the role of 

the system within which that diffusion occurs . 

 

These features of diffusion are all of crucial importance to understanding the context within 

which catalytic individuals function and in understanding the role that they play within the 

overall process. For example, from a practical point of view, it is vital to understand which 

stage(s) of diffusion provide  the optimal time for the influence of catalytic individ uals  to be 

maximised , and when it is likely to be too early or too late. Understanding how the nature of 

the network and its initial conditions interface with the process of diffusion is a nother  

important  factor in not only understanding how the process wo rks, but planning and 

implementing interventions involving catalytic individuals.  

 

The following sections are laid out in the order of the six elements  listed above.  

 

3.4.1. The transmission of information ï the news of the new 

Various researchers have focused sp ecifically on the means by which information moves within 

a social network; and they have invariably focused on the nature of the individuals associated 

with the movement of that information.  
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Around the same time that Feick and  Price were formalising the notion of the market maven, 

for example, Leonard -Barton (1985) 135  was exploring the diffusion process.  As well as noting 

that ñthe diffusion of a successful innovation follows a process like that of an epidemic, as 

explained by Rogers (1982) 136  and modelled b y Mahajan and Muller (1979)ò, she notes that 

ñcommunication among potential adopters is criticalò.  Relatively few individuals can be 

identified as opinion leaders, but they can be understood, or even defined, as those who 

disproportionately influence othe rs.  She goes on to contend that ñan information source can 

gain the requisite credibility [i.e. have an influence] from a source other than personal 

experience, i.e. an opinion leader does not have to be an adopterò. 

 

Leonard -Bartonôs approach represents a relatively bald interpretation of a linear process, in 

which information is transmitted from a source that knows, to a source that does not.  More 

recent analyses (informed, in part, by more general work in the field of communication theory) 

suggest that  the communication process is more dynamic than this.  

 

Locock et al (2001) 137 , for example, state that  

 

ñThere is support from both healthcare and non-healthcare studies for a convergence 

model of communicating an innovation,  whereby mutual understanding is achieved 

through a repeated process of social negotiation, adaptation and reconstructionò.   

 

They go on to note that ñThe opinion leader may act as catalyst or mediatorò in this process 

and that ñFurther work is required to improve our understanding of these important different 

roles and of their relative importance in different contexts.ò 

 

One of the key figures in that further work is Valente.  Working with Davis  (Valente and  Davis 

1999 138) he suggests that ñwhen the innovation reaches the network it must percolate through 

until it reaches the opinion leaders who are in a position to set the agenda for changeò.  This 

notion  of ópercolationô represents an instructive metaphor, hinting as it does that something is 

passing thro ugh a medium, but the medium is itself being simultaneously changed.  

 

More recently , Valente and  Pump uang (2007) 139  argue that:  

 

 ñopinion leaders can act as gatekeepers for interventions, help change social norms and 

accelerate behaviour changeò;  

 

 ñopinion leaders are not necessarily the earliest adopters of innovations, although by 

definition they often embrace a n idea before the majority does ò;  

 

 ñopinion leaders can remove barriers to change and increase the rate of diffusion of 

innovationsò;  

 

 ñin general,  programs that use peer opinion leaders have been shown to be more effective 

than those that do notò;  and  

 

                                           
135  Leonard -Barton (1985) ñExperts as negative opinion leaders in the diffusion of a technological innovationò 
136  The Rogers book is now in its fifth edition, having first appeared in 1962  
137  Locock, Dopson, Chambers, and Gabbay (2001) ñUnderstanding the role of opinion leaders in improving clinical 
effectivenessò 
138  Valente and Davis (1999) ñAccelerating the diffusion of innovations using opinion leadersò 
139  Valente and  Pumpuang (2007) ñIdentifying Opinion Leaders to Promote Behaviour Changeò 
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 ñit should be noted that opinion leaders are sometimes referred to as champions, lay health 

advisors, health advocates, community leaders, and perhap s other terms.ò 

 

The dynamic nature of communication is further highlighted by Van Slyke  et al  (2004) 140 , who 

also go on to clarify that ñSimply calling attention to the innovation increases awareness but is 

not enough to initiate diffusion:  the bene fits mu st also be communicated.ò  They suggest that 

this is especially the case in low interest and/or high uncertainty situations  (i.e. where 

individuals are not especially interested in something, or especially wary ï in both cases, this 

acts to depress the deg ree of attractiveness of the innovation per se ).   The question also exists 

about with whom to communicate: Moser (2006) 141  is clear that the focus for the 

communication of the benefits should be upon the ócritical fewô ï an idea illustrated by, for 

example,  the E nergy Saving Trust ôs óinfluencerô programme that seeks to communicate with a 

narrow group of individuals in the belief that , in the ESTôs words, ñthese leaders represent 

everyday influential communities in the UK that have the most potential to drive  mass 

adoption of energy efficient behaviour and re duce the UKôs carbon footprintò.142  

 

The response to information is mediated by a range of factors, and some research has focused 

on the relationships between óinformationô and ex ante  beliefs. Thiriot and  Kant (2007) 143  

develop an agent -based model specifically to explore the impact of pre -existing beliefs, in the 

belief that ñrepresenting beliefs could help to tackle problematics identified for diffusion of 

innovations, like misunderstanding of information, w hich can lead to diffusion failure, or 

diffusion of linked inventionsò. Despite their efforts, however, they are able to say little more 

than that beliefs are important: their critique of established  diffusion studies (that they lack 

both explicative and p redictive power) is not overcome by their work.  

 

The importance of interpersonal communication and the influence that our friends and families 

have on us is well known to marketers, who have long been striving to harness our immediate 

social circles as a m arketing medium. Further discussion of this so -called óword of mouthô 

(WOM) marketing and its relevance to pro -environmental behaviour change may be found in 

chapter 5 of this report.  

 

3.4.2.  Strong and weak ties ï who links to whom? 

A central feature of diffusi on analysis, in the context of the movement of information, is the 

difference between strong ties and weak ties.  Introduced by Granovetter (1973) 144 , the 

distinction is between close bonds between individuals within a social network (strong ties) 

through wh ich information moves within the network; and weak ties, signifying links from one 

or more individuals within a network to individuals outside the network, and through which 

new information arrives.  

 

Weenig (1993) 145  summarises this nicely in his careful emp irical analysis of social ties, by 

showing that ñit is predominantly through weak ties that information will be brought into a 

clique, and that once inside a clique, information will mainly be diffused through strong ties, 

with its impact on recipients rel ated to the quality of these ties.ò  Numerous others have 

                                           
140  Van Slyke, Stafford and Ilie (2004) ñGrassroots diffusion: A research agenda and propositional inventoryò 
141  Moser (2006) ñCommunicating Climate Changeò 
142  EST (2008b) http://ww w.energysavingtrust.org.uk/what_can_i_do_today/energy_saving_week/c8_overview      
143  Thiriot and Kant (2007) ñRepresenting beliefs as associative networks to simulate the diffusion of innovationsò 
144  Granovetter (1973) ñThe Strength of Weak Tiesò 
145  Weenig (1993) ñThe Strength of Weak and Strong Communication Ties in a Community Information Programò 

http://www.energysavingtrust.org.uk/what_can_i_do_today/energy_saving_week/c8_overview
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reached the same conclusion: Rabkin and  Gershon (2006) 146 , for example, focus on the fact 

that ñinnovation diffuses from peer to peer rather than outwards from an expertò;  while Van 

Slyke  et al  (2004 ) 147  explicitly reference Granovetter in concluding that ñgrassroots diffusion 

requires a combination of networks characterised by both strong and weak tiesò. 

 

There are other subtleties to the situation, however, that warrant mention.  

 

Some researchers have  focused on the nature of weak ties: who is it, precisely, that is able to 

transmit information, or model a behaviour, in such a way that it has an impact  on others ? 

 

Valenteôs (1996)148  important paper makes four key points [our emphasis]:  

 

 External influences are generally responsible for making individuals aware of innovations 

but it is often interpersonal influence with friends and neighbours that lead s to actual 

adoption  

 

 Individuals who exhibit consistency in their threshold are appropriate role models and near 

peers whose behaviour may be imitated [i.e. people who appear to make consistent 

decisions with respect to innovations are more trusted than those who are more erratic]  

 

 Individuals who are more innovative relative to their network for that  phase of diffusion are 

generally not appropriate role models for others at that stage  

 

 These more innovative individuals deviate from the norm for that stage of diffusion, and 

hence cannot act as role models for others.  

 

There are clearly issues here asso ciated with the timing and/or phasing of diffusion, on which 

there is further discussion below.  

 

More recently, Valente (2006) 149  has continued this theme, and whilst maintaining his position 

that information is transmitted more effectively between people wi th strong social ties, he 

argues that it is unclear whether attempting to change behaviour via the internet is as 

effective as face to face interaction. ñMost people still prefer face to face interaction for 

behavioural changeò. 

 

The issue of the ñcompatibilityò between individuals (i.e. what is the nature of a weak tie?) 

has, in fact, been the subject of consideration for some while.   Leonard -Barton (1985) 150  is 

worth quoting at some length:  

 

ñAccording to the literature, opinion leaders are selected on two basesðtheir 

superior technical competence and their homophyly  [sic] 151  with the followers 

(Dichter 1966; Rogers 1982)é However, people also select opinion leaders whose 

views are likely to be compatible with their own because the leaders support 

                                           
146  Rabkin and Gershon (2006) ñChanging the world one household at a timeò 
147  Van Slyke, Stafford and Ilie (2004) ñGrassroots diffusion: A research agenda and propositional inventoryò 
148  Valente (1996) ñSocial networks in the diffusion of innovationsò 
149  Valente (2006) ñOpinion leader interventions in social networksò -  
150  Leonard -Barton (1985) ñExperts as negative opinion leaders in the diffusion of a technological innovationò 
151  Homophily ï being like the other person; heterophily, being different.  Broadly, strong ties are characterised by 
homophily, weak ties by heterophily. There is variation in the literature as to the spelling of these words, with some 
auth ors preferring óhomophyllyô and óheterophylly.ô  



Investigating óMavensô | A Brook Lyndhurst report for Defra                                  Part 1: Literature review 
  Chapter 3: Diffusion 

 40 

similar nor ms. The importance of similar values is demonstrated by the fact that 

opinion leaders can lose their status if they appear to become more closely 

identified with the norms of a change agency than with those of their followers 

(Rogers 1982)é It is possible then that some potential adopters are not 

opinionless before they consult opinion leaders, but have an opinion and seek out 

a leader who will reinforce it. Potential adopters select their preferred opinion 

leader.ò 

 

The direction of linkage and causality i s clearly of tremendous significance, and is an issue 

picked up by others, including Hill  et al  (2006) 152.  If people prefer to copy ñpeople like meò, 

and an opinion leader by adopting a new behaviour ceases to be ñlike meò, then the potential 

for influence could evaporate.  

 

The same theme has been very carefully examined by Feder and  Savastano (Development 

Research Group at the World Bank) (2006) 153  in a paper that, whilst superficially about 

óintegrated pest managementô is, in fact, a very powerful and important piece of work of 

general relevance.  Using sophisticated statistical techniques, and using a data set that is both 

larger and more robust than many that have been used in other studies, they state that ñA 

multivariate analysis of the changes in integra ted pest management knowledge in Indonesia 

among follower farmers over the period 1991 -98 indicates that opinion leaders who are 

superior to followers, but not excessively so , are more effective in transmitting knowledge.  

Excessive socio - economic distance  is show n  to reduce the effectiveness of diffusion .ò 

[our emphasis]  

 

Feder and  Savastano (2006) go on to reference Weimannôs ñcomprehensive study of opinion 

leadershipò (1994) and to say: 

 

ñThe almost single possible generalisation on the socio-demographic  level is the 

tendency towards similarity of influencer - influencee dyad.  The trickle down 

model, suggesting a vertical flow from upper to lower classes, from more educated 

to less educated, or from higher income groups to low income groups, was 

rejected i n almost all domains.  The more frequent flow was from leader to 

follower in the same social group.  This tendency resulted in a homogeneity of the 

leader - followers groups in terms of most socio -demographic measures.  People 

turn to seek advice from their peers, from individuals of the same background, 

interest and values.  The flow of information and influence is likely to be rather 

horizontal.ò 

 

Feder and  Savastano (2006) conclude their analysis with a discussion of the implication of such 

thinking,  focusing in particular on situations in which state agencies are considering identifying 

particular individuals for the purposes of diffusing behaviour change: ñIt is possible to err in 

two opposite directions: (i) selecting diffusion agents  who are too óaverageô to the point where 

they are not much respected as leaders, and (ii) selecting opinion leaders who are too 

prominent and atypical to the point that most members of the community do not interact with 

them, or view their knowledge as b eing likely ir relevant.ò  A balance  between the two  is, as 

they acknowledge, difficult indeed to secure.  

 

                                           
152  Hill, Provost and Volinsky (2006) ñNetwork-based marketing: identifying likely adopters via consumer networksò 
153  Feder and Savastano (Development Research Group at the World Bank) (2006) ñThe Role of Opinion Leaders in the 
Diffusion of New Knowledge: The Case of Integrated Pest Managementò 
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A further and final consideration in respect of weak ties concerns a thread running through this 

chapter, namely the dynamic relationship between the process  of dif fusion, and the networks 

through which diffusion occurs.  Granovetter (1983) 154  in revisiting his work of a decade earlier 

suggests that:  

 

ñSocial systems lacking in weak ties will be fragmented and incoherent. New ideas 

will spread slowly, scientific endeav ours will be handicapped, and subgroups 

separated by race, ethnicity, geography, or other characteristics will have difficulty 

reaching a modus Vivendié  What makes cultural diffusion possible, then, is the 

fact that small cohesive groups who are liable to  share a culture are not so 

cohesive that they are entirely closed; rather, ideas may penetrate from other 

such groups via the connecting medium of weak ties; Homogenous sub -

cultures do not happen instantly but are the endpoint of diffusion 

processesò [our  emphasis]  

 

3.4.3. The nature of influence and the importance of trust  

In the diffusion process, as we have discussed it thus far, we have noted the transmission 

primarily of information through the ties that link agents within social networks.  The 

literature,  particularly in recent years, has increasingly focused on the importance of not 

merely the mix of strong and weak ties, but also the social proximity of those that share such 

ties.  

 

There are, however, other important considerations when examining the not ion of óinfluenceô.  

It is not enough for you merely to be ólike meô. 

 

De Groene and  Wijen (1998) 155  carefully spell out what is meant by influence, when they 

explain that ñinfluence is a special case of causality where one personôs responses are modified 

by  the actions of anotherò. They go on to note that the modification of the response is 

moderated by authority, identification, expertise, competition and power; and that influence 

comes about by spontaneous pick up or imitation of action, or though the inte nded actions of 

other parties.  

 

Watts and  Dodds (2007) 156  in their  particularly wide - ranging and important paper, highlight 

the fact that ñinfluence is better measured on a continuum, rather than dichotomouslyò, a fact 

that, as they point out, ñmakes any definition of óinfluenceô necessarily arbitraryò.  Whilst they 

follow  others in taking the top 10% of the continuum/distribution for the purposes of their 

modelling study [referenced at greater length elsewhere], they acknowledge that there is no 

strong empir ical evidence for this particular figure.   (A further reflection from their analysis, 

and indeed others, is that the general categories of óopinion leaderô or óinfluentialô or ómavenô 

are all subject to this caveat ï they are all, essentially, arbitrary c ut -offs at some point on a 

continuum.  Furthermore, most individuals have some mix  of attributes, one or more of which 

could be used on one or more continua to position and label them.  As we have explained 

elsewhere, this is in large part why we have reco mmended a shift away from specific 

categories of catalytic individuals and more towards a functional approach.)  

 

                                           
154  Granovetter (1983) ñThe strength of weak ties: a network theory revisitedò 
155  de Groene and Wijen (1998) ñThe influence of stakeholder networks on environmental practices and learning in 
organizationsò 
156  Watts and Dodds (2007) ñInfluentials, networks and public opinion formationò 
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As well as appreciating what influence actually consists of, and its continuous rather than 

dichotomous nature, it is also necessary to reflect  on the fact that it is a two -way process.  

There are more -or - less influential people; and, equally, people who can be more -or - less 

influenced.  Bearden  et al  (1989) 157 , for example, explore susceptibility to influence and state 

that ñ...consumer susceptibility to interpersonal influence is defined as the need to identify or 

enhance oneôs image with significant others through the acquisition and use of products and 

brands, the willingness to conform to the expectations of others regarding purchase decisions, 

and/or the tendency to learn about products and services by observing others and/or seeking 

information from others.ò   They go on to note that some people tend to be consistently 

susceptible to influence while others are consistently resistant.  

 

In genera l, given the focus of this research, we have concentrated on the influencers rather 

than the influenced.  In section 3.3.2, above, we noted that the influencers are often little 

different from the influenced, and that ósocial distanceô is an important criterion for 

consideration.  Van Slyke  et al  (2004) 158  retain the more traditional focus on high status 

individuals as the influencers, but nevertheless make some important points about the 

influence process generally  and in a manner that clearly connects to ou r discussion in chapter 

3: ñBecause initiators typically have high social status, their adopting may have a big influence 

on how others perceive the benefits of adoptioné One way in which this influence occurs is 

through establishing the behaviour as a nor mé When high status individuals engage in a 

behaviour, it is more likely to become a normé Being in compliance with norms is a benefit of 

adoption, so establishing the behaviour as a norm increases the benefit of adoptionò. 

 

Vishwanath (2006 ) 159  in a detaile d diffusion study of the relationship between the number of 

opinion leaders and the number of opinion seekers makes a similar point when he explains that 

the ñquantitative valueò of an opinion is ñmoderated by the status of the individual 

communicating the  opinionò.  Also of interest, in the same paper he goes on to note that 

shared information has a greater impact on personal choices than unshared information 

(indirectly reinforcing the importance of norms); and that when a majority of opinion seekers  

disc uss shared, commonly held information they may be less competitive and more 

collaborative, resulting in greater attitude change.  

 

As well as discussion, however, influence is also a function of actual behaviour.  Earls (2007) 160  

puts it bluntly: ñThe most powerful form of behaviour -changing human communication is 

behaviour.ò  Influence through modelling behaviours, implicitly or explicitly, is acknowledged in 

educational and management literature, as well as behaviour change literature: and  the very 

title of the Grønhøj and  Thøgersen (2007) 161  paper [referred to in greater detail in Chapter 6] 

embodies the idea ï ñWhen action speaks louder than words: The effect of parenting on young 

consumersô pro-environmental behaviourò. 

 

(Interestingly,  the Grønhøj and  Thøgersen (2007) paper concludes not merely that ñadolescent 

behaviour with regard to buying green products, waste handling and energy saving is 

influenced substantially by parentsò but also that they could not prove the causal direction of 

influence.)  

 

                                           
157  Bearden, Netemeyer and Teel (1989) ñMeasurement of consumer susceptibility to interpersonal influenceò 
158  Van Slyke, Stafford and Ilie (2004) ñGrassroots diffusion: A research agenda and propositional inventoryò 
159  Vishwanath (2006)ñThe effect of the number of opinion seekers and leaders on technology attitudes and choicesò 
160  Earls (2007) ñHerd ï How to Change Mass Behaviour by Harnessing our True Natureò 
161  Grßnhßj and Thßgersen (2007) ñWhen action speaks louder than words: The effect of parenting on young 
consumersô pro-environmental behaviourò-  
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In terms of model behaviour, the same issues arise in terms of the status of individuals (or, 

more accurately, their relative status) as applied to influence in terms of information.  By and 

large, the literature seems persuaded (and persuasive) that the midd le-ground, or the ólike me 

but a little bit betterô, or the goldilocks approach to influence162  is more effective, both in terms 

of the diffusion of information and/or behaviours, and in terms of the health of the network.   

Stocker  et al  (2001) 163 , for exampl e, derive some useful conclusions from their modelling 

work, suggesting that ñin caste systems, class groups with mid - range levels of influence  are 

able to reach better levels of consensus than those with very low or very high levels of 

influenceò [our emphasis].  

 

Reinforcing this idea, but from the other perspective, Smith  et al  (2007) 164  state: ñOur findings 

contradict the commonly accepted notion that WOM influence comes from an elite, highly 

connected few.  Rather, our research suggests that most people are moderately connected and 

are as willing as the highly connected to share marketing messages with each other.  Also, we 

find that influence is motivated by a basic human need to be helpful by giving advice, and that 

people share a common enjoyment in se eking out valuable information.ò   

 

The link between information and behaviour, or between the information and the phenomenon 

to which the information refers, is also a consideration for reflecting upon influence. Leonard -

Barton (1985) 165 , for example, whils t exploring negative word -of -mouth (see above) not only 

confirmed that ñseveral researchers have found that consumers weigh negative information 

about an innovation more heavily than positive informationò but also that ñA negative opinion 

formed as a resul t of information is just as strong as one formed by a bad personal 

experienceò.  Negative word- of -mouth has also provided the opportunity for e.g. Balter and  

Butman (2006 ) 166  to note that information and referent need to be consistent: campaigns that 

deceive  people can backfire, and the remarkably simple solution is ñto ensure that the original 

message is honest, genuine and worth talking aboutò, with the implication that all further 

communication will retain these characteristics.  

 

Underpinning the entire re lationship ï between influencer and inf luencee, between information 

and behaviour, between information and referent ï is the notion of trust.  Do you trust the 

person, the information, the product, the behaviour, the person modelling the behaviour?  

 

There is a great deal of research into the idea of trust, but the work of Geyskens et al 

(1997) 167  provides, for the purposes of this present research, an exceptionally good summary.  

Reviewing dozens of other reports and papers on the role of trust in marketing, they claim that 

ñto the best of [their] knowledge [the ir] study is the first quantitative synthesis of previous 

research in the marketing channels domainò.  They identify five factors that determine whether 

trust does, or does not develop in a ómarketingô relationship (i.e. any one in which influence is 

being directly or indirectly exerted):  

 

 Environmental uncertainty ï if the circumstances within which the influence is being 

exerted are generally uncertain, then the scope for trust is diminished  

 

                                           
162  i.e. to influence others, an individual must be not too much better, not too much worse, but ójust right.ô 
163  R. Stocker, D. Green and D. Newth (2001) ñConsensus and cohesion in simulated social networksò 
164  Smith, Coyle, Lightfoot, and Scott (2007) ñReconsidering models of influence: The relationship between consumer 
social networks and word -of -mouth effectiveness.ò 
165  Leonard -Barton (1985) ñExperts as negative opinion leaders in the diffusion of a technological innovationò 
166  Balter and Butman (2007) (Grapevine ï ñThe new Art of Word -of -Mouth Marketingò 
167  Geyskens et al (1997) ñGeneralisations about trust in marketing channel relationship using meta-analysisò 
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 Own depen dence ï if you are overly dependent on the óotherô [the person or source trying 

to influence you] then the scope for trust is diminished  

 

 Partnerôs coercive power use ï if the person seeking to influence you is using excessive 

power, then the scope for tru st is diminished  

 

 Communication ï if communication is opaque or poor quality, then the scope for trust is 

diminished  

 

 Economic outcomes ï if the potential benefits are unclear or poor or unpersuasive, then the 

scope for trust is diminished  

 

They go on to i dentify two principal outcomes from a trust -based relationship: mutual 

satisfaction, and ólong term orientationô (i.e. the idea that both parties will come to share 

common goals).  Finally, they posit that the entire sequence is circular and self - supportin g i.e. 

that mutual satisfaction and long term orientation in turn foster good communication, a 

reduction in environmental uncertainty and so forth, thus engendering further trust.  

 

This situation is beautifully illustrated in the work of Locock et al (2001 ) 168  who reference 

Fairhurst and  Huby (1998) to ñnote that GPs accorded different levels of trust to different 

sources of evidence, with local hospital consultants seen as amongst the most credible 

sources, as well as particular journals.  Local guidelines p roduced by people known to the 

respondents were more likely to be used than national guidelines, even when these were 

written by acknowledge d experts .ò 

 

They go on to conclude that: ñIt is implied that the endorsement of the evidence by ósomeone 

who really  knows what heôs talking aboutô is what really makes it credible, rather than the 

intrinsic quality of the evidence .ò 

 

This raises the question: is it the research that counts, or the people writing the report?  

 

3.4.4.  Itôs all abouté timing 

As the extracts from Rogers (1995) make clear, it is reasonably well -established that there are 

distinct phases of the diffusion process.  In this sub -section, we focus briefly on the way in 

which different functions and different types of people play diff erent roles at different stages of 

the diffusion process.  This is important because if óopinion leadersô and/or ómavensô and/or 

óinfluentialsô have their maximum effects at different stages of diffusion, then this will have 

direct implications for the pot ential role of catalytic individuals in accelerating the more rapid 

diffusion of pro -environmental behaviours.  

 

The generality of the situation is summed up best by Locock et al (2001) 169  who expressly 

examine the question of expert versus peer opinion leade rs, and the potential for these 

different categorie s to be more or less influential at different stages in the innovation process.  

They state: ñIt could be argued that a spectrum of involvement is needed, from expert 

academic through expert clinician to p eer clinical opinion leaders: the closer the project 

gets to the practical implementation phase, the more weight peer opinion leaders are 

                                           
168  Locock, Dopson, Chambers, and Gabbay (2001) ñUnderstanding the role of opinion leaders in improving clinical 
effectivenessò 
169  Ibid   
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likely to carry é The findings offer some evidence that the value of the expert opinion leader 

lies especially in the i nitial stages of getting an idea rollingé however, innovators who step too 

quickly or too far beyond existing normsé may become isolated and unable to retain their 

credibilityé  At this point, informal leaders who emerge from within a peer group may be more 

influentialéò 

 

Essentially the same point is made, from a more technical perspective, by Goldenberg  et al  

(2001) 170 .  Whilst concluding that, in general, the influence of weak ties is at least as 

important as the influence of strong ties in explaining a di ffusion, ñbeyond a relatively early 

stage of the growth cycle of a new product, the efficacy of advertising quickly diminishes and 

strong and weak ties become the main forces propelling growthò.  

 

Three other timing - related points are worth making:  

 

 Muelle r-Prothman (2004) 171  highlights the potential blockages to diffusion arising as a 

result of particular individuals who may resist the innovation, and the importance of good 

timing in either addressing those individuals directly or in óre-engineeringô a network so as 

to by -pass a blockage  

 

 Smith  et al  (2007) 172  notes that since strong ties are more important for diffusion at the 

micro - level i.e. within groups , and weak ties are more important at the macro - level i.e. 

between groups, there may be timing implicatio ns as messages and/or influences move at 

different speeds through the strong and weak ties [which raises some interesting questions 

about the pattern of diffusion: there will be sigmoid curves within groups; between groups; 

and at the aggregate level]  

 

 Finally, Mulgan  et al  (2007) 173  make the blunt point that the growth of an innovation will be 

inhibited by lack of demand for that innovation ï i.e. if your timingôs wrong, no amount of 

sophisticated marketing will make the blindest bit of difference.   Deroian (2002) 174  takes a 

more positive view of the same point, suggesting that delays in the formation of a new 

social norm in response to an innovation actually represent an opportunity for policy 

makers, and should be óusedô by political interventions in order to  avoid a second best 

choice by consumers in the long run.  He goes so far as to suggest that slow diffusion is 

actually better than fast diffusion for this very reason.  

 

3.4.5.  Cascades and thresholds 

The scale and timing of diffusion is characterised by the key  concepts of thresholds and 

cascades.  Thresholds refer to the boundary between a go/no -go decision, or a yes/no decision 

with respect to an innovation (be it a new piece of information or a new behaviour).  

Thresholds apply both in terms of individuals (w ill you do it, or not) and to systems/networks.  

In the case of systems/networks, the boundary is often referred to as the ócritical massô, 

defined as the level of participation in an innovation beyond which diffusion becomes self -

                                           
170  Goldenberg, Libai and Muller (2001) ñTalk of the network: A complex systems look at the underlying process of 
word -of -mouthò 
171  Mueller -Prothman (2004) ñSELaKT ï SNA as a Method for Expert Locational and Sustainable Knowledge Tran sferò 
172  Smith, Coyle, Lightfoot, and Scott (2007) ñReconsidering models of influence: The relationship between consumer 
social networks and word -of -mouth effectiveness.ò 
173  Mulgan, Tucker, Ali and Sanders (2007) ñSocial Innovation: What it is, why it matters, and how it can be 
acceleratedò    
174  Deroian (2002) ñFormation of Social Networks and Diffusion of Innovationsò 
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sustaining.  It is thus a  threshold: below the critical mass, an innovation still runs the risk of 

petering out, of ófailingô; beyond it, it is virtually guaranteed to succeed. 

 

Cascades are the waves of influence that propagate through a system, and develop as a result 

of the fac t that critical masses are invariably local in the first instance rather than mass 

phenomena (i.e. they affect individual networks sequentially rather than all the networks that 

comprise a general social system simultaneously).  

 

Research work has investiga ted both these related phenomena.  

 

In terms of individual thresholds, we talked in section 3.1 about the generality of the go/no -go 

decision as being a basic building block of the diffusion process.  Watts and  Dodds (2007) 175  

summarise the process neatly: ñIndividuals will only switch from A to B when sufficiently many 

others have adopted B for the perceived benefit of adopting a new innovation to outweigh the 

perceived cost.ò 

 

Van Slyke  et al  (2004) 176  agree that ñadoption decisions are mainly based on utilityò. They 

note that early adopters [of an innovative behaviour] may suffer relatively high initial adoption 

costs due to the absence of external validation of their adoption, so they must derive other, 

less obvious benefits f rom adopting first.  Later adopters, ñwho have higher adoption 

thresholdsò [i.e. need more reasons to choose a new behaviour] use the behaviour of others to 

decide whether adoption is appropriate.  Understanding individual adoption thresholds or ï 

more accu rately ï the distribution of individual adoption thresholds ï is thus an important 

consideration in analysing the diffusion of a potential innovative behaviour.  

 

The general argument developed  so far makes it clear that whilst individual utility is an 

impo rtant consideration, a key determinant of that utility is at least as much to do with the 

general social pressure ï mediated through strong and weak ties ï as it is to do with any 

individualised quasi -rational decision making process.  Deroianôs (2002)177  useful work 

addressing the issue of slow diffusion ï which presents the argument that social systems carry 

on and constrain influence, and are not only simple channels of information, as we have 

touched on throughout this chapter ï states that:  

 

ñInnovations disturb social norms, and the evolution of othersô opinions is an incentive 

to change individual habits. Hence, the formation of opinions, as a cumulative process, 

gradually increases the pressure of the whole community on individual opinions .. . the 

accum ulation of influence enforces the network formation until a threshold. The critical 

mass effect does not consist of a minimum number of initial adopters, but consists of a 

level of interpersonal influence.ò 

 

Here Deroian clearly describes the dynamic natur e of the process and the inter - relationship 

between individual thresholds and system thresholds.  One of the leading figures in diffusion 

theory, Valente, has also been concerned with this phenomenon.  His key paper (Valente 

(1996) 178 ) is worth quoting at le ngth:  

 

                                           
175  Watts and Dodds (2007) ñInfluentials, networks and public opinion formationò 
176  Van Slyke, Stafford  and Ilie (2004) ñGrassroots diffusion: A research agenda and propositional inventoryò 
177  Deroian (2002) ñFormation of Social Networks and Diffusion of Innovationsò 
178  Valente (1996) ñSocial networks in the diffusion of innovationsò 
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ñThreshold models have been postulated as one explanation for the success or 

failure of collective action and the diffusion of innovations. The present paper 

creates a social network threshold model of the diffusion of innovations based on 

the Ryan and Gross (1943) adopter categories: (1) early adopters; (2) early 

majority; (3) late majority; (4) laggards. This new model uses social networks as 

a basis for adopter categorization, instead of solely relying on the system - level 

analysis used previously.  The present paper argues that these four adopter 

categories can be created either with respect to the entire social system, or 

with respect to an individualôs personal network. This dual typology is used 

to analyze three diffusion datasets to show how ext ernal influence and opinion 

leadership channel the diffusion of innovations. Network thresholds can be used 

(1) to vary the definition of behavioural contagion, (2) to predict the pattern of 

diffusion of innovations, and (3) to identify opinion leaders and  followers in order 

to understand the two -step flow hypothesis better.ò [our emphasis]  

 

He goes on to explain that ñone problem in applying the concept of collective behaviour 

threshold to adoption behaviour is that individuals may not have an accurate pic ture of the 

adoption behaviour of everyone else in the systemò.  The picture is complex because not only 

do individuals have different innovation thresholds, but at any given time they are subject to a 

variable amount of exposure (through their network lin ks) to the innovation.  ñIndividuals with 

the same threshold may [therefore] adopt at different times since their personal network 

partnersô behaviour influences their level of exposureò. As a result, threshold lags occur 

throughout any given system, in re sponse to any given innovation, as different individuals are 

not merely exposed to varying volumes of influence, but deploy differing monitoring strategies 

with respect to that influence.  

 

Emerging from this complex mesh of threshold -based exchanges come ówavesô of change, or 

cascades.  Kemp  et al  (2005) 179  model this process mathematically to study the problem of 

maximizing the expected spread of an innovation or behaviour within a social network, in the 

presence of ñword-of -mouthò referral. They state: 

 

ñOur work builds on the observation that individualsô decisions to purchase a 

product or adopt an innovation are strongly influenced by recommendations from 

their friends and acquaintances. Understanding and leveraging this influence may 

thus lead to a much l arger spread of the innovation than the traditional view of 

marketing to individuals in isolation. In this paper, we define a natural and general 

model of influence propagation that we term the decreasing cascade model , 

generalizing models used in the soci ology and economics communities. In this 

model, as in related ones, a behavior spreads in a cascading fashion according to 

a probabilistic rule, beginning with a set of initially ñactiveò nodes. We study the 

target set selection problem: we wish to choose a set of individuals to target for 

initial activation, such that the cascade beginning with this active set is as large as 

possible in expectation.ò 

 

After such a good start, the conclusion of this particular paper ï ñWe show that in the 

decreasing cascade  model, a natural greedy algorithm is a ñ1ī1/eò approximation for selecting 

a target set of size kò proves to be of relatively little help.  Other work, however, offers greater 

                                           
179  Kemp, Kleinberg and Tar dos (2005) ï ñInfluential nodes in a diffusion model for social networksò 
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hope.  Stocker  et al  (2001) 180 , for example, use their modelling work to suggest that: 

ñSimulations of Dunbar's hypothesis (that natural group size in apes and humans arises from 

the transition from grooming behaviour to language or gossip) indicate that transmission rate 

and neighbourhood size accompany critical transitions of the ord er proposed in Dunbar's work. 

We demonstrate that critical levels of connectivity  are required to achieve consensus in 

models that simulate individual influence.ò  Which is to say, their work suggest that cascades 

are a function of the degree of connection  within a network.  But what degree?  

 

Leskovec  et al  (2006) 181  begin to answer such a qu estion.  Having clarified that cascades are 

phenomena in which individuals adopt a new action or idea due to influence by others  they 

not e that there have been few large -scale studies of cascades due to diffic ulties in obtaining 

data .  They secure and then analyse data of this kind, and demonstrate that cascades really do 

hap pen.  They go on to note that m ost cascades are small, but ñlarge bursts can occurò.  

 

This e choes the analysis presented by Buchanan (2002) 182  and Fell and  Patel (2006) 183  that a 

ópower lawô applies to cascade events across a range of biological, physical and social realms, 

in which there are large numbers of small events, and small numbers of large events.  

Furthermore, as those analyses suggested, it is somewhere between impossible and extremely 

difficult to know, for any given event as it reaches a threshold, whether it will be big or small.  

 

These considerations have received recent, intense and e xtremely useful attention from Watts 

and  Dodds (2007) 184 .  Their extensive literature review, detailed modelling work and critical 

approach means that their summarised remarks are worth dwelling upon:  

 

 It is important to distinguish between local and global cascades. Local cascades typically 

affect a small number of individuals and stop within a small number of steps of the 

initiator. A global cascade is ultimately only constrained by the population it passes 

through.  

 

 Global cascades can only occur when the network has a critical mass of early adopters , 

defined as individuals who adopt after being exposed to only one adopting neighbour.  

 

 A critical mass is when a sufficient number of early adopters are connected to each other 

such that their sub network perco lates the whole population.  

 

 Although the critical mass may only consist of a small fraction of the population, once it is 

activated, a global cascade occurs. If the critical mass does not activate, or does not exist, 

only local cascades can occur.  

 

 It is  therefore the critical mass that enables an innovation to cross the chasm 

from innovation to success .  

 

 The size of cascades triggered by an individual varies enormously depending on the density 

of the network. If the density is too low (i.e. there are ins ufficient connections) or too high 

                                           
180  R. Stocker, D. Green and D. Newth (2001) ñConsensus and cohesion in simulated social networksò 
181  Leskovec, Singh and Kleinberg (2006) ñPatterns of influence in a recommendation networkò 
182  Buchanan (2002) ñUbiquityò 
183  Fell and Patel (2006) ñTriggering Widespread Adoption of Sustainable Behaviourò, Brook Lyndhurst for Defra 
184  Watts and Dodds (2007) ñInfluentials, networks and public opinion formationò 
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(i.e. any given individual requires a very large number of people to have adopted a new 

behaviour before they themselves adopt the behaviour) ñinitial seeds are unable to growò 

 

 There is therefore an intermediate region c alled the ócascade regionô in which global 

cascades are possible. In that region, both influentials and average people are likely 

to trigger them .  

 

 Therefore, the ability of any given individual to trigger a cascade depends much 

more on the global conditio ns of the network than on her individual 

characteristics/degree of influence. If the network permits global cascades, 

virtually anyone can start one, and if it does not, no one can .  

 

This last point is among the most significant findings from the literatur e review, and steers  us 

towards the final part of this sub -section, in which we directly address the issue ï what is the 

balance, in terms of diffusion, between the role(s) of individuals and the wider system 

conditions.  

 

3.4.6.  Individuals versus Systems  

It se ems clear from the literature review that a move has been underway in recent  years  to 

explore in greater depth the significance of particular (types of) individuals relative to the 

nature of the network in det ermining  the pattern of diffusion.  As in any s hift in thinking 185  ï 

which, it would seem, is currently underway ï there is a mixture of ócontested spaceô and 

óemerging consensusô.  Broadly speaking, there remain researchers and commentators 

persuaded that particular individuals are most important; there  is a critique of that position; 

there are those that contend that system conditions are more important; and there are some 

tentative syntheses that have emerged, in Hegelian fashion, just in the last few years.  We 

look at each in turn.  

 

Considering first  the individuals, we find work from authors such as Wiemann  et al  (2007) 186  

who are clear that ñdecades of social science research has shown that there is a group of 

people in any community to whom others look to help them form opinions on various issuesò 

and the existence and impact of ñleadership at the person- to -person level of ordinary, 

intimate, informal, everyday contactò has been validated by ñmany studiesò.   These many 

studies include the work of figures of the stature of Valente: Valente and  Davis ( 1999) 187  

remain convinced that it is individuals that matter, having run ñconsumer simulations that 

show how much faster diffusion occurs when initiated by opinion leadersò. 

 

Even among those that lean towards the signifi can ce of individuals, however, there are 

variations.  Watts and  Dodds (2007) 188  are clear that both influentials and óordinary peopleô are 

equally likely to be respo nsi ble for a diffusion cascade: they conclude that large scale changes 

to public opinion are not primarily driven by influential individuals influencing lots of people, 

but by easily influenced people influencing other easily influenced people . (The y 

suggest, in fact, that sometimes influentials trigger smaller  cascades than average, perhaps 

                                           
185  Kuhn (1970) ñThe Structure of Scientific Revolutionsò 
186  Wiemann, Tustin, van Vuuren and JPR Joubert (2007) ñLooking for opinion leaders: traditional vs. modern 
measures in traditional societiesò 
187  Valente and Davis (1999) ñAccelerating the diffusion of innovations using opinion leadersò 
188  Watts and Dodds (2007) ñInfluentials, networks and public opinion formationò 
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because influentials tend to cluster in i nfluential groups, and other influentials are harder to 

influence!)  

 

Leskovec  et al  (2006) 189  take a similar view. Their research into online consumer 

recommendations on book purchases showed that  a single recommendation which is then 

acted on is the most common way in which cascades spread, which  suggest s there may not be  

a few influential individuals who persuade lots of people to buy a book, but instead lots of 

people who persuade  one other pers on each.  

 

This more extreme position ï that ordinary people are actually more important in this process 

than óinfluentialsô is taken even further by Balter and  Butman (2006 ) 190  when they state that 

ñ...mavens and high-profile influentials are effective in sp ecific ways and in particular 

categories, but... most of the time, everyday people are better.ò  

 

This hints, too, at some of the timing points made earlier: as Van Slyke  et al  (2004) and 

others put it, the characteristics of the individuals required to in troduce  an innovation and to 

diffuse  an innovation further are different.  This indicates that the differences in opinion 

between researchers may be more apparent than real: the relative significance you attach to 

particular individuals may, in part at lea st, be a function of the part icular  element of the 

diffusion problem with which you are concerned.  

 

Perhaps the most useful (and certainly the most clearly exposited) critique of the individualistic 

perspective comes from Locock et al (2001) 191 .  They sum up  by saying:  

 

ñBy the 1980s, the view that the product champion role was a necessary condition 

for success in the diffusion of innovations had become almost axiomatic... 

However, the evidence on which this assumption is based is of variable quality, 

and muc h of it lacks an empirical base.ò 

 

Here, of course, the precise terms start to become important: ñproduct championò is not the 

same as ñopinion leaderò, as Locock et al, citing Markham et al  (1991) 192  as well as Rogers 

himself (1995), acknowledge: ñOpinion leaderséare characterised by the fact that, drawing on 

whatever sources of formal and informal authority are available to them, they have followers, 

whereas a product champion, for all their own enthusiasm, may have no followers.ò 

 

In pursuing this further,  however, and quoting Rogers directly (ñThe diffusion of innovations is 

essentially a social process in which subjectively perceived information about a new idea is 

communicated.  The meaning of an innovation is thus gradually worked our through a process 

of social construction.ò), Locock et al go on to say: 

 

ñThis concept of social construction challenges the linear model of communication 

often assumed in diffusion studies, whether person A tells person B about a new 

idea to adopt. Rogers proposes an alter native óconvergenceô model in which 

participants create and share information with one another to reach a mutual 

understanding.ò 

                                           
189  Leskovec, Singh and Kleinberg (2006) ñPatterns of influence in a recommendation networkò   
190  Balter and Butman (2007) ñGrapevine ï The new Art of Word -of -Mouth Marketingò 
191  Locock, Dopson, Chambers, and Gabbay (2001) ñUnderstanding the role of opinion leaders in improving clinical 
effectivenessò 
192  Markham, Green and Basu (1991) ñChampions and Antagonists: Relationships with R & D Product Characteristics 
and Managementò 
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This idea ï that an innovation is not simply a behaviour transmitting from one individual [of 

whatever kind] to another, but a  ósocial constructô ï points towards the ósystemsô end of the 

spectrum, and there are researchers and thinkers of the view that it is the systems that matter 

most.  

 

Morone and  Taylor (2004) 193  and Bala and  Goyal (2000) 194 , for example, investigate 

neighbourhoo d networks to conclude that it is the structure of the network that determines the 

efficacy or otherwise of diff usion; while Krebs and Holley  (2006) 195  build from the idea that 

ñinfluencing a small number of well-connected nodes often results in better outcomes than 

trying to access the top personé or random playersò to propose that it is, in essence, the 

nature of network connections per se that matter rather than the presence of particular 

individuals . 

 

Earls (2007) 196  goes even further and puts it bluntly: ñThe most important thing is the 

system.ò 

 

In between the extremes, and in the light of the critique, recent efforts to produce some sort 

of synthesis  have emerged.  On the upside, these approaches are intellectually satisfying, and 

seem genuinely to take account both of the research to date and óthe real worldô.  On the 

downside, so novel are these approaches, and so complex are the relationships betwe en the 

variables within the approaches, that straightforward implications are sometimes difficult to 

discern.  

 

Nevertheless, it is important to note the following endeavours:  

 

 Weisbuch (2000) 197  argues that ñnew institutions198  emerge through complex dynamical 

systems which are influenced bottom up by early adopters é However, adoption does not 

just depend on these individuals, but is a non - linear function of complex system 

conditionsò.  He concludes that ñeffort [by those seeking to promote diffusion] should be 

concentrated at the early stages to ensure adoptionò, but acknowledges that, beyond this, 

system conditions are rather more immune to intervention.  A second problem is also 

implied -  if the early adopters are insufficient ly linked to the network, innovations will not, 

indeed cannot, take off.  

 

 Deroian (2002) 199  conceives of social networks as comprising influence relationships and 

argues that a social network is a ñself organising phenomenonò.  Potential adopters, he 

contend s, coping with the intrinsic newness of an innovation, interact with each other in 

order to form or to confirm their opinion about the new technology. The similarity of 

individual opinions simultaneously reinforces the intensity of links between them. In s uch a 

way, the network and the innovations evolve step -by -step until, he argues, the strength of 

links crosses over a threshold and, beyond this critical value, a bifurcation occurs in the 

opinions of agents so that a collective evaluation of the innovatio n emerges.   

 

                                           
193  Morone and Taylor (2004) ñKnowledge diffusion dynamics and network properties of face- to -face interactionsò 
194  Bala and Goyal (2000) ñA Non co-operative model of network formationò 
195  Krebs, V. and Holley, J. (2006) ñBuilding smart communities through network weavingò 
196  Earls (2007) ñ(Herd ï How to Change Mass Behaviour by Harnessing our True Natureò 
197  Weisbuch (2000) ñEnvironment and institutions: a complex dynamical systems approachò 
198  ñInstitutionsò here should be understood in its widest sense, as óhuman social constructsô 
199  Deroian (2002) ñFormation of Social Networks and Diffusion of Innovationsò 
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 Snijders  et al  (2005) 200  adopt a similar, co -evolutionary approach, and report on a 

mathematical model that expressly allows both individual behaviour and  network evolution 

to interact.  One of the most interesting phenomena to emerge from thei r work is ñnetwork 

autocorrelationò ï the process by which individuals with particular behaviours tend to 

gravitate to networks with members who  share that behaviour.  Empirically, they suggest, 

there is evidence for this in groups of adolescents with rega rd to health issues: friends tend 

to behave similarly when it comes to health -endangering behaviours ï e.g. smokers are 

friends with smokers and drug users with drug users.  Prior to their study it was  not known 

whether this is due to social influence (pee r pressure to take up the same behaviours) or 

selection (people choose to be friends with  those who have similar habits). Their research 

shows that both peer selection and peer pressure are responsible for this clustering effect.  

 

 Stocker  et al  (2002) 201  use  similar mathematical modelling techniques to explore the 

spread of opinion under different sets of rules for both individual and network behaviour, 

and show  that different patterns of interaction (i.e. network links) gave rise to different 

patterns of opi nion even for the same sets of individuals ï but only sometimes!  More 

importantly, they distinguished three network conditions that seem to make the difference:  

 

ü Narrow hierarchical networks, which promote consensus and are resistant to change, 

and in whi ch network structure dominates over individual power  

 

ü broad hierarchical structures which are less stable, but in which change occurs more 

easily and frequently ï but still as a result of the network rather than individuals  

 

ü and ñscale-free networksò [of which the internet is the best example] in which highly 

connected nodes affect the outcome, so that the most influential people can  change 

othersô opinions. 

 

 Mulgan  et al  (2007) 202  rely more on analytical rather than mathematical techniques to 

reach the perha ps bland but nevertheless accurate conclusion that ñconditions must be 

right for the new ideas at the margins to move to the ówatchersô in the systemò and that 

ñthe relationship between the innovators and the environment they are working in is 

crucial.ò 

 

As we said at the beginning of this sub -section, the picture is complicated, not only because 

the subject itself is complicated, but because the relative novelty of enquiry means that many 

loose ends remain untied.  By way of summary  (and at the risk of ove r simplification) :  

 

 there appear to be many circumstances in which the structures of networks ï the nature of 

the ties, the size of the network, the extent to which it is rigid or fluid ï is a more 

sign ificant  det erminant  of the likely pattern of diffusion  than the performance of specific 

types of individual ;  

 

 precisely identifying or delimiting these circumstances is not yet possible, but it would 

appear that, in general, networks at either extreme of any parameter (too big/small, too 

rigid/fluid) are thos e in which network forces dominate ;  

                                           
200  Snijders, Steglich, and Schweinberger (2005) ñModelling the co-evolution of networks and behaviourò 
201  Stocker, Cornforth, and Bossomaier (2002) ñNetwork structures and agreement in social network simulationsò 
202  Mulgan, Tucker, Ali and Sanders (2007) ñSocial Innovation: What it is, why it matters, and how it can be 
acceleratedò   
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 in the middle [in terms of network structure] is where the scope for the impact of 

individuals appears to be greatest ï but even here, it seems that there are some 

circumstances where particular catalytic individuals ar e likely to be especially sign ificant , 

and other circumstances where it is óordinary peopleô that matter most;  

 

 distinguishing this last conundrum is, in our judgment, a key task for the (near) future . 

 

3.5 Problems/issues 

In addition to the complexities and challenges implied by the for egoing, there remain a 

number of others issues confronting researchers, theorists, policy makers and others with an 

interest in diffusion studies.  In this final part of the chapter, we highlight these issues:  

 

 the problems pos ed by the fact that some behaviours are more visible than others, and 

have therefore biased the coverage of historic research away from some of the more 

invisible or elusive behaviours ï of which many ópro-environmentalô behaviours are 

examples ;  

 

 the probl ems posed by a chronic shortage of high quality data, both on networks and on 

diffusion ;  

 

 the problems posed by the difficulty of analysing ófailureô i.e. instances where innovations  

did not diffuse ;  

 

 the problems posed by the nature of the mathematics ass ociated with network theory and 

diffusion ;  

 

 the more pragmatic problem that, since innovations evolve during their diffusion, what you 

start off with is invariably not what you end up with . 

 

3.5.1. Hiding the Invisible  

Many of the case studies deployed in the diffusion literature ï some of which are itemised in 

later chapter s ï rely on the fact that it has been possible to gather data.  Rogers (1995) 203 , for 

example, includes a total of 5 3 case studies in his central text book, the over -whelming 

majority of which refer to instances (cell phones, the fax machine, agricultural technologies, 

photovoltaic panels, the use of new teaching techniques) that are relatively easy to measure 

because of their visibility.  We saw earlier  that óobservabilityô has been identified (not least by 

Rogers himself) as a key component in determining the success or otherwise of the diffusion of 

an innovation.  Van Slyke  et al (2004) 204  make the same point, saying that ñhighly observable 

innovations a re better suited to grassroots diffusionò.  The reason for this is that, as we have 

seen, influence is a function not only of what is said (i.e. in terms of information transfer 

between individuals) but also the relationship between what is said and what i s done.  If the 

doing is less visible, then the impact is reduced.  

 

                                           
203  Rogers (1995) ñDiffusion of Innovationsò 
204  Van Slyke, Stafford and Ili e (2004) ñGrassroots diffusion: A research agenda and propositional inventoryò 
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There are therefore two problems here: on the one hand, there is evidence to suggest that 

more visible behaviours are more likely to diffuse; whilst, on the other, there is actually less 

evidence about the diffusion of less visible behaviours, simply because it is more difficult to 

gather data.  Both issues have implications for our study, since many of the pro -environmental 

behaviours are óinvisibleô (see chapter 7) .  

 

3.5.2. Where are the data? 

It is not simply that data on óinvisibleô behaviours is harder to come by; it is more generally the 

case that data ï more accurately, high quality data ï on both diffusion and networks is hard to 

come by.  Chattoe (2000) 205  tackled this issue head on, asking ñwhy is building multi-agent 

models of social systems so difficult?ò and came up with three answers:  

 

 Firstly, ñthe absence of suitable elicitation and collection techniques for dynamic dataò (i.e. 

not only is it very difficult to collect the information,  but methods for collecting such data 

are themselves poor and/or in short supply) . 

 

 Secondly, ñthe absence of adequately rigorous theories in the existing social science 

literatureò.  

 

 Finally, ñthe prevailing expectation that the purpose of Multi-Agent sim ulation is to enhance 

the predictive power of social scienceò (a goal he considers ñwill not be realistic until the 

first two problems are solved and perhaps not even thenò).  

 

It is notable from the many papers reviewed during our research how many have re lied upon 

quantitative surveys with samples  comprising just a few tens of individuals  (a fact that does 

not, in general, seem to deter authors from applying disproportionately sophisticated statistical 

techniques).  This seems to arise from the fact that, as Chattoeôs argument implies, gathering 

data on a genuinely useful scale is extremely expensive.  

 

There have been a very small number of studies that have managed to assemble a data set 

that captures sufficient information about  all three of the parameter s with which we are 

concerned -  individual agents , network structures and something that diffuses.  We are aware 

of two.  

 

Hill  et al  (2006) 206  make use of a large, proprietorial data set from a telecommunications 

company to analyse ólikely adoptersô of a new telecommunications service by means of network 

analysis.  They note that ñbecause of inadequate data, prior studies have not been able to 

provide direct, statistical support for the hypothesis that network linkage can directly affect 

product/service adopt ionò.  Using their new data set, they ñshow very strong support for the 

hypothesisò.  They show three main results: 

 

ñ(1) ñNetwork neighborsòðthose consumers linked to a prior customer ðadopt the 

service at a rate 3 ï5 times greater than baseline groups sele cted by the best 

practices of the firmôs marketing team. In addition, analyzing the network allows 

the firm to acquire new customers who otherwise would have fallen through the 

                                           
205  Chattoe (2000) ñWhy is building multi-agent models of social systems so difficult? A case study of innovation 
diffusionò 
206  Hill, Provost and Volinsky (2006) ñNetwork-based mar keting: identifying likely adopters via consumer networksò 
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cracks, because they would not have been identified based on traditional 

attrib utes.  

 

(2) Statistical models, built with a very large amount of geographic, demographic 

and prior purchase data, are significantly and substantially improved by including 

network information.  

 

(3) More detailed network information allows the ranking of the network neighbors 

so as to permit the selection of small sets of individuals with very high 

probabilities of adoption.ò 

 

Cowgill, Wolfers and  Zitzewitz (2008) 207  report on a two and a half year study at Google, ñthe 

largest corporate experiment with pred iction marketsò they are aware of, and explain how 

markets can be used to study how an organisation (a network) processes information.  The 

data set used covers every conceivable aspect of network structure and the movement of 

information, and the results essentially map the dynamic process of influence.  They reached 

two main conclusions:  

 

 information diffusion is biased ï in the case of Google, new employees were consistently 

more prone to error (in fact, optimistic error) than more long established emplo yees, 

suggesting that more experienced individuals are better at evaluating the relative benefits 

of innovations  

 

 ñOpinions on specific topics are correlated among employees who are proximate in some 

sense.  Physical proximity was the most important of the  forms of proximity we studiedò.  

 

Even among what must be one of the most technologically literate communities in the world, 

with access to virtually limitless electronic media,  it was literally the people sitting at the desks 

in your office that had the greatest impact on  your opinions.  (The report even notes that 

ñGoogle employees moved offices extremely frequently during our sample period (in the UK, 

approximately once every  90 days) and we are able to use these office moves to show that our 

results are not simply the result of like -minded individuals being seated togetherò.) 

 

The findings from these two studies ought to carry considerable w eight in our thinking: and 

they bot h highlight the critical importance of direct, personal linkages in the diffusion of the 

new.  

 

3.5.3.  Failure 

Linked to the visibility/invisibility point, and the data availability point, is the more generic 

problem that most innovations do not, in fact, succeed  ï yet there is markedly less work 

studying failure than there is studying success.  

 

Rogers (1995) attends to this issue, and acknowledges that it is not merely a methodological 

problem (akin to the attempt to prove a negative, it is difficult to collect d ata about a 

something that has not occurred) but it is also a reflection of the research process itself (fewer 

researchers will be interested in researching ófailureô for fear of negative associations, while 

few of those associated with failure will be wil ling to participate in research).  

                                           
207  Cowgill, Wolfers and Zitzewitz (2008) ñUsing Prediction Markets to Track Information Flows: Evidence from Googleò 
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At one level, this shortfall has simply to be acknowledged and taken on board.  At another, it 

does raise the significance of any work that does attend to the issue, and that of Ormerod 

(2005) 208  is thus important.  Ormerod  draws on recent work in the domains of physics, biology 

and economics to explore the nature of extinction as a ubiquitous phenomenon in complex 

systems.  The references made in Brook Lyndhurstôs original think piece for Defra209  are also 

germane: Buchanan ( 2002) 210  (who explores the relationships between different kinds of 

complex systems and the ubi quity  of the power law to describe the relative frequency of 

cascades) and Ball (2004) 211  (who develops a óphysics of societyô and explores the parallels 

between bio logical, physical and social systems).  

 

3.5.4.  Tricky Maths  

There are two observations to make here.  Firstly, it is clear from our review of the literature 

that the degree of quantit ative  analysis conducted in pursuit of a better understanding of 

networks, diff usion and behaviour occurs across a spectrum.  Some work ï of the kind we 

have just been describing ï is intensely mathematical; some work relies on modestly -sized 

surveys and elem entary  stati stical  analysis [although, as we noted above, there is too 

fre qu ently  a mismatch between the size of sample and the statistical techniques deployed 

during analysis]; and some work is almost entirely theoretical.  

 

This spectrum is by no means abnormal in any given social science, but poses particular 

challenges for thos e considering deploying this kind of work.  On the one hand, much of the 

theory is relatively new, or contentious, and is therefore not generally well known, well 

understood or well diffused.  On the other, much of the mathematical or statistical work is 

particularly impenetrable, making it inaccessible to many.  [We found, for example, during our 

interviews with marketing professionals, that virtually none were aware of any of the formal 

research going on in this field.]  

 

The second observation is that a f ormal property of complex open systems is that they are 

mathem at ically óintractableô.  It is not simply that human social networks and the 

cha rac teristics of those networks are complicated; even if perfect data were available, there 

would still be uncertai nties about the outcomes of any predictive exercise.  This is the area 

known as óchaos theoryô or ócomplexity theoryô, and it has its qualitative analogue in some of 

the earlier remarks that an agency or marketing company might be able to foster a new 

opin ion or behaviour among a small number of individuals initially, but beyond a certain point, 

nothing more can be done: the butterflyôs wings might set off a storm, or they might not.  It is 

not possible to know.  As Balter and  Butman (2006 ) 212  put it, WOM can not be ñcontrolledò, 

only stimulated and accelerated: it cannot be measured; and, even if it could, it would not be 

possible to attribute one specific purchase decision to the latest WOM message or an earlier 

influence.  

Brook Lyndhurst touched on this in  our 2006 paper 213  and suggested that a óprobabilisticô 

approach to policy making would be implied by such thinking.  We return to this in our analysis 

and conclusions for this latest research.  

                                           
208  Ormerod (2005) ñWhy Most Things Failò 
209  Fell and Patel (2006) ñTriggering Widespread Adoption of Sustainable Behaviourò, Brook Lyndhurst for Defra 
210  Buchanan (2002) ñUbiquityò 
211  Ball (2004) ñCritical Mass: How one thing leads to anotherò 
212  Balter and Butman (2007) ñGrapevine ï The new Art of Word -of -Mouth Marketingò 
213  Fell and Patel (2006) ñTriggering Widespread Adoption of Sustainable Behaviourò, Brook Lyndhurst for Defra 
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3.5.5.  You canôt always get what you want 

Finally, as well as not neces sarily being able to predict that there will be a cause -and -effect 

link between some initial intervention and the subsequent state of a network, it appears also to 

be the case that the actual process of diffusion, and the status of innovations as social 

constructs, means that the eventual form of an innovation will, in all likelihood, differ from 

both its original man ifestation  and the intentions of those introducing the innovation.  Several 

of the researchers cited throughout this chapter have made this po int, and it is with their 

remarks that we conclude:  

 

 Leonard -Barton (1985) 214  ñMost innovations are constantly evolving and are reinvented in 

the processò 

 

 Locock et al (2001) 215  ñFinally, we note that the interaction between individual opinion 

leaders and the collective process of negotiating a change and reorienting professional 

norms remains poorly understoodò 

 

 Mulgan  et al  (2007) 216  ñInnovation is not a linear process, but interactive with feedback 

loopsò ï which is why networks are so valuable for spreading and evolving innovation.  

 

The implication as interpreted by Earls (2007) 217  is simple: ñStop trying to manage, and just 

coachò.  And, as Brook Lyndhurst218  put it, the mission should be  not to control behaviour 

change, but to ñcoax diffusionò. 

 

3.6 Summary  

This chapter has presented a detailed discussion of the theory of diffusion in order to pull 

together the previous two chapters on social networks and social norms, and to  give the 

reader an idea of the mechanism s by which behaviour change takes place and new attitudes 

and behaviours spread through social networks and eventually become óthe norm ô. The theory 

of diffusion shows the power of interpersonal communication and it s importance in social 

evolution ï the decentralised, bottom up way in which institutions (such as norms) emerge.  

 

Having detailed the context within which behaviour change takes place (social networks), and 

the mechanisms that drive it (the establishment of social norms through diffusion), we have 

created the theoretical space to go on to consider catalytic individuals themselves. Based on 

the  framework set up in the first three chapters and the empirical evidence reviewed so far, 

the next chapter gets to the heart of the matter and finally pins down the key research 

questions : who are these individuals and what is it that they do ? 

 

                                           
214  Leonard -Barton (1985) ñExperts as negative opinion leaders in the diffusion of a technological innovationò 
215  Locock, Dopson, Chambers, and Gabbay (2001) ñUnderstanding the role of opinion leaders in improving clinical 
effectivenessò 
216  Mulgan, Tucker, Ali and Sanders (2007) ñSocial Innovation: What it is, why it matters, and how it can be 

acceleratedò 
217  Earls (2007) ñHerd ï How to Change Mass Behaviour by Harnessing  our True Natureò 
218  Fell and Patel (2006) ñTriggering Widespread Adoption of Sustainable Behaviourò, Brook Lyndhurst for Defra 
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4  Catalytic  i ndividuals   

4.1 Intro duction  

As the previous chapter made clear, there has been much attention in the diffusion literature 

on the role of particular individuals.  Decades of research from across the soci al sciences 

supports the idea that there are individuals within any community or social network who have 

a particularly powerful influence on the choices, opinions and behaviour of those around them. 

These individuals ï who we have deemed ñcatalytic individualsò for the purposes of this 

research -  operate on the basis of ordinary, informal, everyday communication; they are not 

celebrities or community leaders, they are just ordinary members of the community who 

nevertheless exert personal influence on the r est of the group.  

 

These individuals are given different labels by different fields and research areas; the literature 

reveals at least 40 different terms, including maven, change agent, social influencer, opinion 

leader, influential, innovation diffuser,  and  information broker . The range of terms reflects the 

variety of potential permutations of the personal attributes and functions of influential 

individuals; however, the common denominator is that they all refer to individuals who play a 

particular role  in the diffusion of innovations ï products, ideas, and behaviours ï through 

social networks. This section aims to unpack the diffusion process described in the preceding 

chapter by looking in more detail at those individuals within a social network who in fluence 

othersô attitudes and behaviours: who are they, what are they like, and how do they function? 

 

4.2  óWho you are, what you know, whom you knowô 

An early formalisation of the concept of an influential individual and the importance of peer to 

peer commun ication was Lazarsfeld et alôs (1948)219  study  of an American presidential 

campaign and the consequent development of the two step flow model. In this model, óopinion 

leadersô were cast as intermediaries or óbrokersô between information flowing from mass media 

and the opinions and choices of the general population. This work provided a basis for 

subsequent research into influential individuals and interpersonal influence that validated and 

extended the concept of the opinion leader, such as Katz and Lazarsfel dôs (1955)220  study 

covering a range of subjects, from food to fashion to public affairs. These authors originally 

defined opinion leaders as ñthe individuals who were likely to influence other persons in their 

immediate environment, ò and this is the broad definition that has prevailed subsequently . 

 

Katz (1957) 221  reviewed  the wave of preceding work on opinion leaders and social influencers 

and offered a summary of the common underlying themes: he suggested that personal 

influence is based on óWho you are; what you know; and whom you knowô. This concise 

definition encompass es three main elements: personal psychological attributes; knowledge or 

area of expertise; and network position. These three main elements sum up the detail of most 

subsequent work on influential individuals in the product market and in other areas of inte rest 

such as community health care and political opinion. For example, King and Summersô 

(1970 ) 222  Opinion Leadership Scale collated key psychometric elements  of opinion leadership 

into a self -designating scale; this widely used scale and the corresponding u pdated version 

                                           
219  Lazarsfeld, Berelson and Gaudet (1948) ñThe peopleôs choiceò 
220  Katz and Lazarsfeld (1955) ñPersonal Influence; the Part Played  by People in the Flow of Mass Communicationsò 
221  Katz (1957) ñThe two-step flow of communication: An up - to -date report on an hypothesisò 
222  King and Summers (1970) "Overlap of Opinion Leadership Across Consumer Product Categories"  
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(Childers 1986) 223  are based on a series of questions related to a specific product; for 

example,  cable TV :   

 

 the frequency and detail in which the subject talks to her friends and family about cable 

TV;  

 how many people she talks to about it;   

 whether she is likely to be asked about it;  

 whether she is more likely to listen to othersô ideas or convince others of her own ideas; 

and  

 whether she is used as a source of advice about cable TV and in general.  

 

These questions draw on a number of fac tors from network theory and diffusion theory, such 

as the connectedness of the individual (whom she knows) and the frequency and nature of her 

communications with others (her self confidence and social gregariousness ï elements of who 

she is). The questio ns also focus on the knowledge that the individual has about the product 

relative to her social circle (what she knows). Overall, Katzôs trio of óWho you are, what you 

know, whom you knowô accurately sums up the nature of both the original and revised 

vers ions of the Opinion Leadership Scale.  

 

4.3 Non linear communication  

The two step flow has gradually been surpassed by more sophisticated models of 

communication -  Weimann (1994 ) 224  showed that communication  is more complex than a 

single group of influencers feed ing information to the masses, and that opinion leaders are 

themselves influenced by non - leaders. The two step flow would more accurately be described 

as a multi - step flow, since information does not flow linearly, but is mutually exchanged.  

 

This more co mplex, systems view of communication rests on a foundation of extensive 

thinking about the nature of social reality. The school of thought known as social 

constructionism is based on the premise that norms, attitudes and behaviours are socially 

constructed  and emerge from the continuous process of individual choices. Communication is 

the bedrock of this process; information is mutually exchanged between parties in a constant 

process of creating shared meaning and social structure. Some recent research into influential 

individuals seems to recognise this; for example , Vishwanath ( 2006 ) 225  highlights the 

importance of the reciprocal  relationship between opinion leaders (generally high status 

individuals) and opinion seekers (generally lower status individuals), rather than a 

unidirectional linear relationship. Despite these developments, however, the two step flow and 

its central construct, the opinion leader, remain key concepts in both business and academia 

(Weimann 2007) 226 .   

 

4.4 Market mavens 

In 1987, Feick and Pr iceôs seminal paper, óThe Market Maven: A diffuser of informationô was 

published and filled a gap in communications and diffusion theory. That gap related to the 

source of detailed or expert knowledge about new products and how óauxiliaryô information 

                                           
223  Childers (1986) ñAn assessment of the psychometric properties of an opinion leader scaleò 
224  Weimann (1994) ñThe influentials. People who influence peopleò 
225  Vishwanath (2006) ñThe effect of the number of opinion seekers and leaders on technology attitudes and choicesò 
226  Weimann, Tustin, van Vuuren and Joubert (2007) ñLooking for opinion leaders: Traditional vs. modern measures in 

traditional societiesò 
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abou t new and existing products ï such as prices, product availability and where to shop ï 

entered and diffused through a consumer network. Feick and Price explain where the term 

ómarket mavenô originated: 

 

ñThe term "maven" is Yiddish and was used by some pilot study respondents to 

describe individuals who have information about a variety of products and like to share 

this information with others. A maven seems to connote a neighborhood expert who 

has information ranging over several topics.ò 

 

Mavens are conceptualized as general market place influencers; whereas opinion leaders are 

product specific (for example, they are experts about fashion or childrenôs health), mavens 

have knowledge of a range of goods and services and the process of acquiring them. F eick and 

Price (1987) 227  developed the market maven scale, a self designating Likert scale measuring 

an individualôs tendency to be a general provider of many types of market information to 

others on an informal basis (Slama and Williams  1990 ) 228 . Feick and Pr ice demonstrated the 

validity of the scale by obtaining significant correlations between its scores and measures of 

opinion leadership, innovativeness, possession of market information, provision of market 

information, and information seeking behaviour (Sl ama and Williams  1990 ) 229 .   

 

Feick and Priceôs scale is based on a psychological profile of the market maven. Their research 

showed that market mavens become aware of new products earlier than non -mavens, and 

they provide information to other consumers acros s product categories. They engage in 

general market information seeking, such as reading consumer reports, and are interested in 

and attentive to the marketplace, which is demonstrated by their enjoyment of shopping. 

Market mavens are motivated by a sense of obligation to be ógood shoppersô by being 

knowledgeable about products and shopping. They are also motivated by the belief that the 

information will be useful to others. Market mavens also anticipate that such knowledge will 

serve to facilitate social e xchanges and conversations, and market mavens are indeed 

generally found to initiate more discussions with other consumers and to respond to requests 

for information (Feick and Price 1987) 230 .  

 

The concept of a maven has been widely utilised and tested sinc e the original 1987 paper. 

Slama and Williams (1990) 231  extended mavenism, which had previously been shown to apply 

to non -durable products (for example, food ) , to durables  (such as cars) and services. They 

used a self -administered questionnaire containing t he market maven scale and measures of 

information provision on 21 categories, including both products and other aspects of shopping, 

and showed that mavenism is generalisable across product categorie s.  Ruvio and Shoham 

(2007) 232  found that market mavens are characterised by innovativeness and a disposition to 

try out new brands, seek information and take risks. According to Van Slyk e et al (2004) 233 ,  

market mavens enjoy their position of óexpertô and seek opportunities to solidify their social 

position by seeki ng and sharing information.  

 

                                           
227  Feick and Price (1987) ñThe market maven: a diffuser of market place informationò 
228  Slama and Williams (1990) ñGeneralization of the Market Mavens Information Provision Tendency Across Product 

Categoriesò 
229  Ibid  
230  Feick and Price (1987) ñThe market maven: a diffuser of market place informationò 
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There is also evidence that mavens operate in markets other than the mainstream consumer 

market . Nataraajan and Angur (1998) 234  modified the  market maven scale and found evidence 

of an industrial counterpart to the market maven,  óthe industrial maven,ô who shares similar 

characteristics to the consumer market maven. The industrial maven is easier to target since 

her location within her network is more stable and predictable ï the authors corroborate their 

hypothesis that industri al mavens will be found primarily in buying centres. In the same way 

that Nat araajan and Angur modified the original market maven scale for industry , Christiansen 

and Snepenger (2005) 235  modified the scale in order to test (and prove) their hyp othesis of the 

existence of a óthriftô maven ï a source of information on the more complex and involved 

consumer activity of bargain hunting and second hand shopping.  

 

In summary, mavens of different kinds have been found to exist and seem to exhibit simi lar 

characteristics in different arenas, such as the mainstream consumer market and the industrial 

market. They are motivated by a sense of obligation and by the opportunities to help others 

and to initiate social interactions . Having and sharing knowledge  gives them great pleasure . 

Others are aware of their influence (Feick and Pr ice 1987 ) , and this further motivates mavens 

to seek information, in order to live up to and reinforce their reputation for being 

knowledgeable. They influence the choices of thos e around them because others trust their 

judgement and  perceive them to be knowledgeable and able to provide accurate and useful 

information.  

 

4.5 Modes of social influence 

As we saw in chapter  3, the process of formulating opinions, making choices and decidin g how 

to behave generally involves referring to what other members of our social networks are doing 

and judging what they would find acceptable. These óreference groupsô are of two main types: 

comparative referents, for example celebrities, who provide sta ndards of achievement, and 

normative referents, including family members and peers, who provide norms, attitudes and 

values ( Childers and Rao 1992) 236 .   

 

Bearden and Etzel (1982) 237  and Childers and Rao (1992) 238  tested  the differences between the 

influence exer ted by two types of normative reference groups ï familial groups and peer 

groups ï on product choices. They found that peer groups exert more of an influence than 

family groups on decisions to consume luxuries, whereas families have more impact on the 

nece ssities consume d in private, presumably because of the private, invisible nature of the 

goods involved . Grønhøj and Thø gersenôs (2007)239  study entitled óActions speak louder than 

wordsô also investigates familial influence, but this study investigated the effects that parents 

have on their childrenôs pro-environmental behaviour. As the title of the study suggests, the 

authors found that parentsô actions have a direct impact on their childrenôs behaviour (see also 

chapter 7).  

 

Social inf luence may be passive or active:  an individual may exert an influence on others 

simply by doing or saying something that others imitate (Earls  2007 ) 240 , or they may actively 
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try to influence others by convincing them of the merits of their pref erred behaviour or  

opinion . Individu als may exert óverticalô (or óactivistô) influence by engaging with official power 

structures; they may exert horizontal, or peer to peer influence (Duffy and Pierce,  2007 ) 241 ;  or 

they may employ a combination of the two. Some individuals may influence other s simply by 

the force of their personality, whereas others may use their detailed knowledge of a particular 

subject to influence others ( viz mavens, Feick and Price 1987) 242 . Some  individuals are 

influential because they are known as particularly trustworthy  sources of information and 

advice. This latter form of óinformationalô influence may be related to societyôs decreasing trust 

in government, big business, óexpertsô and other top down, distant sources of information.  As 

access to information has increased, it seems that individuals place more value on seeking 

information for themselves from alternative sources such as the internet, or turning to their 

family and friends for information that they can trust ( Duffy and Pierce, 2007 ) 243 .   

 

The different  forms of social influence also interface with the diffusion of innovations in 

different ways. As we have seen, t he diffusion process is not a óblack boxô ï the different 

stages of diffusion depend on individuals fulfilling certain functional roles. For ex ample, an 

innovation must be introduced into a network, and this is most likely to be by somebody with 

ties to other networks and therefore access to new information and ideas (Krebs ( 2004 ) 244  

calls these individuals óboundary spannersô). There must be indiv iduals present in the network 

who are relatively innovative, enjoy taking risks, and are willing to try out innovations before 

the majority has adopted them (individuals who fulfil this role are often termed óearly 

adoptersô). Then there are those individuals ï some term them opinion leaders or social 

influencers -  who have a particular ability to óset the toneô of the group ï they are not the 

earliest adopters of new ideas, but their adoption of an innovation provides strong validation 

for other group memb ers that the innovation is acceptable and appropriate .  This is the 

process by which an innovation makes its journey to ósocial normô. 

 

4.6 Overlap of concepts: functions not individuals  

As well as the idea that different types of people play different roles at different stages of the 

diffusion process, t he literature provides evidence that there is significant overlap between the 

maven and opinion leader constructs (Feick and Price 1987 245 , Goldsmith et al 2003 246 , Mowen 

et al 2006 247 ). Feick  and Price (1987) 248  foun d that the market maven construct is correlated 

with, yet distinct from, the related concepts of early adopters and opinion leaders, but that all 

are key in the diffusion of innovations. For example, early adopters and opinion leaders in the 

product market  generally have new product information in their area of expertise, but they do 

not seek out and communicate more in depth marketplace knowledge, such as changes in 

price and where to shop, in the same way that mavens do.  

 

Goldsmith et al (2003) 249  compared  the dual concepts  of market mavenism and the óconsumer 

innovatorô, and found that the latter are eager buyers of new products and influence others by 

serving as a model, whereas market mavens have information and are especially 
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knowledgeable about shoppin g and buying. The authors used Feick and Priceôs (1987) market 

maven scale, the ódomain specific innovationô scale and an opinion leadership scale to test the 

relationship between consumer innovators and market mavens. They found that the two 

concepts are positively correlated, and that both are correlated with opinion leadership.  

 

Mowen et al (2006) 250  noted that there is a  multitude of psychometric scales designed to map 

personality traits onto consumer behaviour, but that there is no coherent theory that links the 

two. This study found that mavenism and opinion leadership are positively correlated and so 

rather than investigating ómavensô and óopinion leadersô, it focuses on a more broadly defined 

ñdisposition to supply informationò within a network. The study found that significant predictors 

for sending information (about fashion in this case) are a need for information, ( fashion )  

innovativeness, shopping enjoyment, value consciousness and the need for material resources. 

Mooradian (1996) 251  also questioned  the usefulness of the plethora of psychometric scales 

designed to identify and categorise various types of influencer. He proposed that consumer 

research could take advantage of recent consensus in the field of personality research that has 

clustered  pers onality to the Big Five  global traits which are ñreal, pervasive, universal and 

biologically based" ( Costa and McCrae 1992 ) 252  and are the basic  themes that underlie all 

personality taxonomies:  

 

 openness to experience  

 conscientiousness  

 extraversion  

 agreeableness  

 n euroticism  

 

By mapping market mavenism onto the five factor model  (the acronym for which is OCEAN)  

Mooradian found a positive relationship between mavenism and extraversion, related directly 

to the inclination to anticipate and seek social in teractions; and with conscientiousness, which 

reflects the tendency to be responsible, dependable and organized, and relates to 

responsiveness to perceived obligations.  

 

Several studies have found significant overlap between different conceptualisations of the 

different types of influencers ï broadly speaking, between mavens and opinion leaders. 

Furthermore,  research suggests that  mavens are likely to also be opinion leaders , indicating 

that a single individual can play both roles. By extension , this also  means that a single 

individual can play different roles with resp ect to different subject areas;  for example, a 

market maven could be an  opinion leader in fashion. It also implies that a single individual ca n 

fulfil  different roles at the  different stages  of diffusion:  an early adopter of a new type of 

product may well go on to fulfil a maven - like role later on due to their experience an d 

knowledge of the product. The insight  that mavenism, opinion leadership and so on refer to 

functions  and not necessaril y individuals  has clear  implications for identifying ócatalytic  

individualsô and finding the best way to work with them (see below for further discussion). 
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4.7 The normative and informational components of influence  

The fundamental difference between the two most commonly investigated types of influence 

(opinion leadership and mavenism) seems to be that the opinion leader function is associated 

with normative  influence, or a particular capacity to validate the behaviour and choices of 

others, whereas the maven  function is based on informational  influence, or the ability to exert 

influence on others by virtue of being a trusted provider of detailed knowledge ( Nataraaj an 

and Angur , 1998 253 ;  Childers and Rao , 1992 254 ) . It is clear, therefore, that  both functions are 

vital for catalysing behaviour change within social networks: if an opinion or behaviour is to be 

established as a social norm, opinion leadership is necessary; when people seek information in 

order to inform their choices, individuals playing a maven - like function are essential.  

 

This implies that social influence interfaces with the diffusion curve in a p articular way.  As we 

saw in chapter 2, the establishment of a social norm is necessary for widespread behaviou r 

change. S ince m ost people base their behavioural choices on the behaviour of those around 

them, normative influence is required early in the adoption cycle to establish a behaviour  as 

acceptable and appropriate . Later on in the adoption cycle, when people are already acting 

within the framework of an established norm, informational influence becomes important to 

inform peopleôs choices. For example, market mavens operate within the existing social norm 

of shopping and purchasing, and the information they provide helps consume rs to choose 

between brands and places to shop. However, in the absence of a social norm, this information 

would be of little value to most people. So, roughly speaking, normative influence (or opinion 

leadership) is required at the beginning of the adopti on curve to establish the social norm, 

then informational influence (mavenism) is required later on to inform peopleôs choices within 

the established norm .  

 

It is clear then that there are many variables to consider:  

 

 a single individual can fulfil differe nt roles with respect to a single subject area  at different 

times;  

 a single individual can play di fferent roles with respect to diffe rent and multiple subject 

areas;  

 the type of influence required depends on the stage of adoption of the innovation . 

 

Additi onally, the main focus of the present  study  is a heterogeneous group of behaviours that 

are all at different stages of adoption. Considering all of the above factors, the research team 

decided to abstract away from narrowly defined roles such as ómavenô or óopinion leaderô and 

include a wider spectrum of influence. W e decided on  a broad definition of influence to cover 

both mavenism and opinion leadership and we treat any individual that plays one or both of 

these roles within their social network as a ócatalytic individual.ô  

 

4.8 Characteristics of catalytic individuals  

Certain characteristics of what we have broadly defined as catalytic individuals emerge as 

constant themes from the literature on opinion leaders and mavens. Catalytic individuals are 

sociable,  gregarious, outgoing, and enjoy talking to lots of people; they are particularly skilled 
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and frequent communicators at both the formal and informal levels ( Duffy and Pierce, 2007 255 , 

Weimann et al 2007 256 , Van Slyke  et al  2004 257 ) . They are generally self confident individuals 

(Weimann et al 2007 258 , Shah and Scheufele  2006 259 ,  Chelminski and  Coulter 2007 260 )  and 

exhibit high levels of social activism, political activity and civic participation ( Duffy and Pierce, 

2007 261 , Shah and Scheufele  2006 262 , Noelle -Nuemann 1983 263 ). They  are likely to be involved 

in groups and in tra ditional ways of influencing; for example, they  are more likely to have been 

to a council meeting or a PTA meeting ( Duffy and Pierce,  2007 ) 264 .  Shah and Scheufele  

(2006) 265  foun d a positive mutual relationship between opinion leadership and political 

efficacy, and ( Fulk 1993) 266  suggests  that their high levels of participation reflect a broader 

sense of collectivism and awareness and concern for community needs. In general, catalyt ic 

influencers are motivated by a sense of duty and even altruism, particularly with respect to 

subjects they consider to be important ( Duffy and Pierce,  2007 267 , Feick and Price 1987 268 ) . 

 

Catalytic individuals are highly connected ï they are members of a larger number of social 

networks, which gives them access to more knowledge and also greater scope to influence 

others ( Duffy and Pierce,  2007 269 , Weimann et al  2007 270 , Van Slyke  et al 2004 271 ) , and they  

hold central positions within their networks (Van Slyke  et al 20 04 , Weimann  et al 2007 , Krebs  

2004 272 ) . There is no socio -demographic profile of a catalytic individual ï they are  found across 

all social strata (Katz 1957 273 , Feick and Price 1987 274 , Duffy and Pierce,  2007 275 , Weimann et 

al 2007 276 ) , although some have fou nd evidence that they tend to be in older age groups 

(Duffy and Pierce,  2007 277 , Shah and Scheufele  2006 278 ).  Catalytic individuals glean 

information from a range of media sources ( Weimann et  al 2007 279 , Duffy and Pierce,  2007 280 , 

Shah and Scheufele  2006 281 ,  Ruvio and Shoham  2007 282 ), although  they may at the same time 

                                           
255  Duffy and Pierce  (2007) ñSocio-political influencers -  who they are and why they matterò (IPSOS-MORI)  
256  Weimann, Tustin, van Vuuren and Joubert (2007) ñLooking for opinion leaders: Traditional vs. modern measures in 

traditional societiesò 
257  Van Slyke, Ilie, and Stafford (2004) ñGrassroots Diffusion: a research agenda and propositional inventoryò 
258  Weimann, Tustin,  van Vuuren and Joubert (2007) ñLooking for opinion leaders: Traditional vs. modern measures in 

traditional societiesò 
259  Shah and Scheufele (2006) ñExplicating opinion leadership: Nonpolitical dispositions, information consumption, and 

civic participationò 
260  Chelminski and Coulter (2007) ñOn market mavens and consumer self-confidence: A cross -cultural studyò 
261  Duffy and Pierce  (2007) ñSocio-political influencers -  who they are and why they matterò (IPSOS-MORI)  
262  Shah and Scheufele (2006) ñExplicating opinion leadership: Nonpolitical dispositions, information consumption, and 

civic participationò 
263  Noelle -Neumann (1983) ñPersºnlichkeitsstªrke.ò [Personality Strength] 
264  Duffy and Pierce, (2007) ñSocio-political influencers -  who they are and why they matterò (IPSOS-MORI)  
265  Shah and Scheufele (2006) ñExplicating opinion leadership: Nonpolitical dispositions, information consumption, and 

civic participationò 
266  Fulk (1993) ñSocial construction of communication technologyò 
267  Duffy and Pierce  (2007) ñSocio-political  influencers -  who they are and why they matterò 
268  Feick and Price (1987) ñThe market maven: a diffuser of market place informationò 
269  Duffy and Pierce  (2007) ñSocio-political influencers -  who they are and why they matterò 
270  Weimann, Tustin, van Vuuren an d Joubert (2007) ñLooking for opinion leaders: Traditional vs. modern measures in 

traditional societiesò 
271  Van Slyke, Ilie, and Stafford (2004) ñGrassroots Diffusion: a research agenda and propositional inventoryò 
272  Krebs (2004) ñPower in networksò 
273  Katz (1957) ñThe two-step flow of communication: An up - to -date report on an hypothesisò 
274  Feick and Price (1987) ñThe market maven: a diffuser of market place informationò 
275  Duffy and Pierce  (2007) ñSocio-political influencers -  who they are and why they matterò 
276  Weimann, Tustin, van Vuuren and Joubert (2007) ñLooking for opinion leaders: Traditional vs. modern measures in 

traditional societiesò 
277  Duffy and Pierce  (2007) ñSocio-political inf luencers -  who they are and why they matterò 
278  Shah and Scheufele (2006) ñExplicating opinion leadership: Nonpolitical dispositions, information consumption, and 

civic participationò 
279  Weimann, Tustin,  van Vuuren and Joubert (2007) ñLooking for opinion leaders: Traditional vs. modern measures in 

traditional societiesò 
280  Duffy and Pierce  (2007) ñSocio-political influencers -  who they are and why they matterò 
281  Shah and Scheufele (2006) ñExplicating opinion leadership: Nonpolitical dispositions, information consumption, and 

civic participationò 
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be more sceptical o f information from these sources ( Duffy and Pierce,  2007 ). They are likely 

to be innovative and risk tolerant ( Duffy and Pierce,  2007 , Van Slyke  et al 2004 , Shah and 

Schefuele  2006 ) and they have ólow adoption thresholdsô (see chapter 4) ï they do not require 

the external validation of lots of others in order to adopt an innovation (Van Slyke  et al  2004 ).   

 

Catalytic individuals are self motivated and enjoy the process of learni ng and sharing 

information (Van Slyke  2004 , Feick and Price  1987 ) ; they take pride in being well informed 

(Duffy and Pierce,  2007 ) and are likely to seek opportunities to reinforce their central social 

position by sharing knowledge of innovations that they  think are useful (Shah and Scheufele  

2006 , Van Slyke  et al  2004 ). They seek out information  from a wide variety of source s, 

including the television, newspapers and internet. Duffy and Pierce found that influencers are 

more likely to recognise that they h ave been influenced by othersô views, which indicates that 

the process of influence is a two way flow and that the influencers also gather information from 

interpersonal channels.  

 

Catalytic individuals are informally recognised by their peers as experts in their field (Weimann 

et al 2007), and they  are in general more involved and up to date in their field of influence. 

Whereas market mavenism is (often) associated with expert knowledge of the marketplace in 

general, opinion leadership is (generally )  associated in the literature with a specific subject 

area, for example, ófashionô (Weimann et al (2007 )  call this monomorphism) and according to 

Weimann et al (2007 )  and Feick and Price (1987 ) , no generalist  (polymorphous) opinion leader 

has been identifi ed.  

 

ñThere has been a lengthy debate about the existence of generalised opinion leaders. 

They are thought to exist by some, but are in any case ver y rare.ò 

 

This is supported by Duffy and Pierce , who found evidence that although people approach 

catalytic individuals about a huge range of issues, catalytic individuals tend to focus on a 

specific sphere of influence, for example, parenting and schooling, rather than being 

generalists. On the whole, however, the precise balance between ógeneralistô and óspecialistô, 

and their relationship to the various terms in use, nevertheless remains somewhat malleable.  

 

4.9 The importance of network conditions  

Much of the literature is devoted to categorising the pe rsonal psychometric attributes of 

influential individual s and their fields of expertise. T he remaining  piece of the puzzle is the 

third element of Katzôs trio: Whom you know , or, in other words, your connectedness and 

network position. We discussed  in chap ters 2 and 4  (systems and diffusion) the importance of 

network conditions for enabling the diffusion of innovations; firstly, the types of network 

structures that support the diffusion of innovation s and those that are less amenable to this 

sort of influen ce, and secondly, the initial parameters, norms and rules of the system. The 

influence that the mass of average group members has on each other emerged as critically 

important to the diffusion of innovations (Watts and Dodds  2007 283 , Weisbuch  2000 284 ) , and 

Vishwanath  (2006) 285  highlighted the potential negative effects of too many óleadersô. 

However, the evidence also shows that , in many instances, influential individuals can play an 

                                                                                                                                            
282  Ruvio and Shoham (2007) ñInnovativeness, exploratory behavior, market mavenship, and opinion leadership: An 

empirical examination in the Asian contextò 
283  Watts an d Dodds (2007) ñInfluentials, Networks, and Public Opinion Formationò 
284  Weisbuch (2000) ñEnvironment and institutions: a complex dynamical systems approachò 
285  Vishwanath (2006) ñThe effect of the number of opinion seekers and leaders on technology attitudes and choicesò 
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important role in facilitating the diffusion of innovations. It seems that both influential 

individuals and an amenable network are important for the diffusion of innovations; to achieve 

a full picture of how behaviour change within a network occurs, we must include information 

about the network conditions and the ócritical massô, as well as focusing on the key individuals.  

 

A small number of studies test hypotheses including both network conditions and influential 

individuals . Roch (2005) 286  explored the ñdual roots of opinion leadership ò with regard to 

political information (specifical ly, information  about schooling/childrenôs education), 

hypothesising that personal attributes do not fully explain opinion leadership, but that it is also 

tied to the characteristics of the social milieu in which the individual is embedded: influence is 

based on both personality traits and on having an informational advantage relative to others in 

the same environment. Rochôs results suggest that catalytic individuals (Roch uses the term 

óopinion leadersô) span structural holes in a network ï they are highl y connected within the 

network and also have more contacts outside the network so are able to gain access to 

information that others donôt have. Part of their function is to introduce new information and 

other innovations into the network, and by virtue of  their centrality, their reputation and their 

high number of connections, they have a particular ability to cause the diffusion of this 

information.  

 

Furthermore, Roch found evidence to suggest that, overall, catalytic individuals do not 

necessarily have more accurate information than average, but within their specific network  

they have a relative advantage compared to other members: absolute levels of information are 

less important than the information an individual has relative to those around him/ her . I n an 

uninformed network, someone could be perceived as an óexpertô on the basis of very limited 

information. This implies , again,  that the individualôs influence is as much a function of the 

network structure and the relative knowledge of other members, an d Rochôs study does indeed 

present evidence that environmental or contextual factors are a more important explanatory 

variable for óopinion leadershipô than the personality attributes of the individual. 

 

Locock et al (2001 ) 287  reached a similar conclusion af ter an extensive review of the evidence 

across different fields and a study of two government - funded initiatives to use catalytic 

individuals for community health care:  

 

ñWhat makes someone a credible and influential authority is derived not just from 

the ir own personality and skills and the dynamic of their relationships with other 

individuals, but also from context specific factors.ò 

 

These context -specific factors include the existing norms of the group ï if the innovation is not 

perceived to fit with e stablished practice, and the group is unable or unwilling to reach a 

shared understanding of the innovation, then it is unlikely to be widely adopted. Contextual 

factors (or network conditions) also include the nature of the relationships that exist betwee n 

the influencer and the masses, the levels of bureaucracy present, the presence of hostile or 

indifferent influencers, and the nature of the evidence in support of the innovation (Locock et 

al).  

 

In sum, it is clear that the network and overall context ar e key elements in  the diffusion of an 

innovation. It is not sufficient simply to give information to influencers, since the structure and 

                                           
286  Roch (2005) ñThe dual roots of opinion leadershipò 
287  Locock, Dopson, Chambers, and Gabbay (2001) ñUnderstanding the role of opinion leaders in improving clinical 

effectivenessò 
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cohesion of the group, the relationships between group members, existing norms and myriad 

unpredictable exogenous fact ors all interplay with social diffusion.  

 

4.10 The role of catalytic individuals in diffusion  

The marketing concept of an influencer is based on the premise that we are more likely to 

trust information about a product or company if it comes from our friends and  family than if we 

hear it from the company itself through a mass marketing campaign. The power of ópeer- to -

peerô marketing has increased as civil society has become less trusting of big business, the 

government, and other ótop downô institutions, and as access to information has increased . 

 

The role of catalytic individuals in the diffusion of innovations (both commercial and social) 

seems to be a function of a number of variables. Influence can be informational or normative 

(or both), and this depends not  only on the individualôs personality and role within the 

network, but also on the nature of the behaviour itself (its stage of adoption, its visibility, its 

novelty/distance from the ónormô) and on the characteristics of the social network into which 

the innovation is introduced.  

 

One interesting aspect of catalytic or influential individuals that emerges from both the 

theoretical and empirical literature is that, in order to be perceived by others as a trusted 

source of information or behavioural validat ion, it is essential that an individual is not too 

different from those they influence. This is known in  the literature as óhomophilyô. I am unlikely 

to be directly influenced by someone I perceive to be not ólike me.ô Someone who is too 

different, someone  who does not share my viewpoint, habits, opinions and personal norms 

does not provide an appropriate benchmark for me. In general,  an influencer who strays  too 

far from the shared un derstanding of the group or beco me s known for trying out innovations 

that  are  too different from the norm, or not appropriate or acceptable to the group, will  soon 

undermine their influence with others (Locock et al  2001 ) 288 .  

 

ñBy their close conformity to the systemôs norms, opinion leaders serve as an apt model 

for the innovation behaviour of their followers.ò  

Rogers (1995) quoted in Locock et al (2001)  

 

In support of this, Clark and Goldsmith (2005) 289  found that  the tendency to conform and 

susceptibility to normative influence are positively correlated with  the market maven construct 

(and they found that market mavenism and susceptibility to social influence are  positively 

related to fashion opinion leadership). Feick and Price (1987) 290  also found a positive 

relationship between susceptibility to social influence and the disposition to send information 

(although Mowen et al  (2006) 291  found the opposite  -  that susceptibility to social influence is 

correlated to the di sposition to receive, rather than send, information. This perhaps lends 

support to communication being a two way process and influential individuals seeking 

information from a variety of sources, including other people).  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

Conformity to existing norms, however, is not enough to explain the succes s of catalytic 

individuals. Their influence is also based on the fact that they have high social status 

                                           
288  Ibid  
289  Clark and Goldsmith (2005) ñMarket mavens: psychological influencesò 
290  Feick and Price (1987) ñThe market maven: a diffuser of market place informationò 
291  Mowen, Park and Zablah (2006) ñToward a theory of motivation and personality with application to word-of -mouth 

communicationsò 
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(Vishwanath  2006 ) 292 , or an aspirational  aspect to their persona ï they are demographically 

similar to those around them and they behave on the basis of s hared beliefs and values (they 

are homophilous with those around them) but they are also just a little bit óbetter.ô Whether 

their influence is passive (people imitate them or learn vicariously through them) or active 

(they initiate verbal communications w ith others about the benefits of the innovation), simply 

by adopting an innovation, the catalytic individual sends a signal about the utility of the 

innovation and communicates their positive attitude towards it .  T heir high social status 

influences how ot hers see the benefits of adoption ( Ibid ). The influencerôs close conformity to 

the norms plus their high status provides an óappropriateness benchmarkô and allows later 

adopters to learn vicariously from leaders, which lowers risk and uncertainty (Van Slyk e et al  

2004 ) 293 . The passive or active endorsement of an innovation by a catalytic individual provides 

strong external validation for others, who are then incentivised to adopt the innovation in 

order to reap the social benefits of compliance (and avoid the  social sanctions of non -

compliance) with the norm ( Ibid ).  

 

As well as normative validation, catalytic individuals can also provide expertise about the 

innovation, which further lowers adoption costs for others. This informational influence also 

comes into  play at later stages of the adoption curve ï when a larger proportion of people 

have adopted -  where their function is less norm -building and more maven - like.  

 

4.11 Finding influential individuals  

As well as the market maven and opinion leadership scales (Fei ck and Price 1987 294 ; King and 

Summers 1970 295 ), there is a plethora of scales that  attempt to map personality attributes 

onto consumer behaviour. Another example is the personality s trength scale (Noelle -Neumann 

1983 296 , see Weimann 1994 297 ), which covers  self confidence (being successful and taking 

responsibility, knowing how to behave), self perceived opinion leadership (others ask the 

subject for advice; the subject enjoys convincing others and notices that she is sometimes 

seen as a role model), and as pirational quality ( measured by statements such as ñIôm always a 

step ahead,ò and  ñothers envy my thingsò).  

 

A more recent example is the Energy Saving Trust (EST) Influencer Index. 298  This online self 

designation tool asks questions about energy saving mat ters and climate change with the 

objective of categorising individuals into pre -defined consumer segments. It asks for 

information about whether the subject talks about these issues or not and to how many 

people; their product choices; and whether they eng age in home energy saving behaviours. It 

covers knowledge (what do you know?), behaviour (what do you do?), attitudes (what do you 

care about?) and communicativeness (do you talk about it?). The questionnaire asks for a self 

assessment of climate change kn owledge relative to others and gauges ósocial value 

orientationô through questions about how concerned they are about the effects of climate 

change on the local community.  

 

                                           
292  Vishwanath (2006) ñThe effect of the number of opinion seekers and leaders on technology attitudes and choicesò 
293  Van Slyke, Ilie, and Stafford (2004) ñGrassroots Diffusion: a research agenda and propositional inventoryò 
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297  Weimann (1994) ñThe influentials. People who influence peopleò 
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Self -designating psychometric scales are a common way that researchers have tried t o identify 

influential individuals, and were a development from Lazarsfeld et alôs (1948)299  methodology, 

which used two basic yes/no questions to identify opinion leaders. This methodology  was 

recognised to be weak by the researchers themselves, not least b ecause social influence is not 

a dichotomous property, but is more ac curately represented on a scale . The various scales 

recognise this weakness and employ Likert scales rather than simple binary answers. However, 

the scales also have several flaws. Firstl y, the proportion of individuals to be identified as 

influential is necessarily arbitrary: Feick and Price (1987) designated the top third of 

respondents with the highest scores as market mavens, but other researchers have used 

different measures (e.g. Chi lders (1986 ) 300  takes  the top 10% from the opinion leadership 

scale). Secondly, self designation may be inaccurate due to the risk of over - reporting or 

perceiving oneôs influence differently to how others perceive it; Hamilton (1971) 301  found  that 

only 39% of respondents classified as opinion leaders based on questions about actual advice 

giving would also be classified as opinion leaders based on a question ab out ñoneôs own 

influentialityò. In subsequent studies, Lazarsfeld and his team attempted to address th ese 

shortcomings by asking respondents whom they turned to for information and then 

designating those individuals as opinion leaders. This method was not tied to individualsô 

perceptions of their own influen ce and  was considered higher in validity (Roch 20 05) 302 .  

 

Another flaw of modern self designation scale s is that they are not universally valid. Weimann 

et al (2007) 303  tested  the relevance of modern measures of opinion leadership in different 

cultures. The study tested the personality strength (PS) scale -  a self designation questionnaire 

developed, tested, validated and used extensively in consumer research in Western societies -  

in a traditional community in South Africa. By triangulating their results using sociometric 

methods, the study showed that the P S scale was inapplicable to the traditional community 

and did not correctly identify the true influential individuals. The researchers employed three 

different methods to identify influencers in the traditional community; as well as the PS scale, 

they aske d a religious leader to nominate influentials, and they also asked a random sample of 

the community who they considered to be influential. The latter two methods produced 

consistent results, but did not produce the same results as the PS scale. This implie s that 

psychometric scales may also not be valid in different cultural and language ne tworks within a 

single country (or, potentially, between networks that have value sets that are inconsistent 

with those underpinning the questions).  

 

The final obvious we akness of psychometric scales is that they fail to include network data and 

contextual factors in their assessment of influence. We have argued that the psychological 

attributes of individuals provide only a partial picture of influence , and Rochôs (2005)304  study  

found that contextual factors are in fact more important than the personalities of influential 

individuals in explaining how innovations diffuse through social networks.  
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There are a number of recognised methods for identifying influential individuals; Weimann et 

al (2007) 305  and Valente  and  Pumpuang (2007 ) 306  summarise the techniques and  some of their 

limitations:  

  

 identification from their position in the community (highly inaccurate, since a position of 

power does not necessarily equate to p ersonal influence, although it may in some cases);  

 self designating (invalid in different cultural settings);  

 reputational (nominated by others);  

 socio -metric (i.e. mapping communication flows within a network and extrapolating 

influence from this data; t he method must be tailored to the network);  

 observation (most accurate but most expensive); and  

 key informant approach (only as good as initial sample of informants).  

 

Due to the importance of personality attributes but the weaknesses associated with self  

designation, and given the importance of contextual factors, it seems that it is best to use 

personal attributes along with network data to achieve the most accurate identification of 

influential individuals (Shah and Scheufele  2006 307 , Roch 2005 308 ). Weimann  (1991) 309  

combined  the personality strength scale with network data to show that centrality and 

connectedness were  essential elements of personal influence . Similarly, Noelle -Neu mann 

(1983) 310  couple d the personality strength  scale with observable facts in or der to get the most 

accurate result -  the following criteria are recommended to complement the self -designation 

questionnaire:  

 

1.  Holder of a leading position in a profession/being superior;  

2.  Participation in political party/trade union citizenôs action group in leisure time;  

3.  Office held in a club or organization.  

 

Rochôs (2005)311  study  concerning the importance of network conditions,  and the various 

considerations about the limitations of psychometric and self designating methods for 

identifying influential individuals, highlight s the fact that individuals are not necessarily 

objectively influential, but are generally influential in a  particular context and relative to the 

other members of their social network . This means that influential individuals should not be 

thought of as separate from  the social networks in which they operate, since the network itself 

and the characteristics of the group explain in large part the power of the influential individual.  

 

The further conclusion of this is that a ny  standardised  methodology for identifying influentials 

is likely to suffer fundamental weaknesses, since the methodology must be appropriate  to the 

social networks in question. Weimannôs discovery that psychometric scales are not transferable 

to other cultural groups reinforces this point about the limitations of employing a standardised 

methodology.  
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These points directly informed  our select ion of methods for locating interviewees: a detailed 

discussion of our chosen methodology, as well as the results from the interviews, is presented 

in Part 2 . 

 

4.12 Summary 

The literature presents clear evidence that influential individuals exist and can be fou nd, 

although identifying them may not be easy and cannot be standardised. However, influence 

seems not to be a fundamental personality characteristic of certain individuals, but rather a 

function of personality attributes and network conditions  together . A  single individual can fulfil 

the different functions of early adopter, opinion leader and maven at different times, in 

different networks and with regard to different subject areas. A single individual can also play 

these different function s simultaneousl y in one or more networks with regard to one or more 

subject area s. All of the concepts overlap ( for example, early adopter, opinion leader and 

maven) and are important at different stages of the adoption curve for different behaviours. 

Moreover, different  sorts of people are influenced by different functions ï potential adopters of 

an innovation are not a homogeneous mass: they have different adoption thresholds and some 

require lots of external validation of a behavioural norm whereas others require lots of 

technical knowledge from a maven. It is also the case that some products and innovations will 

generate a large number of opinion leaders, whereas others will generate relatively few (Feick 

and Price  1987 ) 312 .  

 

A necessary (but not sufficient) condition fo r influencing others is that the influencer is 

homophilous  with the influencees. Someone who is too different, too far from the established 

normative context of the group, is unlikely to be taken seriously as an appropriate and 

authoritative figure. As Loc ock et al  (2001) 313  highlight , it is vital for the influencer to strike a 

balance between enthusiasm and inspiring others  on the one hand , and on the other avoiding  

setting herself apart fro m others and marki ng herself out as too different:   

 

ñInnovators who step too quickly or too far beyond existing normsémay become 

isolated and unable to retain their credibility.ò 

 

Social influence can broadly be described as normative or informational, and both types of 

influence are important in the diffusion of innovati ons, with informational influence being 

important within an existing social norm, and normative influence required to establish the 

norm. Again, these types of influence or function can be fulfilled by different individuals or the 

same individual, but both  are important for catalysing behaviour change. Locock  et al  

(2001) 314  conclude that presence of opinion leaders (or influencers in general) is not a 

sufficient condition for successful diffusion. A ñspectrum of involvementò is needed; influencers 

are just o ne part of a much wider process and cannot be seen in isolation from a myriad of 

other contextual variables.  

 

Although there is no stable demographic profile of influential individuals, research shows that 

their personality characteristics are similar wher ever they are. They are generally self 

confident, socially gregarious and outward looking, and are effective communicators. They are 
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highly connected and hold central positions in their networks. They are also likely to be 

politically or civically active a nd to engage with official channels of influence. Their motivations 

for providing information or advice are principally a sense of duty or altruism. Influential 

individuals are generally well informed about their field of expertise ï they take pride in the ir 

knowledge and engage in extensive information seeking in order to maintain their 

informational advantage and reinforce their social position.  

 

Despite sharing many similar characteristics,  influential individuals operate differently in 

different contexts ï environmental and network conditions are key factors in their influence. 

The difficulty in pinning down a stable definition of social influencers is expressed by Locock et 

al  (2001) 315 :  

 

ñA major concern is the difficulty of achieving a replicable description of what 

opinion leaders are and what they doéwe identify a range of very different types of 

opinion leadership.ò 

 

The difficulty  in establishing an objective and replicable definition o f who influential individuals 

are and how they work also has implications for identifying them. Standardised psychometric 

methods and self -designating questionnaires have been shown to be weak, whereas the most 

effective socio -metric methods are resource h eavy and difficult to roll out on a larger scale.  

                                           
315  Ibid  
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5 Examples from marketing  

5.1 Introduction  

Despite the manifold difficulties of finding catalytic individuals, and uncertainty as to whether 

they really can have dramatic effects on diffusion, considerable effort has been expended in 

recent years by the marketing industry to exploit th e opportunities offered by such people.  

 

It is no  surprise that t he private sector is at the vanguard of marketing innovation. The 

concepts of the ómarket mavenô (Feick and Price,  1987) 316, óopinion leaderô (Lazarsfeld et al,  

1948) 317  and techniques  such as óinfluencer marketingô and órelationship marketingô emerged 

from commercial marketing and communications theory. The sector provides a large volume of 

empirical evidence that using existing social networks and targeting influential individuals in 

marketing c ampaigns can lead to significant increases in market depth and product sales.  

 

Commercial marketing techniques, including engagement with social networks and influential 

individuals, are not only used in the private sector but are already being utilised i n sectors 

whose main objectives involve social goods, rather than profit. The health sector is notable for 

its use of social networks and influential individuals for ósocial marketingô, for example in 

addressing high risk behaviours such as drug abuse  with in specific communities.  

 

The importance of the influence of family and friends is well understood. However, the value of 

the case studies that follow lies in the fact that they are examples of how organisations have 

operationalised the theories of social networks, social norms, and diffusion . They also show the 

uniquely important role that catalytic individuals play in the diffusion process , and they give 

clues as to  the type of person who is likely to be most receptive to this type of influence, and 

the c onditions in which interpersonal influence is likely to be most effective.  

 

This existing bank of knowledge will be a valuable source of information and best practi ce for 

exploring ways in which to work with catalytic individuals (who they are, what they do, how to 

find them and how to engage with them) to encourage the diffusion of pro -environmental 

behaviours.  

 

This chapter explores  the differences between commercial marketing to achieve profit and 

community based marketing to achieve a social good. Usin g evidence from the business, 

academic and grey literature, this chapter  considers the extent to which commercial marketing 

techniques and the lessons from social marketing may be relevant in  the environmental arena.  

We start in section 5.2 with a discussi on of the theory behind the phenomenon of peer - to -peer 

marketing.  

 

5.2 Word of mouth marketing (WOM)  

In his (2007) book  Herd: How to Change Mass Behaviour by Harnessing our True Nature , Mark 

Earls argues that humans, as a community -minded, herd species,  influence each other all the 

time, often without realising it. Marketing is based on the premise that campaigns targeted at 

customers are the most important means of triggering behaviour change (for example, 

                                           
316  Feick and Price (1987) ñThe market maven: a diffuser of market place informationò 
317  Lazarsfeld, Berelson and Gaudet (1948) ñThe peopleôs choiceò 
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switching brands or buying a new product), but in reality, suggests Earls, the interpersonal 

interactions between those customers are a much more im portant cause of change.  

 

Smith et al  (2007) 318  and Balter and Butman (200 6) 319  conclude  that interpersonal 

communication between members of a social network ï that is, between all members, not just 

opinion leaders and identifiable óinfluentialsô ï is at the foundation of generating trust and a 

positive attitude towards a brand or product.  

 

The approach to marketing that relies on interpersonal communications a nd social influence 

rather than top down mass media campaigns is broadly termed óword of mouthô (WOM) 

ma rketing (Balter and Butman (2006 ) 320  call it ówith ô marketing rather than óatô marketing). 

Earls (2007) comments that  marketers are now looking at WOM as though it is a ónew 

channelô, but it is, in fact, as old as humanity, and it is ñmerely the most observable and 

tangible form of the underlying mechanic of mass behaviour: peer - to -peer influenceò.   

 

WOM is an umbrella term that covers a range of marketing  methods ï the Word of Mouth 

Marketing Association (WOMMA 321 ) lists 28 different categories of technique that can 

encourage positive WOM amongst consumer networks. As well as tapping into social networks 

(both virtual and traditional) and óinfluencing the influencersô, they also list viral marketing, 

product seeding (sampling), VIP programmes, working with non -profits and providing 

outstanding customer service.  

 

All these techniques are designed to get people talking about a product or a brand to their 

famil y and friends, on the basis that this  is one of the most powerful endorsements a product 

or brand can get. Balter and Butman (200 6) 322  also list numerous techniques for creating 

óbuzzô around a product, such as stunts or freebies, but they conclude that it t akes more than 

this to convince people to buy a product; people tend to seek out information and opinions  

from trusted sources even in the presence of óbuzz.ô Smith et al  (2007) 323  highlight the 

importance of WOM as a marketing tool in ñtodayôs fragmented media landscape,ò which 

echoes the advice of the National Social Marketing Centre 324  that WOM is most powerful as one 

tool in a range of techniques . 

 

5.2.1. Modelling WOM 

As we saw in chapter s 1 (social networks) and 3 ( diffusion ) , it is difficult to model the  high ly  

complex process of diffusion within a social network.  However, Wangerheim and  Bayon 

(2007) 325  undertook extensi ve  modelling, using real data, exploring the relationship between 

customer satisfaction levels, propensity to indulge in WOM and subsequent acqui sition  of new 

customers. A lthough their results ñindicate the satisfaction-WOM link is non - linear and is 

moderated by several customer involvement dimensionsò they nevertheless conclude that 

                                           
318  Smith, Coyle, Lightfoot, and Scott (2007) ñReconsidering models of influence: The relationship between consumer 
social networks and word -of -mouth effectiveness.ò 
319  Balter and  Butman (2007) ñGrapevine: The New Art of Word-of -mouth Marketingò 
320  Ibid  
321  http://womma.org/casestudy/   
322  Balter and Butman (2007) ñGrapevine: The New Art of Word-of -mouth Marketingò 
323  Smith, Coyle, Lightfoot,  and Scott (2007) ñReconsidering models of influence: The relationship between consumer 
social networks and word -of -mouth effectiveness.ò 
324  National Social Marketing Centre (2007). Social marketing benchmark criteria. 

www.nsms.org.uk/images/CoreFiles/NSMC_ Social _Marketing _BENCHMARK_CRITERIA _Sept2007.pdf   
325  Wangerheim and Bayon (2007) ñThe chain from customer satisfaction via word-of -mouth referrals to  new customer 
acquisitionò 

http://womma.org/casestudy/
http://www.nsms.org.uk/images/CoreFiles/NSMC_Social_Marketing_BENCHMARK_CRITERIA_Sept2007.pdf
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ñbased on our results, we demonstrate how the satisfaction -WOM-new  customer acquisition 

link can enrich return on quality and satisfaction models.ò  Which is by way of saying, good 

WOM really makes a difference.  

 

Balter and  Butman (2006 ) 326  make the same assertion in a less qualified way, stating simply 

that ñAdvertising campaigns in different places, where the only difference is that one includes a 

WOM element, show that sales are h igher where WOM is involvedò. They also note, 

interestingly, that despite the rise of virtual communication, 80% of WOM still occu rs off - line.  

 

Hill  et al (2006) 327  reach similar conclusions, their modelling work having at the time been 

aiming ñto be the first to use actual data on consumer communications and product adoption 

to demonstrate that WOM has an impact on the uptake of a new product.ò  Their work,  along 

with  that of Wangerheim and  Bayon , clearly illustrate s the ongoing nature of this effort; the 

precise mechanisms by which information diffuses through  a social network constitute ówork in 

progressô for the research and marketing communities.  

 

In an investigation into the process of consumer decision making, Phillips (2006) 328  concludes 

that, although the ófunnelô model of consumerism (the progression from need to consideration 

to research to shortlisting to purchase) holds in some very specif ic situations, it generally does 

not accurately describe the decision making process. He argues that people are not rational 

problem solvers and very rarely perform meaningful brand comparisons. Moreover, their status 

of ópotential purchaserô is unstable ï they leap in and out of it and are open to different 

messages and brands at different times. Successful brands are not those that try to stand out 

from the crowd, but those who try to mesh with consumersô self perceptions and beliefs: when 

asked about the ir behaviour, peopleôs answers are strongly coloured by their own perception of 

how that behaviour impacts their self image ( see Earls, 2007 329  for  a similar argument ï that 

individuals retrospectively impose rationality onto their decisions).  

 

5.2.2. Consumerism and self identity  

One of the most powerful aspects of word of mouth marketing and communication techniques 

is that they offer the opportunity to engage with individuals ï consumers ï at their  level; at 

the level of beliefs and perceptions of self.   

 

With specific reference to the environment, the connection between self - identity and 

consumerism is extended by Haanpää  (2007) 330 . This  study situates environmentally conscious 

consumerism within the theory of the post -modern society ï that is, a social group tha t has 

moved from maximising economic growth to maximising well -being through lifestyle choices 

and is characterised by complexity and diversity, rather than clear hierarchical structures. 

According to Haanpää , values such as identity, choice, ethics, respo nsibility and quality of life 

dominate post -modern societies, which are affluent and no longer concentrating their 

resources on survival. Post -modern theory suggests that consumption is the dominant form of 

lifestyle expression, and that personal identity is constructed through consumption and the 

creation of lifestyles. The post -modern era is also a time of new social movements, for 

example, environmentally conscious consumerism, which is generally an extension of existing 

                                           
326  Balter and Butman (2007) ñGrapevine ï The new Art of Word -of -Mouth Marketingò 
327  Hill, Provost and Volinsky (2006) ñNetwork-based marketing: identifying likely adopters via consumer networksò 
328  Phillips (2006) ñSnakes and Ladders Marketingò 
329  Earls (2007) ñHerd ï How to Change Mass Behaviour by Harnessing our True Natureò 
330  Haanpªª (2007) ñConsumers' green commitment: indication of a postmodern lifestyle?ò 
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behaviour ï for example, buying g reen alternatives to mainstream products. Echoing Grewalôs 

(2000 331  ï see chapter 3 ) suggestion th at some products fulfil a social identity function, 

Haanpää  suggests that green attitudes and green consumption can be seen as a lifestyle based 

expression of p ersonal identity and of an individualôs concern for the environment. 

 

In sum, it is clear that the private sector has recognised the value of interpersonal influence 

and word of mouth communication in this fragmented, complex era characterised by 

overwhelm ing amounts of easily accessible information. Whether or not it is the case that our 

self identities are constructed through consumerism, there certainly seem to be additional 

elements that interplay with our consumer behaviour that go beyond the utility o f the products 

themselves, including expressions of identity, lifestyle and even our most deeply held values, 

as seems to be the case with some types of environmentally friendly consumerism.  

 

The fact that consumerism has taken on these additional dimensions opens up a powerful 

opportunity for marketers to connect their product with peopleôs most deeply held values. 

Paradoxically, however, it is now more difficult than ever to influence people from óaboveô. T his 

is why alternative marketing techniqu es such as WOM are increasingly popular, since they 

offer an inroad into the influence people have over each other and the role we play in shaping 

each othersô individual and collective identities and, by extension, how we behave.  

 

It is within this contex t that catalytic individuals may be most effective. They have a deep 

understanding of the social and personal norms, beliefs and identities of those around them, 

and are excellent judges of innovations and their utility and relevance within their own socia l 

network. Catalytic individuals are a particularly important link in the communication chain; as 

we will see in the next sections, the indifference of a catalytic individual can sometimes be 

enough to stop diffusion dead in its tracks.  

 

5.3 Examples of WOM from the private sector 

5.3.1. Proctor and Gamble ï targeting the cool kids 

A clear example of the power of peer - to -peer influence is Proctor and Gambleôs Tremor panel, 

a group of 280,000 teenagers recruited to p romote brands amongst their peer groups (Wells 

2004 ) 332 . The teenagers on the panel are not, however, randomly selected, ordinary 

teenagers: they are expressly targeted as the ócoolô kids ï those individuals of high status 

within their networks that other teenagers look up to and copy.  

 

Recruitment of the se influential (or, in our terms, ócatalyticô) teenagers was done using online 

banner advertisements and email invitations. Using a qualifying questionnaire to ascertain how 

well connected and communicative the teens were,  the top 10% were selected to join (n ote 

that taking a fixed proportion of the top respondents is a similar approach taken by the market 

maven and opinion leader scales ï see chapter 4). The P&G strategy has been shown to be 

highly successful ï brands achieved an average of 18% higher sales r ates in the US states 

where Tremor teenagers operated.  

 

                                           
331  Grewal, Mehta and Kardes (2000) ñThe role of the social- identity functio n of attitudes in consumer innovativeness 

and opinion leadershipò 
332  Wells (2004) ñKid nabbingò 
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The success of the Tremor panel was based on tapping into the motivations of both the 

influencers and the influenced. The recruitment method took advantage of the fact that 

teenage óopinion leaders ô are more likely to be surfing the internet and more likely to respond 

to banner ads and offers due to their curious, information seeking nature (see Vishwanath 

2006) 333 . This approach is similar to Rabkin and Gershonôs (2006 ) 334  st udy of community 

environment p rogrammes; they conclude  that the best stra tegy for recruiting influential 

individuals  is to enable self selection ï ñlet them come to youò. The teenagers were 

incentivised to take part in the panel through exclusive music releases and product samples, 

whi ch satisfied the desire of influential individuals to find out information before other people, 

to have new products first, and to be able to tell others about their ófindsô (see chapter 4 on 

influential individuals).  

 

Tremor p anellists had buddy lists of  an average of 170 others, compared to an average of 30  

for the rest of the teenage population ; selecting the most connected teenagers not only 

ensured that the teenagers on the panel were the ópopularô individuals, but also ensured that 

the selected indiv iduals had the necessary network position to optimise their influence over 

others, in terms of both efficacy and scope. Finally, the Tremor panel shows insight into the 

susceptibility of teenagers to be influenced by their peers, especially with regard to products 

which fulfil a social identity function, such as music and beauty products (see Childers and Rao  

(1992) 335 , Grewal  (2000 ) 336 ) .  

 

5.3.2. Coca Cola ï using existing networks 

Another company that harnessed the power of social networks and influential individual s is 

Coca Cola. The companyôs strategy in the late 1800s, as soda fountains spread across the USA, 

was to ask every new soda fountain manager for the names of 128 337  influential individuals in 

the local community. The company then sent a promotional letter a nd a coupon for a free drink 

to those 128 individuals.  

 

Between 1892 and 1916, Coca Cola estimates that 10% of American adults tried a free drink 

through this programme 338 . The success of the strategy may have been partly based on the 

fact that the company tappe d into existing social networks and used a highly connected 

individual at the centre of the network ï the soda fountain manager ï to nominate the 

influential individuals within their own local networks. This ensured that their product reached 

the righ t people and incentivised those people to visit the soda fountain and be seen drinking 

Coca Cola. It also meant that the scope of the brand building campaign was as wide as 

possible, since the company relied on local knowledge to identify influencers where ver there 

was potential demand for the product.  

 

                                           
333  Vishwanath (2006) ñThe effect of the number of opinion seekers and leaders on technology attitudes and choicesò 
334  Rabkin and Gershon (2006) ñExample: Changing the world one household at a time: Portland's 30 -day program to 

lose 5000 pounds  Creating a Climate for Change: Communicating Climate Change and Facilitating Social Changeò 
335  Childers and Rao (1992) ñThe influence of familial and peer-based reference groups on consumer decisionsò 
336  Grewal, Mehta and Kardes (2000) ñThe role of the social- identity function of attitudes in consumer innovativeness 

and opinion leadershipò 
337  128 ind ividuals corresponded to the 128 ounces of syrup in each gallon of concentrate; one gallon was sent free to 

the soda fountains to cover the free drink coupons.  
338  WOMMA 2008, case study. Can be viewed at www.womma.com    

http://www.womma.com/
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5.3.3. Self cooling beer kegs ï tapping into motivations  

Another example of a WOM campaign that demonstrates several best practice considerations 

for harnessing the influence of catalytic individuals was  a promotio nal campaign for a self -

cooling beer keg 339. Using óinfluencer marketingô ï ñthe process of identifying key communities 

and opinion leaders who are likely to talk about the product and have the ability to influence 

the opinions of others,ò -  this campaign ai med to get its products into the hands of influential 

individuals who would talk about it to their friends. Teams of young women óraidedô pubs and, 

using three key questions, identified one influential male from each and invited them to be 

óexpertô testers of the product. Over the next few weeks, the chosen óexpertsô tested the 

products with their friends at special garden parties and received text messages and phone 

calls from the recruiter team.  

 

This campaign openly leveraged the desire of opinion leade rs to feel important and to have 

access to privileged information and products. It also played on the social identity function that 

the product (beer) and the pub network played in the opinion leadersô lives. The campaign 

identified the most relevant socia l networks to the product and used the recruitment method 

that would be most likely to appeal to their target market. By setting up the scenario in a 

positive, appealing way and asking opinion leaders to try the products with their friends, the 

campaign al so created an opportunity for positive social validation of the product among the 

tester groups. The company responsible for the product estimated that each opinion leader 

directly and indirectly addressed an average of 103 people over the course of the ca mpaign, 

and 90% of the opinion leaders said they intended to buy the product, compared to just 36% 

of beer drinkers in a control group.  

 

5.4 Examples from social marketing 

One of the principal objectives of marketing is to change or maintain peopleôs behaviour ï in 

the commercial sector, this normally consists of influencing people to buy a new product, 

switch to a new brand, or remain loyal to a particular company. However, the behaviour 

change techniques pioneered by the private sector have been adopted by ot her sectors whose 

aims are somewhat different to those of private companies, and many of the concepts 

employed by the commercial sector seem to transfer neatly to those other sectors.  

 

For example, in a quantitative survey of web users on a commercial web site and a medical 

website, Smith et al  (2007) 340  found  that the characteristics and motivations of influential 

individuals on both sites were the same ï that is, that the most connected individuals were 

most likely to pass on information to others, and that  the primary motivation for doing so was 

a desire to help others by providing them with useful information, as well as achieving a sense 

of self worth. The authors also found that the most connected people were those most likely to 

engage in óaltruisticô behaviours such as creating tags to assign information to categories to 

make it easier for others to find, and contributing to fora and ratings systems.  

 

Social marketing has been used in a variety of social policy contexts, from health to 

environment to we llbeing. The National Social Marketing Centre (NSMC) sets out 

                                           
339  WOMMA 2008, case study. Can be viewed at www.womma.com   or www.slideshow.net  
340  Smith, Coyle, Lightfoot,  and Scott (2007) ñReconsidering models of influence: The relationship between consumer 
social networks and word -of -mouth effectiveness.ò 

http://www.womma.com/
http://www.slideshow.net/
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benchmarking criteria 341  for a robust social marketing campaign, starting with the premise that 

the objective of the campaign is a social good, rather than profit. Criteria include a clear focus 

on behaviour change and developing clear insight into the target audienceôs characteristics, 

needs, motivations and barriers. In terms of methodology, a sound campaign should be based 

on a segmentation model, in order to avoid a blanket approach, and should  use a broad 

marketing mix to optimise the chance of success.  

 

5.4.1. Health  

5.4.1.1. Grassroots anti-smoking campaign 

Social marketing seems to have been adopted most widely in a health context, and the 

literature offers various examples. The degree to which these examp les have relied upon 

catalytic individuals varies, but they all offer useful insight to the questions at hand.  The 

Department of Health in South Carolina, USA, for example, observed that expensive, mass 

media anti - smoking campaigns aimed at teenagers achi eved, at best, only temporary results. 

In a good real - life example of the theory of diffusion, t he Department used WOM techniques to 

trigger a more sustainable (and more successful) anti - smoking campaign, defined and led by 

the target audience ï the teenag ers ï themselves (WOMMA 2008) 342 . This approach holds 

valuable lessons for any behaviour change programme: successful programmes must avoid top 

down, paternalistic approaches to behaviour change and focus on achieving an in depth  

understanding of the target community and the group dynamics of that community  (compare 

this with Rogersô (2003) recommendations for a successful diffusion programme ï see chapter 

4) . 

 

5.4.1.2. NHS health trainers  

Slightly closer to home, since 2006 the National Health Service (NHS) has run t he Health 

Trainers Initiative, which aims to train key individuals within social networks in basic primary 

health care 343 . The obje ctive is that these individuals  will then provide information to those 

around them,  act as a first port of call for people with health related queries, and generally 

encourage their family and friends to take responsibility for their own health.  

 

Participants are trained to motivate others, identify barriers to change and provide practic al 

support to address personal health and lifestyle goals such as stopping smoking, losing weight 

or learning to exercise. By facilitating health trainers to help their friends and family to change 

their behaviour, the aim of the scheme is to take pressure  off local primary health care 

services and reduce health inequalities. In other words, the aim is to develop a network of 

health related catalytic individuals, who not only fulfil a maven - like function of providing 

information to others, but also influenc e those around them by providing enthusiasm and 

practical support for health issues.  

 

Interestingly, this  programme does not actively target óinfluential individualsô within their social 

networks. Instead, it advertises in key location s within a community network, such as  in local 

libraries, schools and adult education centres  (thus taking advantage of existing networks). 

Moreover, t he programme is designed to appeal to  a particular sort of individual  within those 

                                           
341  National Social Marketing Centre (2007). Social marketing benchmark criteria. Available at 

www.nsms.org.uk/images/CoreFiles/NSMC_ Social _Marketing _BENCHMARK_CRITERIA _Sept2007.pdf   
342  WOMMA 2008, case study. Can be viewed at www.wom ma.com    
343   see www.networks. nhs .uk/networks.php?pid=29  for more details  

http://www.nsms.org.uk/images/CoreFiles/NSMC_Social_Marketing_BENCHMARK_CRITERIA_Sept2007.pdf
http://www.womma.com/
http://www.networks.nhs.uk/networks.php?pid=29
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communities : it is targeted at catalytic in dividuals. It is fascinating to note that one of the 

catalytic individuals we interviewed as part of this research had already signed up to this 

programme ï see Part 2, chapter 2 for details.   

 

The health trainer communications are aimed at  individuals who  are naturally interested in the 

health of their friends and family  (and therefore probably have some knowledge already) . The 

training consists of a vocational qualification t hat is awarded after two years, which would 

appeal to the sort of person that val ues knowledge and information. It also  provides an outlet 

for catalytic individualsô desire to become an óexpertô and to gain a relative informational 

advantage compared to their social networks  (see chapter 4) . It encourages participants to 

share their ex pertise and knowledge of new ideas and information with their peers, and to help 

others by providing useful information. Receiving training in exchange for sharing their 

expertise gives participants a ópretextô or official platform from which to actively offer advice or 

respond to requests for information. All these factors suggest that this programme could be 

very attractive to influential individuals.  

 

This example gives an interesting insight into the world of peer - to -peer health care initiatives 

(rememb er that the health sector has a long established tradition and a wealth of experience 

of using this kind of technique).  The fact that one of the main features of this programme was 

not to actively recruit catalytic individuals, but to ensure the self - selec tion of the right 

individuals, may hold valuable lessons for using this sort of technique in the environmental 

arena.  

 

5.4.2. Environment  

Rabkin and Gershon , (2006) 344  report  on a successful community  initiative that aimed to 

reduce carbon emissions at a neighbourhood level by getting households to work together 

towards a collective aim. According to Rabkin, early adopters (this is her term, although upon 

reading the paper her early adopters sound susp iciously like opinion leaders) were key to the 

success of the programme ï those individuals that are attracted to innovations and tolerant of 

risk and experimentation. The project de signers targeted early adopters with some 

environmental awareness and know ledge using lists of attendees at sustainability - related 

public events and trained these individuals to use simple talking points to invite their 

neighbours to an information meeting. Those who attended the meeting and eventually joined 

the carbon reductio n teams were not just the original óinfluencers,ô but the neighbours of these 

individuals , thus showing the success of peer - to -peer (in this case neighbour to neighbour) 

influence.  

 

This example demonstrates  a number of factors that are key  in any behaviour change or social 

marketing campaign. For example, it shows insight into the motivations of early adopters ï 

they like to be the first to know new information and are attracted to the next ócutting edgeô of 

their area of interest (see also  Futerra , 2005 345  for a  discussion of how language is 

instrumental in communicating the right message about the environment to the right people). 

The programme also tapped into a latent desire amongst members of the neighbourhood 

network to get to know their  neighbours better and to be ñpart of something biggerò.  T he 

evaluation of the project highlighted this as one of the things participants had enjoyed most. 

The evaluation also concluded  that, although the programme had worked extraordinarily well 

                                           
344  Rabkin and Gershon (2006) ñExample: Changing the world one household at a time: Portland's 30-day program to 

lose 5000 pounds  Creating a Climate for Change: Communicating Climate Change and Facilitating Social Changeò 
345  Futerra (2005) ñThe rules of the gameò 
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for some  segments of the population, it had not touched others, thus adding weight to the 

National Social Marketing Centreôs recommen dation that a range of methods be used and a 

blanket approach be  avoided.  

 

It is also interesting to note that the city in which t he programme took place (Portland, 

Oregon) had a strong track record of local and city wide environmental innovation and 

community participation. This suggests  that the existing network conditions were conducive to 

the diffusion of this type of innovation ï a relatively visible norm pertaining to pro -

environmental messaging and behaviour meant that the population had a certain base of 

knowledge already and also suggests that the óearly adopterô environmentalists were not too 

isolated or distant from the est ablished order to be able to initiate the diffusion process.  

 

5.5 Backlash 

It is clear, then, that WOM techniques are a hugely powerful tool for marketers, both 

commercial and social. It is also clear there are certain individuals who are of special value to 

the designers of diffusion and behaviour change programmes due to the unique role they play 

in communication channels within their networks. Their combination of connections, status and 

knowledge mean that their role in accelerating and spreading WOM is cru cial to a successful 

programme.  

 

There are various indications in the literature, however, that the power of WOM and 

interpersonal influence is a double edged sword. Positive word of mouth about a product or 

brand can catapult it from obscurity to a market  leading position (witness the reintroduction of 

the Ca dburyôs Wispa bar after a spontaneous WOM campaign amongst an online social 

network). However, it is also the case that WOM is an asymmetric phenomenon ï negative 

communications often carry much more w eight than positive messages ( Leonard -Barton 

1985 346 , Lau and Ng 2001 347 , Laczniak and De Carlo 2001 348 ).  

 

Furthermor e, it seems that influence does not even have to be actively negative to halt 

diffusion in its tracks ï the well placed indifference of an influ ential individual may be sufficient 

to send a strong negative message about an innovation to network members ( Leonard -Barton , 

1985 349 ).  The literature warns that research into WOM suffers a significant reporting bias: 

there is very little evidence pertaining to negative interpersonal communication, despite the 

disproportionate risk it represents to brands and products. This is particularl y important to the 

present study since Laczniak and De Carlo , ( 2001 ) 350  found  that opinion leaders are more 

likely both to be aware of and to initiate negative WOM.  

 

Another cautionary message that emerges from the literature is that planned WOM marketing 

campaigns must remain on the periphery in order to avoid a backlash, and even the slightest 

hint that a company or organisation is responsible for planting positive messages may be 

enough to initiate negative WOM (Wells  2004 ) 351 . Earls , (2007) 352  distinguish es ñexogenous 

                                           
346  Leonard -Barton (1985) ñExperts as negative opinion leaders in the diffusion of a technological innovationò 
347  Lau and Ng (2001) ñIndividual and situational factors influencing negative word-of -mouth behaviourò 
348  Laczniak and De Carlo (2001) ñConsumersô Responses to Negative Word-of -Mouth Communication: An Attribution 

Theory Perspectiveò 
349  Leonard -Barton (1985) ñExperts as negative opinion leaders in the diffusion of a technological innovationò 
350  Laczniak and De Carlo (2001) ñConsumersô Responses to Negative Word-of -Mouth Communication: An Attribution 

Theory Perspectiveò 
351  Wells (2004) ñKid nabbingò 
352  Earls (2007) ñHerd ï How to Change Mass Behaviour by Harnessing our True Natureò 
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WOMò (externally created information and discussion) from ñendogenous WOMò (which arises 

spontaneously and naturally among individuals).  This di stinction  is, he not es, critically 

important for marketers, because óartificially createdô WOM tends to suffer when people find 

out itôs not naturally occurring ï people get cynical.  Balter and  Butman (200 6) 353  go further 

still, suggesting that ñWord-of -mouth has to be allowed to proliferate naturally. Or else, by 

definition, it isnôt word- of -mouth at allò.  

 

This relates to the potential for óprincipledô backlash against a product or brand, for example 

the anti - consumerist movement documented by author s such as Naomi Klein ( 2000 ) 354 .  This 

implies that negative influencers do not even have to have tried an inn ovation before they 

reject it óon principleô (see Leonard -Barton (1985 ) 355  for a good example of this). Campaigns 

that try to deceive  people, for example companies that try to óplantô positive WOM, can 

backfire and turn people against a product (Balter and B utman  2006 ) 356 .  

 

Conversely, negative WOM can also cause a backlash of positivity about a product, when 

previously quieter supporters respond to negative feedback. This relates to attribution theory ï 

that an individualôs assessment of information received through interpersonal communication 

depends partly on the information receiverôs assessment of the information sender. An 

individual may attribute negative information about a product or brand to the product or 

brand, or to the individual sending the infor mation ( Laczniak and De Carlo  2001 ) 357 . Moreover, 

if an individual attributes the negativity to the information sender,  their own perception of the 

brand or product is likely to actually increase. The component parts of the message that 

contribute to how the information is attributed are :  

 

 consensus ( or whether other  people agree with the message);   

 consistency (of the inf ormation senderôs experience ï was it a one off or a repeated 

problem? ) ;  and  

 distinctiveness (is the information sender generally negativ e about that kind of product?).  

 

For example, if the communicator of the negative information knows lots of people who  have 

had the same problem with their Compaq computer, the bad experience has happened over 

and over again, and the individual is generally knowledgeable and positive about computers, 

the negativity is likely to be attributed to that brand. If , however, th e communicator does not 

cite evidence from other people, had a one off bad experience, and generally has problems 

with computers,  the negativity is more likely to be  attributed to the communicator. This can 

sometimes lead to the receiverôs brand perception being strengthened . The authors of the 

study also found that brand attribution is inversely correlated with brand strength.  

 

Yet another aspect of WOM that can cause problems for marketers is the fact that it cannot be 

controlled once it is óout thereô ï the message or innovation is likely to be reinvented and 

adapted by those involve d in the diffusion process, and the message has the potential to 

emulate a Chinese whisper and change beyond all recognition . As we saw in chapter 4 

(diffusion) , the most sus tainable and successful innovations are the ones that can be adapted 

                                           
353  Balter and Butman (2007) ñGrapevine ï The new Art of Word -of -Mouth Marketingò 
354  Klein (2000) ñNo Logoò 
355  Leonard -Barton (1985) ñExperts as negative opinion leaders in the diffusion of a technological innovationò 
356  Balter and Butman (2007) ñGrapevine: The New Art of Word-of -mouth Marketingò 
357  Laczniak and De Carlo (2001) ñConsumersô Responses to Negative Word-of -Mouth Communication: An Attribution 

Theory Perspectiveò 



Investigating óMavensô | A Brook Lyndhurst report for Defra                                  Part 1: Literature review 
  Chapter 5: Examples from marketing 

 84 

to the specific circumstances of the host social network  (Cain and Mittman,  2002 358 ; Balter and 

Butman , 200 6359 ; Rogers, 2003 360 ) .  

 

Another potential negative consequence of relying on peer - to -peer communication channels is 

highlighted by Morone and Taylor (2004) ,361  whose desk -based research suggests that the size 

of the ñknowledge gapò between individuals can have an impact on the speed w ith which 

information diffuses.  If information is too far away from your current understanding, then it 

has much less likelihood of being absorbed and/or understood and, by extension, of having 

any impact.  They go on to note that the distribution of kn owledge gaps implies the possibility 

of óignorance trapsô ï groups of individuals (either cliques within networks or, conceivably, 

entire networks) who are passed by by information and become excluded from an innovation.  

 

Finally, and of particular relevan ce in the current context, is to note that as well as some 

individuals being more prone to initiate WOM (cf opinion leaders), some individuals are more 

prone to being affected  by negative WOM: Chelminski and  Coulter (2007) 362  specifically note 

that superfic ial or deceptive communications will actively turn off mavens.  

 

5.6 Summary 

Word of mouth marketing is of particular relevance to the current enquiry because it is an 

explicit recognition by the commercial and social sectors of the importance of the influence of 

friends and family and the decreasing effectiveness of top down information campaigns . Word 

of mouth marketing is the theory of diffusion in action. Moreover, the case studies in this 

chapter along with chapter 3 (the theory of diffusion) demonstrate th e importance of the role 

of  catalytic individuals in the diffusion process due to their particular ability to persuade many 

people of the value of an innovation.  

 

The examples from the world of both commercial and social marketing hold many lessons that 

are applicable to using similar techniques to encourage the uptake of pro -environmental 

behaviours.  For example , they show that using existing networks and tailoring programmes to 

the target audiences through extensive engagement is the best recipe for a suc cessful 

campaign. Understanding the motivations and barriers of the target audience, as well as when 

and where they are most likely to be receptive to a message , is an important part of tailoring 

interventions and ensuring that they mesh with the audienceôs beliefs and self perceptions.  

 

One particularly effective way of working with social networks and tailoring interventions is to 

work with catalytic individuals. The case studies in this chapter give some idea of the different 

ways in which programme desi gners have worked with influential individuals.  

 

One example from the health care sector (the NHS health trainers initiative) demonstrates an 

interesting point about working with influential individuals: their desire to be óexpertsô and to 

help others mean  that enabling self selection may sometimes be an effective way to target and 

recruit them. Communications can be designed to appeal to individuals fitting this profile, and 

the benefits of taking part in the programme can also be tailored to their specifi c motivations; 

                                           
358  M. Cain  and R. Mittman (2 002) ñDiffusion of Innovation in Health Careò 
359  Balter and Butman (2007) ñGrapevine: The New Art of Word-of -mouth Marketingò 
360  Rogers (2003). ñThe diffusion of innovationsò 
361  Morone and Taylor  (2004) ñKnowledge diffusion dynamics and network properties of face- to -face interactionsò 
362  Chelminski and  Coulter (2007) ñOn market mavens and consumer self confidence: a cross cultural studyò 
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for example, the NHS health trainers initiative rewards participants with a formal qualification 

and the chance to share their expertise with others.  

 

One way to work with catalytic individuals is suggested by another health care example ï a 

local authority worked with the target audience of teenagers to design a word of mouth anti -

smoking campaign. This suggests that there may be opportunities to work with catalytic 

individuals to help them design and lead behaviour change programmes. This h as the 

advantage of tapping into the ólocal knowledgeô of influential individuals and gaining access to 

their social networks . However, it would also rely on finding the right people in the first place 

and achieving their óbuy-inô to the scheme. Many of the case studies indicate the level of 

planning and effort that goes into finding the right people within a network ï this stage can be 

the most important in the campaign (for example, the Coca-Cola  and beer keg campaigns).  

 

Word of mouth techniques, includi ng working with catalytic individuals, work best when used 

as one of a range of techniques. A single, blanket approach will not work for all the different 

members of a target audience.  

 

WOM campaigns face additional challenges.  ñNegative WOMò can develop if suspicions develop 

about the underlying rationale for a campaign, and the research suggests that negative WOM 

can be even more powerful than ópositive ô WOM. 

 

From a policy -makers point of view, a further challenge arises from the fact that WOM is 

excep tionally difficult to control.  From a diffusion point of view, this is actually an advantage: 

if individuals are able to adopt an innovation to suit their individual circumstances, it is actually 

more likely t be adopted.  The consequences, however, as me ntioned in chapter 3, may be 

that óyou donôt end up with what you started withô. 

 

One final important point to note is that communications networks and word of mouth are non -

linear phenomena; it is difficult to predict what will happen partly because we ar e all different. 

This idea is well demonstrated by the fact that people react to the same information (and the 

same messenger) in different ways; both negative and positive information, if it comes from 

the ówrongô person, may have the opposite effect on t he audience (attribution theory). This is 

another risk of working with catalytic individuals ï those who are influential to some may not 

be to others, and may even have the opposite effect on some people.  

 

Overall,  commercial and social marketing provide a wealth of knowledge and experience 

around tapping into social networks, engaging with an audience, and identifying, recruiting and 

working with catalytic individuals. However, the most ósuitableô catalytic individuals  are likely 

to be different in different contexts and, crucially, with respect to different innovations. The 

next chapter explores Defraôs individual headline behaviour goals and the features of each 

which may make them more or less amenable to diffusi on through catalytic individuals.  
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6  Pro -environmental behaviours  

6.1 Introductio n 

This report has proceeded in a logical progression, starting in chapter 1 with an introduction to 

the research, before looking at social networks in chapter 1  and in chapter 2 at the norms that 

characterise such networks . We then considered the processes  of diffusion in chapter 3, 

exploring the means by which innovations  permeate networks and become new norms.  In 

chapter 4 we explored the nature and role of particular individuals and their role in diffusion, 

and in chapter 5 we looked at specific examples from contemporary marketing practice.  

 

In this final  chapter  of the literature review , we turn to the particular pro -environmental 

behaviours with which we are concerned, both to consider what research has been done to 

date that is of particular relevance to those behaviours, and to present some remarks in the 

light of both the literature and our own analysis.  

 

The chapter proceeds as follows.  We begin by introducing various studies  uncovered during our 

research that relate d irectly to the pro -environmental behaviours. It is important to stress that 

the research we have uncovered has been selected through the prism of our overall research 

brief i.e. from the perspective of networks, norms and catalytic individuals.  There is, needless 

to say, plenty of additional research on pro -environmental behaviours (much of it either 

already known to Defra or actually commissioned by Defra 363 ) that we have borne in mind, but 

is not separately reported upon here.  

 

We then turn to refer to var ious other behaviours that have been the subject of research 

through the same prism: it will be important, in choosing options for the future, to bear in 

mind that much of what is known about diffusion and catalytic individuals has been derived 

from studie s of behaviours other than environmental ones, and some unknowns remain in 

terms of the transferability of lessons.  

 

In section 6.4 we attempt to pull out from sections 6.2 and 6.3 a series of lessons that do or 

might apply to the pro -environmental behavio urs or, at least, an analysis of those behaviours.  

In section 6.5 we present such an analysis, looking at each of the behaviours in turn from the 

perspective of the lessons derived in Section 6.4. Finally, in section 6.6, we make some closing 

remarks.  

 

By way of reminder, we conclude this introduction with a list (in no particular order) of the 

twelve headline pro -environmental behaviours prioritised by Defra in its work to date:  

 

Headline Behaviours 364  

 

 Install insulation products  

 Better energy management and  usage  

 Install domestic m icrogeneration  

 Increase recycling and segregation  

 Waste less (food)   

                                           
363  See,  in particular, Defra (2006) ñBehaviour Change: A Series of Practical Guidesò, Defra (2006) ñAn Environmental 
Behaviours Strategy for Defraò and Defra (2008) ñA Framework for Pro-Environmental Behavioursò 
364  Note that these are the explicit objectives: they are not phrased as communication messages.  
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 More responsible water usage  

 Buy/use more efficient (low carbon) vehicles  

 Use car less/seek alternatives for short journeys (<3miles)  

 Reduce non -essential flying (short -haul)  

 Buy energy efficient products  

 Eat food locally in season  

 Adopt diet with lower GHG/environmental impacts  

 

6.2 Recent research into Environmental Behaviours 

Remembering the fact that the search methods deployed for this study specifically us ed the 

prism referred to above, it is difficult to judge with any precision whether the body of work 

uncovered is especially large or especially small.  Whilst it is certainly true that we have not 

uncovered a piece of research work specifically addressing  the question ñwhat might be the 

role of catalytic individuals in accelerating the diffusion of pro -environmental behavioursò (or 

some synonymous variant thereof), various aspects of the question have received attention.  

 

We have been unable to find resear ch work in this vein pre -dating the 1990s.  In the early part 

of that decade, Sparks and  Shepherd (1992) 365  reported on survey work (using a sample of 

261 individuals) exploring consumer attitudes towards organic vegetables fr om a ósocial normsô 

perspective , finding that self - identify reflects and influences attitudes, and also that it 

independently influences behavioural intentions.  Weenig (1993) 366  repo rted  from a 

óstrong/weak tiesô perspective on a community communication programme intended to reduce 

energy consumption by increasing community membersô skills to operate their central heating 

system and by stimulating energy efficient heating and ventilation behaviour.  This  study 

corroborated Granovetter ôs theory of strong and weak ties (see chapter 3) and showed that it 

applied also to environmental information and behaviours; it showed that information is 

predominantly brought into a network through weak ti es, then diffuses through a network 

based on strong ties. The effect  of the information on any individual is mediated by the quality 

of the ties through which he/ she receives that information.  

 

Around the same time, Flynn and  Goldsmith (1994) 367  conducted th e earliest analysis we can 

find expressly linking  the role of catalytic individuals (in their case, óopinion leadersô) with pro-

environmental behaviour more generally (described, by them, as ógreen consumptionô).  Their 

conclusion, perhaps unsurprisingly,  was that ñenvironmental behaviour is at an early stage of 

developmentò and they were unable to distinguish any differences between leaders and non-

leaders in terms of their propensity to seek out environmental information.  

 

From the late 1990s onwards, th e volume of relevant work has increased.  Bhate and  Lawler 

(1997 ) 368  investigated factors influencing the adoption of óenvironmentally friendly productsô 

and reached a number of helpful conclusions:  

 

 that the diffusion of environmental behaviours was still a t an early stage ;  

 that, in part because of this, ñenvironmentally friendly behaviour correlates significantly 

with innovativenessò [i.e. it was, in 1998, innovative people that were most likely to be 

buying environmentally friendly products] ;  

                                           
365  Sparks and Shepherd (1992) ñSelf-identity and the theory of planned behaviourò 
366  Weenig (1993) ñThe Strength of Weak and Strong Communication Ties in a Community Information Programò 
367  Flynn and Goldsmith (1994) ñOpinion Leadership in green consumption: an exploratory studyò 
368  Bhate and Lawler (1997) ñEnvironmentally friendly products: factors that influence their adoptionò 
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 that these c onsumers were ñwilling to pay a higher price for environmentally friendly 

products buté not ready to go out of their way to look for such productsò and that ñ...it is 

likely that innovators are exercising their innate need to try novel or new products or 

engage in impulse buying rather than making a concentrated effort to change their 

behaviour.ò 

 

They concluded, soberingly, that whilst these early adopters would be crucial in accelerating 

any future diffusion of these behaviours,  

 

ñ...there may not be a case for mass adoption. There may always be a small minority 

indulging in environmentally friendly behaviour. [If this is the case] it is only a matter 

of time before it becomes apparent.ò 

 

Chattoe (2000) 369  used ónew ecological farming methodsô as the basis for his exploration of 

why the entire field is so complicated (see chapter 4); while Moisander and  Pesonen (2002) 370  

explored the relationship between the personal narratives of individuals living ódeep greenô 

lives and the extent to which such individuals were, or were not, influencing others.  Their 

conclusions ï that such individuals were so convinced of the rationale for their lifestyles that 

they were, in effect, too distant from prevailing norms to have more general influence ï come 

nearly a decade aft er Flynn and  Goldsmithôs work, and suggest  that relatively little had 

changed over that period.  

 

The past two or three years have seen a further acceleration in the publication of relevant 

research ï reflecting, perhaps, both increased interest [from the p olicy, research and funding 

communities] in the problem, as well as ï potentially ï actual changes on the ground.  

 

Clay (2005) 371  investigated recycling behaviour and concluded that the diffusion of knowledge 

and the evolution of social norms were more important in explaining increases in recycling 

rates than, for example, underlying environmental attitudes, the availability of ince ntives or 

the availability of facilities; and Joonas and  Bhuian (2005) 372  in a study that was the earliest 

we found that expressly linked ómavenshipô with environmental behaviour (and which promised 

more through its title than it delivered in the reading) co ncluded that ñsocial (injunctive) norms 

influence all aspects of environmentally concerned consumer behaviourò while market 

mavenship influences only one ï information searching.  (That is, mavens were not more likely 

than anyone else to be committed, they were just more likely to search for relevant 

information.)  

 

An especially useful piece of work from Jager (2006) 373  is among the most directly relevant to 

our overall enquiry.   He investigates the impact of instruction meetings and the diffusion of 

informat ion in a pair of German cities aiming to improve the effectiveness of a grant system in 

encouraging installation of photovoltaic systems.   Buying a PV system is a high - involvement 

decision, which typically means that people are willing to ñinvest cognitive effortò in making 

                                           
369  Chattoe (2000) ñWhy is building multi-agent models of social systems so difficult?ò 
370  Moisander and Pesonen (2002) ï ñNarratives of sustainable ways of living: constructing the self and the other as a 
green consumerò 
371  Clay (2005) ñIncreasing University Recycling : Factors influencing recycling behaviour among students at Leeds 
Universityò 
372  Joonas, K. and Bhuian, S. (2005) ñAn empirical investigation of a model of environmentally concerned consumer 
behaviour and its determinants: The moderating role of market mavenship and product involvementò 
373  Jager (2006) ñStimulating the diffusion of photovoltaic systems: A behavioural perspectiveò 
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the decision because the outcome is very important.  He found that both information diffusion 

about, and final adoption of, PV was related to the social ties people had.   He noted, too, that 

ña critical mass of PV owners is needed to normalise the possession of a PV system and 

facilitate its further diffusionò. 

 

Work from Doscher (2006) 374  (which asks whether sustainable development is approaching a 

ótipping pointô) and Moser (2006) 375  (which highlights the importance  of both network struct ure 

and key individuals in the emerging dial ogue around climate change) add  relatively little in 

terms of either data or theory,  but further reinforce  the sense of an acceleration in attention.  

 

Very recent work by Haanpää (2007) 376  is, again, adding relativ ely little that is entirely new in 

theoretical terms, but nevertheless affirms some useful pointers, including that ñlifestyle 

elements have a stronger impact than socio -economic structures on green consumer 

behaviourò and, on the basis of survey data, that ñcommitment to green issues is determined 

more by consumption style (proxy for lifestyle) than by socio -economicsò.  She also notes ï 

and is one of only a very small number apparently to appreciate this point ï that ñthere is a 

wide range of green behavi ours, and green consumption is just one facetò; and that while 

ópostmodern lifestylesô appear to be a better correlate of green behaviour than socio-economic 

variables, ñlifestyles and identity formation are not necessarily only a matter of choice ï socio -

economic variables and demographic background have been shown to influence lifestylesò and 

that ñfavouring green products at an attitudinal level is often an expression of social norms.ò 

 

Finally, and simply by way of noting that the range of environmental  behaviours being 

explored from this perspective is slowly creeping up, Grønhøj and  Thøgersen (2007) 377  in a 

study of some 600 Danish families examine intergenerational transfers of pro -environmental 

behaviours between p arents and children in terms of  buying  organic/environmentally friendly 

pro ducts,  handling waste responsibly, and energy saving activities.  They conclude, as noted in 

chapter 4, that parents do indeed appear to influence their childrenôs behaviour ï or, possibly,  

the other way around . 

 

6.3 What other behaviours have been covered from this angle? 

By way of comparison, it is also worth reflecting on the other types of behaviour that have 

been the subject of analysis from the perspective of networks/diffusion/catalytic individuals.  

They comfortably d warf the environmental behaviours.  

 

Rogers (1995), for example, provides a series of case studies throughout his textbook, as 

follows  (see Rogers (1995) for full case study details and references) :  

 

1.  Water Boiling In A Peruvian Village: Diffusion That Faile d 

2.  Controlling Scurvy in the British Navy  

3.  Non -diffusion of the Dvorak Keyboard  

4.  Diffusion of Hybrid Corn in Iowa  

5.  Miracle Rice in Bali: The Goddess and the Computer  

6.  The Diffusion of Modern Math in Pittsburgh  

                                           
374  Doscher (2006) ñSustainable Development: the search for the tipping pointò 
375  Moser (2006) ñTalk of the city: Engaging urbanites in climate changeò 
376  Haanpªª, L. (2007) ñConsumersô green commitment: indication of a postmodern lifestyle?ò 
377  Grßnhßj and Thßgersen (2007) ñWhen action speaks louder than words: The effect of parenting on young 
consumersô pro-environmental behaviourò 
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7.  Worldwide Diffusion of the Kindergarten  

8.  The Columbia University Drug Diffusion Study  

9.  The Taichung Field Experiment  

10.  STOP AIDS in San Francisco  

11.  Diffusion of News on the September 11 Terrorist Attacks  

12.  Opinion Leaders and Mavens in the Diffusion of Electric Cars  

13.  Networks in Recruitment to Freedom Summer  

14.  Pure Drinking Water in Egyptian Villages  

15.  Preference for Sons in India and China  

16.  Birth of the Laptop Computer at Toshiba  

17.  How the Refrigerator Got Its Hum  

18.  Classifying the Segway  

19.  Fumbling the Future at Xerox PARC  

20.  Serendipity in the Discovery of Warfarin  

21.  Hard  Tomatoes in California  

22.  Re- Invention of Horse Culture by the Plains Indians  

23.  The Discontinuance of Smoking  

24.  Forced Discontinuance and the Rise of Organic Farming  

25.  Communication Channels in the Innovation -Decision Process for Tetracycline  

26.  Black Music in White America: Rap  

27.  An Agricultural Innovation That Failed  

28.  Photovoltaics on a Million Roofs  

29.  The Daughter - In -Law Who Doesnôt Speak 

30.  Cellular Telephone and the Lifestyle Revolution  

31.  Diffusion of Farm Innovation in a Colombian Village in the Andes  

32.  People Who Said No to Innovation: The Old Order Amish  

33.  Cell Phone Laggards in Hong Kong  

34.  Opinion Leadership in the Diffusion of Modern Math  

35.  The Role of Alpha Pups in the Viral Marketing of a Cool Electronics Game  

36.  Paul Revereôs Ride 

37.  Networks in the Diffusion Of A Medical Drug  

38.  Building a Network for the Diffusion of Photovoltaics in the Dominican Republic  

39.  Dr. John Snow and the Cholera Epidemic in London  

40.  The Critical Mass in the Diffusion of Fax  

41.  Diffusion of the Internet  

42.  The Sleeper  

43.  Coercion in Nonplant Diffusion Safaris in Indone sia 

44.  Sustainability: ñChickenò David in Nigeria 

45.  The ORT Campaign in Egypt  

46.  The Baltimore Needle -Exchange Project  

47.  The Agricultural Extension Service  

48.  Snowmobile Revolution in the Arctic  

49.  ORT: The Consequences of Consequences  

50.  Steel Axes for Stone -Age Aborigines  

51.  The Irish Potato Famine  

52.  The Mosquito Killer  

53.  The Digital Divide  

 

As the emboldening illustrates, only 5 of these 53 refer to examples that can comfortably be 

considered ópro-environmentalô.  Although this list illustrates the fact that the theoretical lens o f 
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diffusion and catalytic individuals is applicable to almost any social phenomenon, it also shows 

the novelty of this area of research in terms of the diffusion of environmental innovations and 

the role of catalytic individuals in this process.  

 

Turning to other work reviewed, the breadth  and generality of issues covered  is instructive.  

 

Bearden and  Etzel (1982) 378  note that work of this kind has considered ñfarmers, scientists, 

alcoholics, newspaper people, the mentally ill, consumers, voters,  juvenile delinquents and 

opinion leaders; plus steel distributors, physicians, auto owners, cosmetic users and 

housewivesò; Valente (1996)379  considers a medical innovation, a study of Brazilian farmersô 

adoption of hybrid seed corn and a Korean family plan ning study; Feder and  Savastano 

(2006) 380  tackle integrated pest management; and Mulgan  et al  (2007) 381  mention ñfair trade 

and restorative justice, hospices and kindergartens, distance learning and traffic calmingò.  

 

Add to this the array of more obviously c ommercial applications ï examples provided by the 

Word of Mouth Marketing Association 382  include Coca Cola, anti - smoking campaigns, recycling, 

deodorant, beer, sports drinks and breakfast cereals, while Proctor and  Gambleôs ñTremorò383  

(see chapter 5 for more details of these) -  and the relative significance of óenvironmentalô 

behaviours is made still clearer.  

 

Within this broad picture, however, two particular areas of human behaviour have the been the 

focus of enquiry of this kind: health, and technology, the  former because it has been the first 

area of human behaviour to be the focus of ósocial marketingô (see chapter 5 ) , the latter 

because the sector lends itself to the collection o f the data needed for analysis ( see chapter 4) .  

 

Looking at health, particula rly useful and important work has been conducted by Cain  and  

Mittman (2002) 384  (who provide a good general overview of the diffusion of innovation in 

health care); Valente (2006) 385  (examining alternative intervention strategies for sexual 

health); Locock et al (2001) 386  (formally reviewing two new health initiatives to provide a 

platform for a general consideration of innovation diffusion) and Schum and  Goyuld (2007) 387  

(who revisit an anti - smoking campaign to reveal the previously missed significance of peer - to -

peer influence).  

 

Turning to technology, useful studies come from Vishwanath (2006) 388  (exploring leadership 

impacts on technology choices); Grewal  et al  (2000) 389  (who look at cars and computers);  St -

Onge and  Nantel (2006) 390  (who look at network structures in  on - line communities); Hill  et al  

                                           
378  Bearden and Etzel (1982) ï ñReference group influence on product and brand purchase decisionò 
379  Valente (1996) ñSocial networks in the diffusion of innovationsò 
380  Feder and Savastano (Development Research Group at the World Bank) (2006) ñThe Role of Opinion Leaders in the 
Diffusion of New Knowledge: The Case of  Integrate Pest Managementò 
381  Mulgan, Tucker, Ali and Sanders (2007) ñSocial Innovation: What it is, why it matters, and how it can be 
acceleratedò 
382  www.womma.org  accessed July 2008  
383  Wells (2004) ñKid-nabbingò 
384  M. Cain   and R. Mittman (2002) ñDiffusion of Innovation in Health Careò 
385  Valente (2006) ñOpinion leader interventions in social networksò 
386  Locock, Dopson, Chambers, and Gabbay (2001) ñUnderstanding the role of opinion leaders in improving clinical 
effectiveness ò 
387  Schum and Goyuld (2007) ñThe birth of Truth (and what it tells us about the importance of horizontal influence)ò 
388  Vishwanath (2006) ñThe effect of the number of opinion seekers and leaders on technology attitudes and choicesò 
389  Grewal,  Mehta and Kardes (2000) ñThe role of the social- identity function of attitudes in consumer innovativeness 
and opinion leadershipò 
390  St -Onge and Nantel (2006) ñAre you connected? Portrait of the virtual connector in online communitiesò 

http://www.womma.org/
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(2006) 391  (network influences on telecommunications choices); and Leskovec  et al  (2006) 392  

(who take on the herculean task of analysing literally millions of individual recommendations in 

an on - line shop to see who influenced whomé).  

 

It is also, finally, worth noting that a narrower focus on ómavensô has taken place on a number 

of occasions, and they have been considered in terms of the kinds of product category they 

talk about most (Slama and  Williams 1990 393 ), whether they exi st in terms of industrial rather 

than consumer knowledge (Nataraajan and  Angur 1998 394 , whose work suggests that, 

sometimes at least, mavens may be specific rather than generalist), technology (Geissler and  

Edison , 2005 395 ) music (Hargittai  et al , 2005 396 ) and t hrift (Christiansen and  Snepenger , 

2005 397 ).  

 

Conspicuous by its absence  from this mavens list  is óenvironmentô; or, indeed, anything 

remotely environmental.  

 

6.4 What factors are relevant? 

There is, clearly,  an enormous volume of material from which to draw lessons ï and a further 

significant task to distinguish which, precisely, of these lessons are applicable in the case of 

the headline pro -environmental behaviours.  The task is made still more significant by the fact 

that the headline behaviours are themselves not homogeneous.  

 

Fully completing this task lies beyond the scope of the present work, but we believe that the 

research covered offers some useful and robust pointers.  

 

Turning first to the work of t hose researchers who have directly endeavoured to distil the 

lessons, a particularly useful start is provided by McKenzie -Mohr (2000) 398 , perhaps the most 

note -worthy figure in the field of social marketing, who is worth summarising at some length.  

 

He notes , to begin with,  that:  

 

ñmost programs to foster sustainable behavio r continue to be based upon models of 

behavio r change that psychological research has found to be limited. Although 

psychology has much to contribute to the design of effective program s to  foster 

sustainable behavio r, little attention has been paid to ensuring that psychological 

knowledge is accessible to those who design environmental programs.ò 

 

His argument can be summarised as follows:  

 

 changing individual behaviour is central to  achieving a sustainable future;  

 

                                           
391  Hill, Provost and Volinsky (2006) ñNetwork-based marketing: identifying likely adopters via consumer networksò 
392  Leskovec, Singh and Kleinberg (2006) ñPatterns of influence in a recommendation networkò 
393  Slama and Williams (1990) ñGeneralization of the market mavenôs information provision tendency across product 

categoriesò ï top issues for men are product quality, restaurants, car repairs, cars, prices and sales; and, for women, 

sales, restaurants, product quality, clothing, prices, new products, food products.  
394  Nataraajan  and Angur.(1998) ñIs there an industrial maven?ò 
395  Geissler and Edison (2005) ñMarket Mavens' attitudes towards general technology: implications for marketing 
communicationsò 
396  Hargittai, Tepper and Touve (2005) ñMusic, Mavens and Technologyò 
397  Christiansen and Snepenger (2005) ñInformation sources for thrift shopping: is there a ñthrift maven? ñ 
398  McKenzie -Mohr (2000) ñPromoting sustainable behaviour: An introduction to community based social marketingò 
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 goals such as increasing energy and water efficiency, reducing waste and GHGs can only be 

met if high levels of pu blic participation are achieved;  

 

 m ost programmes to foster sustainable behaviour are information intensive and use mass 

media. This is based on the assumptions that increased knowledge will lead to behaviour 

change and that behaviour is strongly influenced by economic motives (that the public is 

órationalô). Programmes based on either/both of these perspectives have been largely 

unsuccessful [useful examples are pro vided in the original document];  

 

 t raditional advertising can be a very expensive way of reaching people. For example, a 

California utility spent more money advertising the benefits of insulation than  it would have 

cost to upgrade the i nsulation in the targeted homes;  

 

 altering a consumer preference  requires little or no cost (effort/money) and no dramatic 

change in lifestyle. In contrast, many sustainable activities (e.g. biking to work) may 

require m ore drastic changes, and so a whole new array of barriers exist, such as time and 

safety concerns, convenience,  the weather and so forth;  

 

 when low motivation to engaging in a sustainable behaviour exists, it can be enhanced by 

the use of commitment strate gies 399  or incentives. Where the behaviour is not perceived 

as óthe right thing to do,ô knowledge of the use of prescriptive and injunctive norms can be 

applied;  

 

 invisible behaviours are least likely to have corresponding social norms ;  

 

 based on this insigh t, households in a region of Canada were asked to stick a sticker on 

their bin to indicate that they composted. This served as a commitment strategy to 

increase the frequency and efficiency of composting by the household, but also fostered the 

development of a descriptive social norm in which composting is seen as appropriate social 

behaviour  (see chapter 2 for more details) .  

 

The alliance of visibility, incentives, commitment strategies, social norms and social pressure 

provides a useful base for consider ing pro -environmental behaviours generally.  

 

Some other considerations are also relevant, however.  Bearden and  Etzel (1982) 400 , for 

example, use results from a large scale consumer panel survey to test óprevious theory 

(Bourne,  1957)ô which suggests that reference group influence on consumption is a function of 

two forms of ñconspicuousnessò: is the product consumed a ñluxuryò or a ñnecessityò (i.e. used 

by everyone) and is it consumed in public or in private?  Their results sup port this Bourneôs 

hypothesis.  For our purposes, the public/private distinction is akin to the visible/invisible, but 

is subtly different ï a new low energy appliance is private but visible, while more responsible 

water use is private and invisible; and d riving a low energy car is public and visible, but driving 

it well (and thus consuming less energy) is public and invisible.  

 

                                           
399  ñCommitment strategiesò are personal, social or institutional devices to ólock inô behaviours that, for whatever 
reason, are difficult to maintain ï see Offer (2006) ñThe Challenge of Affluenceò for an accessible introduction and 
Schelling (2006) ñStrategies of Commitment and other essaysò for a Nobel -prize winning perspective.  
400  Bearden and Etzel (1982)  ñReference group influence on product and brand purchase decisionsò 
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The public/private visible/invisible issue is also addressed by Childrers and  Rao (1992) 401  who 

note that public behaviours are mor e likely to be influenced by reference groups and/or 

network members; while private behaviours are more likely to be influenced by family 

members.  For private behaviours, therefore, a second wave of network links are introduced, 

potentially implying a new  round of strong and weak ties for environmental behaviours to 

navigate.  

 

Two further considerations from the literature are relevant.  

 

Firstly, it is the case that few behaviours exist in a vacuum, or can be adopted in isolation.  

Van Slyke  et al  (2004) 402  for example note that innovations are often combined in clusters, 

and potential adopters do not see them individually, but in bundles.  Innovations that can be 

added to already adopted clusters are, they argue, good candidates for grassroots diffusion.  

 

Secondly, there is the relationship between what is said, and what is done, and how that 

relationship does or does not engender trust between members of networks. As Grønhøj and  

Thøgersen (2007) 403  found when exploring how the influence of parentsô behaviour is mediated 

by the adolescentsô perception  of that behaviour (which is related to how visible the behaviour 

is to the adolescent!)  Their results suggest that it is indeed how teenagers perceive their 

parentsô behaviour that is the most important factor in explaining the extent of influence ï i.e. 

they find that óactions speak louder than wordsô in the case of parental influence. 

 

Turning now to our own reflections, and drawing too upon Defraôs own work404 , we suggest 

that there are some additional factors t hat need to be considered:  

 

 the nature of the behaviour (part 1) ï whether the behaviour is habitual or a one -off  

 

 the nature of the behaviour (part 2) ï whether the behaviour is a purchase [and thus falls 

close or into the social norm of óshoppingô] or whether the behaviour is some other kind of 

act [and which might not, therefore, fall so readily into the social norm in which mavens, in 

particular, are thought to operate]  

 

 the nature of the change ï whether the behaviour represents an entirely new act (fo r the 

adoptee), a substitution of an existing act, or a modification (a óreining inô) of an existing 

behaviour  

 

 word -of -mouth potential ï the extent to which a behaviour might be a ónormalô topic of 

conversations among members of any given social network, as opposed to a rare or 

unlikely subject of conversation [in the belief that more difficult topics would be less likely 

to spread quickly by means of WOM]  

 

 current state of diffusion ï some of the headline behaviours are, as suggested by the 

Defra/BMRB (20 07) survey further along the S -curve of diffusion than others, and may 

therefore require different approaches in terms of further diffusion  

 

                                           
401  Childers and Rao (1992) ñThe influence of familial and peer-based reference groups on consumer decisionsò 
402  Van Slyke, Staf ford and Ilie (2004) ñGrassroots diffusion: A research agenda and propositional inventoryò 
403  Grßnhßj and Thßgersen (2007) ñWhen action speaks louder than words: The effect of parenting on young 
consumersô pro-environmental behaviourò 
404  Defra (2008)òA Framework for pro -environmental behavioursò 
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Retu rning to the suggestion from chapter 3, recall that Cain and  Mittman (2002) 405  built on the 

five factors iden tifi ed by Rogers  (2003) 406  (see chapter 3, section 3.3) to suggest ten ócritical 

dynamicsô of innovation diffusion: 

 

 Relative advantage: the more potential value or benefit is anticipated from the innovation, 

the faster it will diffuse;  

 

 Trialability: Ability to  try innovation improves the prospects for adoption and diffusion;  

 

 Observability:  again the extent to which potential adopters can óseeô the benefits of the 

innovation improves the prospects for adoption and diffusion;  

 

 Communication channels: the paths chosen by OL to communicate an innovation affect the 

pace and pattern of diffusion;  

 

 Homophilous groups: Innovations spread faster amongst homophilous groups;  

 

 Pace of innovation/reinvention: Some innovations tend to evolve and are altered along the 

way of  diffusion whilst others remain stable.  

 

 Norms, roles and social networks: Innovations are shaped by the rules , hierarchies and 

informal mechanisms of communication operating in the social networks in which they 

diffuse;  

 

 Opinion leaders: OL affect the pa ce of diffusion.  

 

 Compatibility: the ability of an innovation to coexist with existing technologies and social 

patterns improves the prospects for adoption/diffusion;  

 

 Infrastructure: The adoption of many innovations depends on the presence of some form of  

infrastructure or of other technologies that cluster with the innovation.  

 

Of these, three ï ñcommunication channelsò, ñhomophilous groupsò and ñopinion leadersò ï 

are, in effect, the three variables which any follow up work to this res earch might wish to  

address (i.e. they are the d epend ent variables).  Taking the remaining seven, and adding in 

the variabl es derived from both the literatu re and our own analysis, provides a ócheck listô 

against which each of the headline behaviours c ould  be evaluated.  The  check list is:  

 

Environmental innovation diffusion check list  

Relative advantage  

Trialability  

Visibility/invisibility/observability  

Public/private  

Easy of adaptation  

Current norms  

Compatibility with existing behaviours  

Luxury/necessity  

                                           
405  Cain and Mittman (2002) ñDiffusion of Innovation in Health Careò 
406  Rogers (2003)  ñThe diffusion of innovationsò 
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Existing infrastructure  

Ease of development of commitment strategy  

Clustering with other new behaviours  

Habit or one -off  

Purchase or other  

Addition/substitution/modification  

WOM potential  

State of diffusion  

 

 

A sketched evaluation  of the individual pro -environmental behaviours against these factors 

could effectively provide the starting point for considering what could conceivably be done in 

terms of communication, network structure and catalytic individuals in taking the next step s.  

Further work on this would, clearly, be necessary.  

 

6.6 Summary 

This chapter has shown that there has been relatively little attention in the literature on 

diffusion to environmental behaviours.  The role of catalytic individuals within the diffusion of 

pro -environmental behaviours has received virtually no attention.  

 

Nevertheless, lessons from diffusion theory generally, and from specific  examples in the field 

of health in particular, offer useful pointers towards  the kinds of factors that will help 

determine the likely efficacy or otherwise of catalytic individuals in diffusing pro -environmental 

behaviours . 

 

Drawing, in addition, on Defraôs own (and commissioned) work in the field of pro-

environmental  behaviours, we have suggested a check list agains t  which each of the headline 

pro -environmental  behaviours  could be evaluated so as to assess how and to what extent 

catalytic individuals could play a role in the next stages of diffusing these behaviours.  

 

Having set out this check list , against the backg round of the literature on both environmental 

and non -environmental behaviours, we turn next to Part 2 of the report in which we present 

the findings and discussion of the primary research element of the project .  
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Part 2: Primary research  

 

 

This section sets out details of the primary research conducted by Brook 

Lyndhurst into catalytic individuals. It includes both the telephone interviews 

with marketing professionals and the face to face, in depth interviews with 

members of the general public that we identified as ócatalytic.ô 

 



Investigating óMavensô | A Brook Lyndhurst report for Defra                                  Part 2: Primary research 
  Chapter 1: Interviews with marketing professionals 

 98 

1 Interviews with marketing professionals  

Our review of the literature covered work from several domains, including academic papers 

from  various fields, commercial articles, business case studies and ógreyô literature. To 

complement this, we conducted a series of telephone interviews with marketing practitioners. 

The purpose of these interviews was to gain access to any knowledge óinside the headsô of 

marketing professionals that may not have been in the literature and to understand further 

how the concepts from the literature are put into practice in the real world of marketing. As we 

have seen, there is relatively little in the literature  about social influence regarding pro -

environmental products, behaviours and attitudes, so the interviews also provided a valuable 

supplement to this.  

 

Through the interviews, we aimed to find out whether peer - to -peer influence is already being 

used to mar ket environmentally friendly products, and if so, whether it is successful or not. We 

targeted organisations with some link to the environment ï either ógreenô companies, or 

mainstream companies that have some environmentally friendly products, or who incl ude 

general sustainability considerations within their company ethos. The NGOs we spoke to also 

had environmental remits.  

 

A total of 15 professionals were interviewed from a range of companies and organisations, 

comprising  5 ógreenô companies, 4 mainstream companies, 3 marketing organisations and 3 

NGOs. The companies were selected following desk research and consultation with the 

projectôs Steering Group, having been judged likely to be able to provide useful insights to the 

research.  

 

All of the organisa tions we spoke to had national or global scope. Interviews were conducted 

on condition of anonymity.  They were framed in terms of word of mouth (WOM) 

communications since we judged that this would be the most familiar area for most of the 

interviewees. Ou r objectives were to gain an understanding of how the organisations 

understood this communication technique, whether and how they used it, and whether they 

considered it to be effective in the environmental and ethical product markets.  

 

Topics for discussi on included whether the organisations targeted any particular groups or 

individuals with their communications ï and if so, how and why -  and whether they used any 

segmentation models to define their target markets. We discussed how they considered ógreenô 

marketing to be different to mainstream marketing, and whether there were any special 

techniques or rules of thumb for communicating ideas about the environment or marketing 

green products. If the interviewees were familiar with peer - to -peer communication techniques, 

we asked further questions about how their organisations used them, the extent to which they 

can be harnessed or encouraged, and the implications for environmental behaviours, products 

and attitudes.  

 

1.1 Summary findings  

12 out of the 15 organisat ions we interviewed either used WOM communication techniques or 

were beginning to incorporate them into their marketing mix. Even if organisations did not 

explicitly recognise their methods as WOM, most utilised some kind of technique that tapped 

into inte rpersonal communications, such as rewards for friend or family referrals, working with 

social networks such as the Womenôs Institute or Transition Towns, experience days for 
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selected customers, and even collaborating with other similar organisations for we b based viral 

marketing.  

 

1.1.1. Alternative techniques 

There was a difference between the communications approaches of the larger global firms and 

the smaller companies. The large r companies generally tried to ñbuil d sustainability into the 

brandò and then relie d on traditional forms of advertising, such as TV and print, to get the 

message across. This contrasted with the smaller organisations , who made it clear that, for 

them,  traditional advertising (and mass media campaigns in general) was simply not cost 

effective. This was particularly true for green companies competing  in mainstream markets 

whose inputs were costlier than other comparable products and who therefore had fewer 

resources available for marketing. The smaller companies were more likely to use  óalternativeô 

or óbelow the lineô targeted marketing methods, including WOM techniques. 

 

Several companies mentioned the power of the influence of family and friends ï some 

collected data on where their new customers had heard about them, and ófriends and familyô 

was the most popular answer for some companies. One green company includes the request 

that its customers ótell a friendô in all of its campaigns. One organisation mentioned WOM 

techniques in the context of moving away from ópaternalisticô, top down, traditional marketing, 

and being more engaged with a target audienceôs needs. Another large, global company 

sug gested that these more targeted , tailored approaches had the benefit of allowing a 

company to react quickly and easily to changing consumer a ttitudes, especially towards the 

environment and sustainability.  

 

Several of the word of mouth techniques mentioned by WOMMA were mentioned by our 

interviewees, including the creation of VIP programmes, product seeding (sampling), providing 

excellent cust omer care services, and entering into partnerships with non -profit organisations. 

All of these were used by the organisations to generate positive interpersonal communications 

about a product, brand or company.  One of the marketing agencies we spoke to sta ted that 

online media are the most dominant form of word of mouth based marketing. This was 

supported by the fact that the majority of companies we spoke to mentioned the internet as a 

key marketing medium. This was partly for reasons of cost effectiveness , but also  because of 

the speed at which messages can spread through the web, the ease of targeting audiences in 

existing, interest -based networks and the insights that it is possible to gain from tracking the 

progress of adverts and interventions.  

 

Sever al companies ï both green and mainstream -  described an approach to marketing 

whereby it  was not seen as a stand alone service, but rather as a part of their business that 

was based on their core ethics and beliefs; they stated that they did not do ógreenô marketing 

as such, but their communications were based on the principles that were at the heart of 

everything they do. In this way, the companies hoped to óstand out in the crowdô and appeal to 

all types of people, including to  influential  individuals . They aimed to be known for ódoing 

things differentlyô and thereby appeal to innovative and curious people. Several green 

companies expressed a desire to empower their customers and to give them the tools to 

recognise truly environmentally friendly products i n an overcrowded market. One company not 

only aimed to activate the injunctive norm of using their product as the right thing to do , but 

to help their customers to understand why  it is the right thing to do by using their 

communications to explain the bene fits to the environment of using their products compared 

to the non -environmental alternatives. The idea of trust was  mentioned by various 
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interviewees; marketing and communications were used to build trust in both the company 

and the brand and to use this  relationship as a platform from which to share ideas and values.  

 

1.1.2. Targeting an audience 

One large environmental NGO we spoke to stressed  their limited marketing resources and how 

important it is to target the most relevant people through the most appropriate channel. This 

organisation was highly aware that face to face communication is ótransformationalô and can 

leave a very powerful impre ssion. In order to increase face to face interaction, they target 

existing networks such as university campuses, the Womenôs Institute, parent- teacher 

associations and farmersô markets. They also target what they term óopinion formersô such as 

MPs and loca l business leaders, and have trained their campaigners to identify and engage 

with these local level opinion formers. The leaders that they engage with are primarily people 

in traditional positions of power, but the interviewee commented that an MP also ñwears other 

hatsò and having someone with that sort of status advocating a cause in other settings can be 

very effective. They have also used carefully chosen celebrity endorsers to validate their 

messages. This organisation finds the internet a critical co mmunications tool, and has 

previously participated in viral campaigns to diffuse its messages and reach new audiences.  

 

All organisations used some kind of targeting, from the global companies that used 

sophisticated market segmentation models to inform t heir mass marketing campaigns, to the 

small company that targeted the ten biggest (i.e. best connected) bloggers in their target 

area. One company utilised the ósustainable mediaô and advertised in carefully selected 

locations, such as the Green Pages, in order to reach its target audience. Another company set 

up stalls at trade shows that had an indirect link to their product, with the aim of linking their 

product in potential customersô minds to something they were already interested in. 

 

1.1.3. Tailoring the message 

The importance of building up a detailed understanding of the target audience or community ï 

their motivations, beliefs, values, social norms, and barriers ï in order to plan and implement 

a successful behaviour change programme is demonstrated by an other  example from the 

health sector . The objective of the programme was to understand and overcome the barriers 

to going to see the doctor of an eth nic minority community , who also had particularly high 

levels of heart disease. The agency planning the int ervention engaged first with community 

leaders with the intention of gaining insight into possible barriers to seeing the doctor and also 

to find out who in the community to speak to to find out further information, and the best way  

to go about engaging c ommunity members. Instead of a mass media campaign, the agency 

spent a large amount of time and resources on the initial community engagement stage. They 

eventually found that the cause of the peopleôs reticence was that their experience of seeing 

the doct or did not match their expectations: in their communities of origin, doctors always 

gave medicine ï even if it was just a placebo ï and they always looked like doctors and wore 

their white coats. With this insight, the agency was able to work with the comm unities and 

with local doctors to help people be more comfortable seeing their GP.  

 

The approach of using community leaders as an entry point into the social network allowed the 

agency to access local knowledge and gain the trust of the community. In this  case, a mass 

marketing campaign might have been a waste of money, since without the insights gained 

from the extensive community engagement, the specific beliefs and barriers of the community 
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may not have been fully addressed. It was highlighted by our in terviewee that the nature of 

engagement depends on the target community and is different every time, depending on the 

characteristics and structure of the community and the nature of the intervention. For 

example, in some cases, it may be most appropriate to talk first to the traditional sources of 

authority, such as community leaders, whereas in other cases, an alternative entry point may 

be more suitable. The means of f inding the right people to talk to is always heavily tailored to 

the community and to t he initiative.  

 

Most companies said that one of their key aims through their marketing and communications 

was to create advocates for their products. A range of techniques was mentioned; for example, 

two companies specifically mentioned their packaging as  a key communication with their 

customers and said that they try to engage their customers in this way, perhaps by including 

entertaining facts and stories, or some surprising element that might get their customers 

talking about their product to their frie nds. One company selects customers from its database 

and offers them exciting experience days where they can try out the product; even if the 

customer does not buy the product, they will probably go away and tell their friends about the 

day theyôve had.  

 

1.1.4. Catalytic individuals  

Several organisations  were aware that there were particularly influential individuals within their 

consumer base, but all admitted that it was exceptionally difficult to identify and target them.  

One interviewee from a large NGO said that they are  aware that there are individuals who are 

the ñcatalystsò within its current audience but does not yet have a coherent strategy to target 

those individuals.  One company suggested that the influence process actually works in reverse 

ï they avoi ded targeting influencers because they believed in more óorganicô growth, and they 

aimed to be an opinion leader as a company and influence individuals to incorporate their ideas 

into their wider lives. They accepted a lot of young people on work experienc e and aimed to 

influence these people to take on their principles, take them away to their new jobs in the f iel d 

at large, and thereby establish a descriptive norm of basic ethical principles amongst similar 

companies.  

 

The organisations  were generally awa re that different types of individual play different roles in 

the product diffusion process . S ome interviewees , for example,  mentioned that it was 

important to reach out to early adopters, or pioneers, and used techniques such as mailing 

lists and experien ce days to give  these people information first ( which, according to them, is 

particularly important to early adopters ; see also chapter 5) . One marketing agency 

emphasised the importance of using as rich a marketing mix as possible, since different types 

of people respond to different types of message in the context of different products. Another 

company stressed the importance of trying to understand their customers and when (at what 

time of the day, the year and their lives) they are most likely to be res ponsive to the 

companyôs message. 

 

1.1.5. Finding catalytic individuals  

However, when we asked how the companies and organisation found  these particular people ï 

influentials and early adopters ï the answer was unanimous: there is no formulaic way to find 

them; the only way is through large amounts of upfront work and engagement with the target 

audience. Some organisations used existing c ontacts within networks to find influential people, 
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or trend setters; others started with obviously influential people, such as group leaders; while 

other used sophisticated socio -metric methods to find influentials. One interviewee summed up 

the process o f finding influentials using a quotation attributed to Abraham Lincoln: óIf I had 

eight hours to cut down a tree, Iôd spend the first six sharpening the axeô , meaning that it is 

essential to spend the time finding the right people before embarking on a ma rketing project.  

 

The approach adopted by the organisation that used the strategy of targeting the top ten 

bloggers for marketing purposes  is reminiscent of the original opinion leader and marker 

maven scales (see chapter 4) in that they selected a given p ercentage of the top scorers in a 

questionnaire that included, amongst other things, levels of connectedness.  

 

1.1.6. Importance of network conditions  

Some interviewees mentioned the ócritical massô or  the ótipping point ô at which enough people 

have bought into a  product for marketing and communications to become self sustaining. One 

large global company highlighted the importance of network conditions for the diffusion of 

innovation: a decade ago, it launched several pro -environmental products, and every single 

one of them was a market failure, because people perceived eco -products as inferior and were 

not willing to tolerate the trade -offs involved. According to him, i t is only now that market 

conditions and consumer attitudes have changed sufficiently that the c ompany is once again 

beginning to re -enter the eco -product market.  This hints at the complexity of the conditions 

required for the take -off of new environmental products and suggests the delicate interaction 

between the knowledge, attitudes and values of c onsumers around environmental issues, the 

quality (utility) (and consumersô perception of the utility) of the product, and economic factors 

around how much money people are willing to spend. Only when a range of conditions such as 

these are met can diffusi on successfully take place on a large scale.  

 

1.1.7. Negative WOM 

The potential negative side effects of using WOM techniques were highlighted by several 

interviewees. Several companies acknowledged the potential for WOM to backfire,  and that 

negative WOM had a greater effect than positive communications ï some mentioned real 

examples that they were aware of. One organisation expressed extreme distrust of the idea of 

targeting influential individuals for marketing purposes, and sugges ted that these (dubious) 

techniques were mainly used by big, American businesses. One green company emphasised 

how wary they are of initiating WOM, since people can be very sceptical of positive messages 

that they suspect to have come from the companies th emselves, especially when there are so 

many mainstream companies óshoutingô about their environmental credentials. Several 

companies suggested that WOM has to remain low key and at the fringes in order to a) keep 

appealing to innovative people who like to have new information and b) to avoid creating 

scepticism among increasingly discerning consumers.  

 

1.2 Lessons for pro-environmental behaviour change 

The evidence shows that many of the general private sector approaches to óbelow the lineô 

marketing are not on ly transferable to new brands and product types, but also to new sectors 

of the economy and to new subject areas such as health and wellbeing (Smith et al  2007) 407 . 

                                           
407  Smith and Coyle (2007) ñReconsidering models of influence: The relationship between consumer social networks 

and word -of -mouth effectivenessò 
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The environment is, in principle, no different to any of these arenas where top down, 

patern alistic communications and behaviour change programmes are becoming less  

appropriate  and effective . In all of these areas, peopleôs ability to influence each other through 

both verbal and non -verbal communication is of paramount importance. It is also, how ever, an 

extremely difficult phenomenon to harness due to the difficulties of starting, controlling and 

monitoring WOM and the real risk of backlash: in the context of the environment, as in other 

arenas,  negative influencers c ould also have a dispro portio nate effect on others. O ther 

confounding factor s are  the inconsistency of peopleôs attitudes and behaviours and the fact 

that people are susceptible to influence at different times and in different ways.  

 

Interpersonal communication is perhaps even more im portant for the environmental arena 

because it is still an area of uncertainty and unstable attitudes for the majority of people. 

Interpersonal communication is vital for building rules of consensus, validating behaviours and 

attitudes and establishing soc ial norms in support of pro -environmental behaviour. The 

literature provides many examples of effective working with community level influencers, 

although it was striking that the marketing professionals we interviewed generally viewed this 

kind of approac h as something very novel and slightly risky. A strong message from the 

literature and the interviewees is that there is certainly no formulaic way to find catalytic 

individuals, and that the method of reaching and engaging them depends completely on the 

social context.  

 

The commercial interviewees generally did not think of working with catalytic individuals as a 

stand -alone technique. Rather, they perceived it as a single strategy within the wider context 

of word of mouth marketing, which itself is just o ne part of the marketing mix they used to 

achieve their goals. According to them, it is as important to get the other elements of this 

context right as it is to find the catalytic individuals.  

 

With regard to the wider context in which influential individ uals function, using as broad a mix 

of marketing techniques as possible emerged as a common theme  from both the literature and 

the commercial interviews. Another common theme was  that using existing networks provides  

a sound basis for most initiat ives. Thi s approach builds on existing social capital and enables 

access to local knowledge and insight.  

 

Related to both of these elements is the importance of using a segmentation model in order to 

develop an understanding of the motivations and barriers of the t arget audience, and to tailor 

the programme to meet their needs. Engaging with the audience to understand the group 

dynamic and to identify the órightô people and the most appropriate entry points is a critical 

and resource -heavy part of any marketing (soc ial or commercial) campaign. Particularly in 

social marketing, this step is an absolutely essential precursor to the development of 

interventions, and without it, campaigns are likely to fail or be less successful.  

 

Programmes such as the NHS Health Traine rs scheme that tap into the identity of social 

influencers ï for example, their desire to help others, to be regarded as experts, and the 

pleasure they take in social interaction ï will appeal to the right people and increase the 

chances of successful beha viour change.  Based on a sound understanding of the target 

audience, enabling self selection can be a powerful and efficient way of recruiting the órightô 

catalytic individuals.  

 

The p ro -environmental behaviours , however , do not form a  homogeneous group. Some 

behaviours are simply extensions of existing consumer behaviour and are therefore more likely 
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to be amenable to WOM and social influence. Th is is even more likely with environmental ly 

friendly  products that fulfil a social identity  function (although this is the case only for some 

people). This also extends to environmental services when run by private companies ï for 

example, WOMMA gives the example of a US recycling company in the USA that succeeded in 

increasing kerbside collecti ons throu gh a WOM campaign. Also,  publicly consumed luxury item s 

(e.g. a car) belong  to a category that is particularly amenable to peer influence . 
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2 Interviews with catalytic i ndividuals  

An extensive review of the interdisciplinary literature and 15 interviews with marketing 

professionals provided evidence that ca talytic or influential individuals do indeed exist and can 

play an important role in the diffusion of social innovations. This information provided a basis 

for a series of hypotheses about the psychological profile of influential individuals and the way s 

in which they exert their influence over others. It also suggested that some of the insights and 

lessons learned from both commercial and social marketing would transfer to the 

environmental arena.  

 

The next stage of the research was to identify a sample of  influential individuals and interview 

them. The objectives of this stage of the research were to find out more about these 

individuals ï their attributes, behaviours and motivations ï and to consider the transferability 

of their influence to pro -environme ntal behaviour change.  

 

2.1 Recruitment and Method  

2.1.1. Defining our target individuals  

The literature makes clear that influential individuals are, by definition, homophilous  with other 

members of their social networks: they must conform to the extant normative structure in 

order to provide a credible behavioural benchmark. Given the early stage of the adoption of 

pro -environmental behaviour in most social networks (that is, t he lack of existing social norms 

about most of the headline behaviour goals 408 ), we decided that pro -environmentalists are 

generally heteroph ilous in relation to the majority of the population and are too different  to 

influence most people. Therefore, our re cruitment methodology should target existing 

influentials  within those networks, rather than target existing environmentalists with a view to 

helping them to exert more influence. Bearing in mind this decision to recruit individuals who 

were generally  infl uential, or influential in areas other than the environment, one objective of 

the interviews became to find out what, if anything, would prompt respondents to adopt this 

innovation and use their influence to promote pro -environmental behaviours .  

 

Another c onsideration regarding recruitment was the heterogeneous nature of Defraôs headline 

behaviour goals, especially in terms of their varying stages of adoption; for instance, órecycle 

moreô is at a more advanced stage of mass adoption than ófly lessô or óeat more food that is 

locally in season.ô Our analysis of the literature revealed that a broad spectrum of involvement 

is required for the successful diffusion of social innovations, and different types of influence 

come into play at different stages of the ad option curve. For example, the literature makes it 

clear that mavens ï in the sense of trusted sources of expert information about a broadly 

defined arena such as óthe market placeô ï operate within established social norms. In the case 

of the market maven , this means the social norm of shopping and consumption.  On this basis, 

we decided to include in the recruitment individuals who exerted normative influence and 

those who exerted informational influence types, as well as those that exerted both. In other  

words, we decided to recruit individuals from across the opinion - leadership (normative) ï 

maven (informational) spectrum. We termed these individuals ócatalyticô due to their ability to 

cause change within a social network.  

 

                                           
408  See part 1, chapter 6  
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2.1.2. Methodology - Take 1 

The or iginal methodology proposed by the research team was a modified version of a well tried 

and tested questionnaire designed to identify social influencers and opinion leaders. This 

methodology involved independent recruiters using the questionnaire to identi fy a number of 

people from a sample of the population stratified according to socio -economic group, gender 

and age group.  

 

The proposed questionnaire 409  began with a series of statements covering various 

psychometric properties of influential individuals id entified from the literature, such as social 

confidence, connectedness, areas of expertise and tendency to provide information to others. 

Participants were asked to select those statements that applied to them; if they did not select 

at least two relevant statements, the interview would close. The questionnaire then went on to 

explore areas of expertise, likelihood of giving and responding to requests for advice, size and 

scope of social networks and the type and variety of information sources used by the 

individual. For each category there were quantitative requirements that participants had to 

fulfil in order to be recruited; for example, they had to have opinions on at least four of a list 

of subjects areas (for example, the recent budget; the New York ba llet coming to London; 

nanotechnology) and regularly make use of least three of the listed information sources.  

 

It soon became clear, however, that there were a number of flaws with this  proposed 

methodology.  

 

 Firstly, and most importantly, the quantitati ve requirements that potential participants had 

to fulfil were entirely arbitrary and it was difficult to know where the line should be drawn 

in order to recruit the órightô people. This concern also emerges on reviewing the literature, 

-  see chapter 5 -  where each psychometric scale selects a different (and arbitrary) 

proportion of respondents to be designated as óinfluential.ô 

 

 Secondly, the dangers of inaccurate self reporting posed a risk to recruiting true 

influentials. We know from the literature that  an important part of social influence is the 

nature of an individualôs relationships with other members of the social group, and how 

group members perceive the individual in terms of factors such as status (Vishwanath  

2006 ) 410 , expertise (Feick and Price 19 87) 411  and normative  relevance (Locock  et al  

2001 ) 412 .  

 

 Thirdly, since social influence spans all aspects of life, the list of subject matter about which 

participants were required to have an opinion was severely limiting. Opinion leadership 

questionnaires are  normally administered with respect to a particular brand (Compaq), 

product (personal computers) or subject area (using the internet at home) whereas the 

objective of the present study was to recruit infl uentials from a range of areas.  

 

                                           
409  This questionnaire was provided to Defra at interim report stage  
410  Vishwanath (2006) ñThe effect of the number of opinion seekers and leaders on technology attitudes and choicesò 
411  Feick and Price (1987) ñThe market maven: a diffuser of market informationò 
412  Locock, Dopson, Chambers, and Gabbay (2001) ñUnderstanding the role of opinion leaders in improving clinical 

effectivenessò 
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 Fourthly, apart fro m the respondentôs self reported network size, the questionnaire allowed 

no room for any contextual or network information.  

 

In summary, the research team did not feel confident that recruitment based on the proposed 

questionnaire would be successful.  

 

2.1.3. Methodology - Take 2 

The team went back to the literature to reassess the situation and develop a methodology that 

would have a greater probability of success and more opportunities for cross checking and 

triangulating results. Bearing in mind the importance of contextual fact ors and network 

conditions in mediating the influence exerted by catalytic individuals, we decided that the 

methodology must incorporate these factors ï the relational aspects of social influence as well 

as the personality attributes of the influential ind ividuals themselves. We also wished to avoid 

the risks of self reporting, so we decided that it would be important to gather evidence directly 

from social networks. This ought to include  the perceptions of other members of the group and 

data on the network s themselves, such as network type, size, cohesion, and the target 

individualôs position within the network. 

 

With these considerations in mind, we abandon ed the original questionnaire and develop ed an 

entirely new methodology. We decided to identify a num ber of pre -existing social networks and 

then combine two methodologies in order to search for influential individuals within these 

networks: ósnowballingô and socio-metric techniques. Snowballing involves making an initial 

contact within a network and aski ng that contact to nominate an influential individual. The 

recruiter then contacts the nominated individual and asks the same question, and follows the 

trail of nominations until they identify the ócentralô influential person. Combining this with a 

socio -m etric measurement ï counting the number of times each person is nominated 

throughout the snowballing process ï provided additional information to support and 

triangulate the final selection.  

 

We also decided to use multiple randomly selected óentry points ô (i.e. individuals that would be 

asked the initial question)  into each network in order to increase the amount of data gathered 

and to ensure that we avoided network cliques or subgroups.  

 

Using existing networks to find catalytic individuals was a constan t theme in both the literature 

and the commercial interviews . I t makes sense both for logistical reasons (existing networks 

are generally easily identifiable and are established and already functioning sources of social 

capital) as well as theoretical reas ons (the literature stresses the importance of thinking about 

influential individuals in the context of their social group). Using snowballing and socio -metric 

methods to identify influential individuals avoids the dangers of relying on self designated 

per sonal influence and ensures that contextual factors and network data are used in parallel 

with the more common psychometric attributes. The particular combination of methods we 

used allowed us to take advantage of reputational and key informant techniques for finding 

influential individuals. Additionally, this type of methodology is appropriate for any cultural 

group, whereas the psychometric properties of influential individuals and the criteria for 

influence have been shown to be different in different cu ltural groups (Weimann et al 2007) 413 .  

 

                                           
413  Weimann, Tustin, van Vuuren, and Joubert (2007) ñLooking for opinion leaders: Traditional vs. modern measures in 

traditional societiesò 
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2.1.4. Identifying networks  

The first step was to identify a number of appropriate networks in which to look for  influential 

individuals. Social networks can be categorised and measured in various different ways, but we 

iden tified the following criteria from the literature on which to base our selection:  

 

Criteria  Requirement  

Type of network  Mixture of formal and informal  

Size  Group or subgroup of manageable size (20 -  100)  

Location  Spread across London  and the South East 414  

Cohesion  High density and cohesiveness  

Frequency of 'meetings'  

Must be able to visit two or three times during the 

fieldwork period ; also related to cohesiveness  

Network composition  

Mixture of highly centralised and less centralised 

networks  

Member attributes  Mixture of gender, age, ethnicity, socio -economic group  

Network function  

Spread of network categories and types (goals/types of 

social capital), including level of 'environmentalism'  

Network complexity 

('modality')  

One mode networks only (i.e.  single networks of 

individuals, no networks of networks or higher order 

connections)  

Consultation  

Avoid networks that have already been 'over consulted' 

about the environment or anything else, e.g. Womenôs 

Institute (WI)  

Existing contact  

Presence of an  inroad/existing contact -  avoid cold 

calling if possible  

 

 

It was also decided that, although we would not set strict quotas for socio -economic group, 

age and gender of the target influential individuals, we would aim to recruit people with a wide 

spread  of different characteristics. We also decided that, due to the extra steps required to 

map them, we would not include egocentric networks in our recruitment  (see chapter 2).  This 

decision is supported by the literature, which provides evidence that influe ntial individuals are 

more likely to be involved in social activities and groups ( Duffy and Pierce,  2007 415 , Shah and 

Schefuele  2006 416 ). By selecting  pre -existing networks, we would include individuals who were 

generally  influential and only exclude people wh o were  influential  only  in their ego -networks.  

  

In order to identify networks with a range of different characteristics, and bearing in mind the 

difficulties with ócold callingô, we decided to use independent recruiters to identify suitable 

networks. The independent recruiters were identified by Opinion Leader.  Recruiters are , by 

nature of their jobs,  highly connected individuals with links to many different groups and social 

networks .  They  are experienced in recruiting individuals with specific characte ristics and of 

specific age, gender and socio -economic group.  

 

                                           
414  The focus on London was a function of the availability and location of suitably skilled recruiters ï see below.  
415  Duffy and Pierce, (2007) ñSocio-political influencers -  who they are and why they matterò 
416  Shah and Scheufele (2006) ñExplicating opinion leadership: Nonpolitical dispositions, information consumption, and 

civic participationò 
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Given the novelty of our proposed approach (these techniques had not been used before by 

Opinion Leader or the independent recruiters) normal briefing techniques for the recruiters 

were consid ered unwise.  Generally, recruiters are sent instructions ï a briefing pack, a 

questionnaire, quota requirements and so forth ï by a market research agency.  They then 

recruit to the specification, and ensure that the target individuals present themselves sat the 

appointed time and place (for interview, focus group etc).  In this case, we decided that the 

most appropriate approach was to convene the recruiters for a special briefing session.  

 

In the  briefing session with four recruiters selected by Opinion Leader for their past success 

rate and skill, the research team described the types of networks and individuals we were 

looking for and asked them to suggest networks. We aimed to cover a range of different 

networks with a range of attributes in order to i nclude as broad a segment of society as 

possible. We also selected network types on the basis of, in particular, how well they met our 

selection criteria of density (members well connected to each other), cohesion (members have 

strong relationships with ea ch other based on shared behaviours, norms and values) and size.  

 

Our final selection of network types was the following:  

 

 community/neighbourhood ;  

 óinterest basedô (book club, mums and babies groups);  

 theatre group ;    

 school gate ;  

 sport ;     

 church . 

 

The recruiters then identified two examples of each network type; for example, they suggested 

a school gate in Kent and a school gate in London; a Church network in London and one in 

Kent.  

 

The aim was for each of the recruiters to recruit two influential ind ividuals from each  network . 

(Six network types times two examples of each times two individuals from each example 

equals twenty four.) The research team explained to the recruiters the types of individuals we 

were looking for using examples and description s of their key characteristics. We were 

confident that the recruiters fully understood our target individuals when they began offering 

examples of influencers from their own experience.  

 

2.1.5. Back checking the methodology 

The research team took a series of meas ures to ensure that the methodology was robust. First 

of all, we made it clear to the recruiter team that testing the snowballing -sociometric process 

was as important as finding the right individuals, and we produced a pro - forma for the 

recruiters to recor d the process, including information about the network and the names of the 

nominated individuals. This reduced the possibility that the recruiters would bypass the 

procedure in favour of individuals that they themselves considered to fit our specification . We 

asked the recruiters to select entry points bearing in mind the need to avoid cliques or 

subgroups, and the need to ensure that people with different characteristics were included.  

 

We required the recruiters to use between three  and five  entry points , depending on the size of 

the network. This had the additional benefit of reducing the impact of ópoliticalô or favouritist 

agendas within the social networks themselves, and increased the number of nominations 
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obtained. Another precaution we took was to over recruit ï in order to ensure a minimum of  

20 high quality interviews, we recruited 24 individuals 417 . Finally, the recruiters were paid a 

relatively high fee to incentivise them to follow the snowballing -sociometric procedure, which 

was new to all of th em.  

 

2.1.6. Snowballing 

The snowballing methodology consisted of selecting appropriate entry points then asking one 

key question of each person along the chain. The question was:  

 

 ñIs there anyone you can think of who is well known within this group and whose op inions 

people respect? ò 

 

This question was designed to incorporate the level of connectedness of the target individual, 

and to increase the objectivity of the answer by asking who other members of the network  

would nominate, rather than just who the respon dent themselves would nominate. By asking 

whose opinions were respected by group members, we included both passive and active 

influence, and we did not specify any particular subject area in order to recruit the most 

general influential individuals. Using the word órespectô also conveyed the suggestion of social 

status and trustworthy or óappropriateô opinions. 

 

On reaching the end of the snowballing chain, the next task was to contact the nominated 

individual in order to do a very short interview to cross check that they fitted the high - level 

profile of an influencer. The questions for this short interview (which could take place in person 

or over the phone) were:  

 

 Do you find that you often give other people advice and suggestions?  

 Can you give me some examples of advice or suggestions youôve given to people recently? 

 Do you enjoy sharing your opinions with other people?  

 When youôre part of a group doing something together do you tend to take the lead or 

follow as part of the crowd?  

 

If the nominated ind ividual answered negatively to all these questions they were not recruited.  

 

The final step of the recruitment process was for the recruiters to discuss the nominee with the 

research team. This step had two objectives; firstly, to verify that the recruiter  had followed 

the correct procedure, and secondly to check that the recruiter qualitatively judged that the 

nominated individual was indeed an influential individual.  

 

 

 

                                           
417  In the event, interviews with all twenty four individuals proved useful. Two ind ividuals did not fit the expected 

profile. One lacked the communication skills and self confidence of the others and failed to give any convincing 
examples of how she had influenced others. The other seemed over confident in the extent of his own influence  
and also failed to provide evidence in the form of examples. The latter individual also seemed to lack the self 
awareness common to the other interviewees, and seemed to have little life experience. He also used very few 
information sources, and revealed that he tended to simply repeat what he read in his preferred newspaper. 
Although they were not influencers, these two individuals provided a useful ócontrolô for the rest of the sample 
which, we felt, served to highlight even more strongly the commonaliti es amongst the others.  
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2.1.7. Summary of recruitment process 

One recruiter targeted:  

 

 a Church network of more than  100 individuals;  

 a drama group of around 30 people; and  

 a school gate network of more than 200 parents.  

 

This recruiter spoke to 30 people of different genders and ages in the church group to identify 

the two most influential individuals. In the drama g roup, three individuals were nominated an 

equal number of times, so the recruiter selected the two who answered the qualifying 

interview questions most positively. Finally, the recruiter went along to the school gate of an 

acquaintance, where she spoke to several mums of children in different year groups, and 

successfully located and interviewed the two most nominated mums.  

 

In the qualifying interviews, the respondents generally stated that they were influential in the 

arenas of personal issues, life exper ience and activities; for example, one often responded to 

requests for advice about health and child care issues; another had recently advised an elderly 

friend how to change her accommodation and on the help that was available to her; and 

another often to ld friends about successful family holidays and nice days out, which has 

resulted in a growing number of families going together on a holiday organised by her every 

year. One recruit gave an example of how she had influenced her friends regarding a product : 

during a dinner party in her home, her friends commented on how lovely her bathroom smelt. 

The respondent informed them that it was due to the ñscented loo rollò and, because she 

thought it was such a great product, she gave each friend a roll of the toi let paper to take 

home and try out for themselves.  

 

Another recruiter identified influential individuals in:  

 

 A school gate network of around 60 parents;  

 A church network of around 30 people; and  

 A neighbourhood network of 50 people.  

 

These respondentsô answers to the qualifying interview questions began to give a sense of the 

motivations of the influential individuals ï some of them mentioned the pleasure they got from 

giving people good advice. All of these individuals recognised that they were good at taking the 

lead in their social and professional lives, and enjoyed doing so. These respondents again 

focused on the activity and experience aspects of their influence, although two mentioned 

recommending technological products to others and one had given advice on where to obtain 

them.  

 

The other recruiters targeted the remaining networks and went through the same process to 

find the influential individuals in each.  

 

2.1.8. Demographic characteristics of interviewees 

The recruited influencers were 50% female and  50% male, and came from a variety o f socio -

economic groups, including individuals ranging from the second most deprived ward in the UK 
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to ABC1 homeowners. The interviewees were generally in the 35 -  55 age range but two were 

in the 18 -  34 range and one was 55+.  

 

 

2.1.9. Interview design  

In order to structure the 90 minute interviews, the research team developed a topic guide 

based on our review of the literature and the commercial interviews (see Appendix for the 

complete version of the topic guide). The guide was split into 5 main sections:  

 

 Identity and values;  

 Social networks;  

 Information sources;  

 Views on the environment and the behaviour change goals; and  

 Exerting influence on environmental issues.  

 

To facilitate free discussion, we assured respondents of  the confidentiality of the discussion, 

and in order to avoid influencing respondentsô answers, the interviewer gave them a short 

summary of the research objectives at the beginning of each interview, but did not mention 

that it was anything to do with pro -environmental behaviour. In the introduction we explained 

that the research was focusing on social structures and how they work, and how influence 

travels through those structures. We also explained why and how they had been selected. At 

the end of the in terview we gave respondents more details about the aims of the research; we 

explained that we were considering whether peer to peer influence might be an effective way 

to encourage environmentally friendly behaviour.  

 

The first part of the discussion was aimed at getting to know more about the individualôs 

personality, how they behaved in a social context, what interested them and what was 

important to them. In the section about their social networks, we asked for information about 

the types of networks th e individual was a member of, the role they played within those 

networks, the nature of the influence they exerted, and whether or not their interests formed a 

coherent whole. After investigating the types of information sources used by the influencers 

and  which they tended to trust and distrust the most, we gauged their current attitude to the 

environment and explored what might prompt them to influence others about environmental 

issues.  

 

 

2.2 Findings 

The recruitment methodology turned out to be highly successful and the majority of 

interviewees fitted the profile of a catalytic individual  that we were expecting from the 

literature. The interviewees were highly sociable, self confident, engaging, positi ve individuals 

who were skilled at creating and maintaining a wide range of social connections. They often 

held positions of responsibility and led highly active and busy lives, generally taking the lead in 

both social and professional contexts. The interv iews were full of examples of when and how 

respondents had influenced other people, although whether they  actually  recognised 

themselves as óinfluentialô varied. 
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Interviewers were also able to make their own subjective judgements about respondents; for 

example, the majority had excellent communication skills (both verbal and non -verbal), a very 

self confident manner, and elicited a positive reaction from the interviewers. On some 

occasions we were able to observe respondentsô behaviour within their social network; for 

example, when we arrived at a busy community centre, the individual from the group who 

took the lead in finding out who we were and what we wanted turned out to be one of our 

interviewees.  

 

2.2.1. Identity and values 

When asked how their friends wou ld describe them, respondents gave a variety of adjectives, 

including óknowledgeable,ô óoutgoing,ô ófriendly,ô and ótrustworthy.ô Several described 

themselves as a ópeople personô and a few mentioned, unprompted, that they were socially 

confident and happy  to chat to anyone, including one lady who said:  

 

ñI know it sounds weird, but Iôve met a lot of people on the train!ò 

 

Another commented:  

 

ñI can meet people easily. I could sit on a park bench and talk to somebody.ò 

 

Several described themselves as óbusy,ô óbossyô and also ónoseyô ï they like to know what is 

going on in their ópatchô and always keep up to date. They described themselves as ókeeping 

their finger on the pulseô and óhaving fingers in many pies.ô One of the traits that quite a few 

seemed to v alue ï in themselves and others ï was being ódown to earthô (which the literature 

would describe as homophilous).  The vast majority described themselves as ósociableô and 

relationships with others, principally family and friends, were of utmost importance  to them.  

 

A strong theme to emerge was that the interviewees were particularly óoutwardô facing 

individuals.  

 

ñMy philosophy is that everyoneôs important and needs to be cared for.ò 

 

Most demonstrated some form of social consciousness, with 10 out of t he 24 doing voluntary 

work and seven  explicitly mentioning social justice as a key concern of theirs. The voluntary 

work they engaged in was always people -focused, for example, taking a óbooks on wheelsô 

service to elderly people, acting as a tenantsô representative, volunteering for a breast cancer 

charity or helping out at the church crèche.  

 

The interviewees were generally highly politically or civically engaged. Many had organised the 

networks or activities in which they were involved; for example, one sc hool -gate mum had set 

up the PTA at her sonôs school; another respondent had set up his bowling club; and another 

had established his neighbourhood watch scheme. Similarly, many of the interviewees were 

connected to official power structures such as the lo cal council or housing association. They 

used these connections in their personal lives as well as their professional or voluntary 

capacities to mobilise resources and achieve their goals. They often took pride in ñknowing and 

working the systemò and this seemed to be the basis upon which some people asked them for 

advice. One respondent stated that one of his interests was ensuring that people got ña fair 

dealò from the council (this was nothing to do with his job). 
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Out of the 24 interviewees , 20  held pos itions of responsibility, including chairing organisations 

such as residentsô associations, PTAs, school boards of governors and sports club committees. 

Other respondents were church ministers or were responsible for church -based projects, such 

as a befrie nding service for old and vulnerable people. This tendency to take on positions of 

responsibility reflects the intervieweesô tendency to be proactive and to take the lead if they 

see something that needs to be done (and even if they donôt): 

 

ñI canôt stand it when thereôs something to be done and everyone is waffling around.ò 

 

ñI always say: if you want something done, give it to a busy person.ò 

 

ñI like to bring people in, I donôt like a loner, I always try and help shy people.ò 

 

Although we had initially briefed the recruiters to avoid recruiting individuals in official 

positions of authority, we quickly realised that influential individuals often gravitated towards 

these positions in order to have a platform from which to exert their influence. Excluding 

individuals who played an official role in some of their networks would have excluded the 

people who others perceived as most influential.  

 

When asked what sparked their interest in new things (products or activities), the interviewees 

gave a variety of a nswers, ranging from a tendency to look to others to be inspired, to a 

tendency to prefer to think of new things for themselves. For example, some stated that they 

were often inspired by their friendsô enthusiasm and one respondent clearly stated that he 

became interested in what those around him were interested in. Others liked to think they 

generated their own interests and two interviewees stated that in their  social networks it was 

always them that had new ideas and inspired everyone else.  

 

Many interv iewees had life long interests such as drama or literature, but with regard to new 

hobbies, activities or products, most peopleôs interest was sparked in relation to things that 

were relevant to their own lives. For example, those who were experts in healt h matters 

usually had had a health problem themselves and this inspired them to increase their 

knowledge in general. One interviewee had recently become interested in homoeopathy  

because she had turned to alternative approaches to managing her busy lifesty le. Another was 

learning Portuguese because her family had bought a holiday home in Portugal, and another 

had become deeply interested in the topic of óthe human experienceô of immigration and 

surrounding issues after her son had married a woman from overs eas. One interviewee had 

become a source of parenting advice for her friends after she had gone on a parenting course 

to learn techniques for dealing with a difficult child, and several interviewees had positions of 

responsibility in the schools and crèche s that their own children attended.  

 

Some individuals had an extremely broad and eclectic range of interests, whereas others had a 

more integrated framework of coherent values and interests. For example, one respondentôs 

interests were all based in her lov e of people (ñItôs the human interest elementò) and interest 

in social justice, including her job and the range of activities she did in her spare time. Another 

interviewee was very concerned about living life in a thoughtful and ethical manner and this 

un derpinned every aspect of his private and professional life (ñI need to feel that things are 

meaningfulò); for example, he was interested in mental and physical health and, as well as 

focusing on these in a professional capacity, he had done various course s in alternative 

therapies. He had also recently invested in a documentary film about global warming because 

of his concern for the planet and the effects of global warming on developing nations. Some 
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interviewees, however, had no unifying factor underpinn ing their interests and were ñlike a 

spongeò with regard to new interests and experiences. 

 

Another trait of a number of interviewees was an óall or nothingô approach to their interests. 

For example, the interviewee who had recently become interested in ho meopathy had not only 

visited a practitioner, but also done extensive internet and book research into the subject and 

had signed up for a course. She had offered advice to her friends and begun treating her own 

family herself, and was even thinking of chan ging career and setting up her own homeopathy 

practice. Similarly, the interviewee who had become interested in immigration issues had read 

a large amount on the subject and been to talks, exhibitions and plays about it. She had also 

initiated discussions on it with lots of people in various contexts and had convinced her friends 

to accompany her to the talks and plays. A final example of the óall or nothingô attitude was 

given by one respondent who had done some charity fundraising and ploughed all her tim e, 

energy, resources and contacts into raising as much money and involving as many people as 

she could. She exceeded the total target amount at her first event and went on to achieve top 

fundraiser position in the UK for that year.  

 

The interests and value s of the respondents were generally diverse . However, there was one 

thing that was common to all: the desire to help people was their principal motivation. 

Altruism and active concern for the wellbeing of others seemed to be fundamental traits of the 

inter viewees and many got great pleasure from feeling that they had been helpful or improved 

somebody elseôs circumstances. 

 

ñI feel good about helping people because what frustrates and angers me is when people donôt 

get what they are entitled to because they donôt know what their rights are. People give up as 

they donôt know what to do, or donôt have the time and energy to do it. So I see myself as 

having a role to play, in providing that knowledge and energy. I like holding peopleôs hands 

and helping them rig ht the way through things, I like being able to spot an injustice and taking 

it on and fighting it right to the end, it makes me feel like Iôve done something good by helping 

someone in a very real way.ò 

 

 

ñI like to enhance other peopleôs life experiences in whatever way I can. I like to be helpful.ò 

 

ñI hope my opinion is best for other people.ò 

 

ñIôm very happy to be able to help my neighbour out.ò 

 

Altruistic motivation was common to all interviewees,  whether their horizons extended to their 

own close circles or whether they had a global perspective; nine  out of the 24 explicitly 

mentioned that they were concerned about global issues.  

 

ñI feel desperately unhappy when I think of people leading lives full of poverty and sadness.ò 

 

Others focused all their energy and resources on the health and wellbeing of their families and 

on local issues:  

  

ñI try to do the best I can in my little circle.ò 

 

One respondent whose focus was entirely on local issues (he h ad set up the neighbourhood 

watch group) was most worried about litter, graffiti and local services. Demonstrating pro -
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active concern for others and a maven - like engagement with his area of concern (mavens are 

notoriously good at sending off complaint lett ers and encouraging others to complain about 

bad service), he had recently complained to the council about branches overhanging a 

pavement, since he was worried that people with pushchairs or in wheelchairs wouldnôt be able 

to get past.  

 

In line with Feic k and Priceôs (1987)418  definition of a maven and Duffy and Pierce ôs (2007)419  

profile of a socio -political influencer, many respondents also felt an obligation to share useful 

knowledge with others. One respondent who most closely fitted the profile of a mave n 

commented:  

 

ñIf you know something you should share it.ò 

 

Another commented:  

 

ñIf Iôd benefitted from something, I would absolutely go out there and tell every person.ò 

 

2.2.2. Networked individuals  

One of the most striking aspects of the influential individual s we interviewed was their high 

level of connectedness. All were part of many networks and most also maintained one - to -one 

relationships with friends in other places. Their inner circles of close friends varied in size from 

4 to 16 people, and their wider circles of acquaintances varied widely: one individual had sent 

around 70 Christmas cards last year; another had 200 guests to her 40 th  birthday party; while 

another felt that she was connected either directly or indirectly to all 6,500 residents on her 

estate. In general, the interviewees were all highly connected individuals who were a part of a 

large number of networks and therefore had access to large amounts of knowledge and 

resources.  

 

There was variation in what the networks were based on; for exampl e, one personôs networks 

were all based on his interest in alternative approaches to self -  and community development; 

whereas others had a variety of location based, interest based, and work based networks. 

Many, however, played the role of connector betwe en networks, providing a bridge between 

their different networks ï identified in the literature as a key part of the diffusion of social 

innovations on a large scale. In some cases, an individualôs role depended on the network, but 

in other cases the indiv iduals thought they had the same role (for example, óorganiserô or 

ólistenerô) across all their networks. 

 

2.2.3. Exerting influence  

The interviewees described the influence they exerted in varied terms. Some recognised 

themselves as influential (or as leaders) whereas others did not.  Some were uncomfortable 

with the idea of influencing others because they thought it implied controlling others. Several 

respondents did not see themselves as giving advice, but thought that things just naturally 

came up in the conv ersation. Most displayed humility and modesty about their social influence; 

some said they were surprised to be nominated and others denied that they were influential 

(although, judging by the examples they gave, we suspected they denied it on grounds of 

                                           
418  Feick and Price (1987) ñThe market maven: a diffuser of market informationò 
419  Duffy and Pierce, (2007) ñSocio-political influencers -  who they are and why they matterò 
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m odesty). Others claimed that they had not thought of themselves as influential before, but 

when we caused them to think about their behaviour in those terms, they realised that they 

were. Several stated that they thought people came to them for advice due to their age and 

experience. The majority, whatever the basis of their influence, aimed to empower others to 

make their own decisions rather than ñride roughshodò over people with unwanted advice and 

opinions.  

 

In general , there was a high level of self aw areness and reflectivity among the interviewees, 

and some of them described how they had examined their own motivations for influencing 

others in the past. A lot of them commented how much they enjoyed the interview because it 

gave them a chance to reflect  on how and why they behave towards other people.  

 

2.2.4. Specialists and generalists  

Three respondents explicitly said that their role in a social context was to bring in new ideas 

and to challenge the received wisdom. One individual from a school network descr ibed his role 

in a social context as being the leader, as generating new ideas and planting the initial seed for 

activities and discussions. He was very well informed about current affairs and how national 

political issues translated into life in his own c ommunity, and often started discussions about 

news items. This respondent said that he responded to requests for advice on a daily basis and 

got great pleasure out of helping people, encouraging the best in people, and seeing the fruits 

of his advice.  

 

This individualôs focus was community and social life, for example housing and employment 

issues and social and political matters. This focus on a particular area fits with the evidence in 

the literature that influencers generally focus on a limited number o f areas of expertise of 

spheres of influence (see, for example, Duffy and Pierce,  2007 420  and Weimann et al 2007 421  

for  a review). Although he said he would hesitate to give unsolicited advice to people he didnôt 

know very well, he took a more actively influen tial role with those close to him. He also stated 

that, if he couldnôt help someone himself, due to his connections he could always point them in 

the right direction of someone who could:  

 

ñI think people see me as a walking directory!ò 

 

Other respondents also fitted the profile found in the literature of influential individuals 

focusing on a limited number of areas; for example, a few respondents focused mainly on 

social and community issues relevant to their environment, and others were influential mainly  

in the areas of child care and family health. One maven - like individual spent most of his 

energy keeping up to date with developments in the technology product market.  

 

One respondent who broadly fitted the profile of an opinion leader (or socio -political  influencer) 

stated that she is very blunt and always ósays it like it isô whether or not her opinion is 

solicited. For example, one of her friends purchased a patio heater and she has no qualms 

about expressing her very strong opinions about the wastefuln ess of patio heaters to her friend 

every time she goes to visit , including in front of other friends. None of her other friends has 

purchased a patio heater, although, as she herself pointed out,  there is no way of knowing 

whether this innovation was not adopted in her social circle due to her (negative) influence.  

                                           
420  Duffy and Pierce, (2007) ñSocio-political influencers -  who t hey are and why they matterò 
421  Weimann, Tustin, van Vuuren, and Joubert (2007) ñLooking for opinion leaders: Traditional vs. modern measures in 

traditional societiesò 
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This same respondent cited an occasion when she had had a discussion with another mother 

about the merits of child vaccinations. The respondent explained to the other mother why she 

thought it  was of critical importance to have children vaccinated, although the other mother 

was extremely against it. A few months later, when she met the other mother again, it turned 

out that the latter had changed her mind and had her children vaccinated as a re sult of their 

conversation. However, the respondent was somewhat unnerved by this episode and felt 

anxious about the responsibility of influencing people on serious matters such as this.  

 

In both the patio heater and child vaccination cases this responden t claimed she did not 

actively try to influence people but she just put her opinion across and other people adopted it. 

This also made her anxious: she thinks things through very carefully before she forms an 

opinion, and she would like other people to do so too, rather than just adopt her opinion.  

 

Although this particular individual fitted the expected profile in many ways, in one significant 

respect she did not. The range of subjects across which she influenced her peers included not 

only garden equipme nt and child vaccinations, but extended to subjects as diverse as holiday 

destinations, relationships, toilet roll, and many more. She certainly did not  have the 

characteristic found in (some of) the literature of limiting herself to a few main areas of 

expertise. She was a very general influencer and this seemed to be due to the status she 

enjoyed among her friends, the strength of her personality and the good judgement that 

others perceived her to have.  

 

There were also other interviewees who  did not fit the profile of an influencer limited to certain 

areas of expertise. These individuals tended to be the most outgoing and self confident people 

ï they were the kind of people that others looked up to and they gave examples of when they 

had influenced others  without meaning to. One respondent told us about a time when the local 

authority wanted to encourage residents to adopt draft excluders on their letter boxes as a 

way of saving energy and money. They planned a door -knocking campaign but in order to get 

th e trust and cooperation of the residents, they asked the respondent to accompany them on 

the door knocking. It seems that the council team realised that the respondent was highly 

influential and that her óendorsementô of the letter  box draft excluders woul d increase take up. 

In the end, the vast majority of the 2 ,000 targeted residents adopted the draft excluders, no 

doubt to the delight of the local authority.  

 

There is certainly evidence, then, of social influencers, or catalytic individuals, who do not l imit 

themselves to a small number of areas but are influential across the board. It is probable  that 

these ógeneralistsô were included in our sample due to the recruitment methodology we used. 

Most studies in the literature aim to find and work with opinio n leaders and mavens in a 

particular area; for example, the opinion leadership scale must be answered with respect to a 

particular subject area (fashion) or product (cable TV), and the market maven scale focuses on 

market place information provision. Weima nn et al (2007) 422  states that generalist  opinion 

leaders are thought not to exist (or at least to be extremely rare), but that very study 

identifies influential individuals by asking community members who they would go to for advice 

about health matters . Ou r recruitment methodology was based on third party answers to a 

question  about general influence , and therefore it identified those individuals that other 

members of the social networks perceived as influential in general , whether they were 

                                           
422  Weimann, Tustin, van Vuuren, and Joubert (2007) ñLooking for opinion leaders: Traditional vs. modern measures in 

traditional societiesò 
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specialists or generalists.   We believe that the recruitment approach we adopted was 

instrumental in identifying these more widely influential individuals, something that would not 

have been achieved using the psychometric approach.  

 

2.2.5. Measured advice  

In contrast to the blunt and forthright approach of some respondents, around half of the 

interviewees stated that they were very careful about giving unsolicited advice and opinions to 

avoid devaluing them.  

 

ñI think itôs important not to ram your opinions down peopleôs throats, but ask them first 

whether they want it.ò 

 

ñI donôt express my opinion for the sake of it.ò 

 

This suggests that part of being influential (in some situations for some people) is knowing 

when and how to offer advice or opinions in the most effective wa y. This also relates to 

whether influence is passive or active ï whether influential individuals mainly respond to 

requests for advice or actively seek to influence. Our sample contained both types of person, 

including those who avoided offering advice:  

 

ñI donôt go out of my way to advertise myself but people do tend to come and ask.ò 

 

Other people had no hesitation about offering their opinions, with the caveat that it must be 

something they care about and know enough about to respond to any  questions  tha t people 

might ask them . This was a major theme of all the interviews ï no respondent, whether they 

exerted passive or active influence, would be willing to express views or offer advice about a 

subject they knew nothing about. ñYou wouldnôt want to show yourself up!ò as one put it, 

clearly conscious of  that talking about something they didnôt know enough about posed a  

threat to their  reputation for having trus tworthy information.  

 

2.2.6. Gentle persuasion  

The majority thought that the best way to influence others  was through gentle persuasion and 

giving people supporting evidence for an argument, or ñsoftly softlyò as one interviewee put it. 

The majority felt that the most they could do is offer their view, then it would be up to others 

whether they took it up or not.  

 

Interestingly, a large number of respondents described themselves as ógood listenersô and 

some  had counselling qualifications. They felt that this enabled them to listen properly to 

peopleôs problems and offer appropriate advice. Many said that when people come to them 

with personal problems, they see their function as being a sounding board, asking the right 

questions to guide people to the solution, and providing óreflectiveô advice. 

 

The tendency to want to listen to others and help them to come up  with their own solutions, 

and the investment that the respondents had made in improving these skills,  not only 

demonstrate  the two way relationship between influential individuals and other  members of a 

social network. They also sum  up many of the formati ve traits of influential individuals ï their 

outward facing natures, the pleasure they get from helping others, and their reputation as 
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trustworthy confidants. Obtaining counselling qualifications may be one way in which 

influential individuals try to live  up to and reinforce their reputation for giving good advice and 

being a reliable source of information and knowledge. It also implies that they are aware of 

their skills in this area and of the potential of their own experience to be useful to others.  

 

2.2.7. Activist influence and leading by example  

Several  interviewees demonstrated high levels of political engagement and exerted  vertical or 

óactivistô influence. Several were connected to official power structures and used their personal 

influence and profession al status to help others; for example, by securing funding for a 

community centre, advising friends on the services that were available to them, and 

empowering their friends and family to complain. One respondent said that, in the past, she 

had regularly c ampaigned outside the South African embassy about apartheid, and had been 

ñone of the early feminists.ò 

 

A general theme across most interviews, and a fact that  many recognised for themselves, was 

that  a key source of influence was the  way they drew upon t he ir own life experience. (This is 

not to say that they had had life experiences that were of particular value: rather, because of 

the type of people that they were, they were able to use their experiences for the purposes of 

influence.  This is consistent  with the literature: it is personality not circumstances that defines 

the catalytic individual.) Some were aware that they were an example to others; for instance, 

one respondent stated that many people have told her that she and her husband influence 

the ir relationships because they provide such a good example of a successful and happy 

marriage. As a consequence, people often come to ask her advice about relationship issues. 

The youngest respondent was a member of a mumôs group and her influence in that arena was 

based on the fact that she had had a child at a very young age. The other members of the 

group could draw on this experience for advice on a range of issues, from products (whether to 

use cloth nappies) to techniques to stop a baby crying , to gene ral advice on how to cope.  

 

2.2.8. Maven functionality  

Some interviewees clearly exhibited maven - like characteristics. One interviewee responded to 

frequent requests for advice from family and friends on the subject of health. He himself had 

retired early due to ill health and had subsequently begun to conduct in -depth research into 

health in general. He used a variety of sources to increase his knowledge, including books, the 

internet, magazines and newspapers, especially health supplements. He particularly enjoy ed 

cutting out and keeping question and answer -style articles for future reference, and prided 

himself on keeping up to date with new treatments and developments across the health sector. 

He commented that he thought his own doctor appreciated having an in terested and engaged 

patient and that for this reason they had an extremely good relationship. He cited numerous 

examples of when people had asked him about something and he had gone away to look it up 

in order to be able to advise them.  

 

One interviewee w as seen by his peers as a fountain of knowledge about technological 

products such as computers, MP3 players , mobile phones and games consoles. He also prided 

himself on keeping up to date with developments in his area of expertise, and participated in 

onli ne fora, visited shops to try out new gadgets, and spoke to people in his work capacity as a 

web designer. He felt he had earned respect in this area due to his track record of successful 

recommendations, and said that his influence is generally passive ï he responds to requests 
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for information rather than actively trying to influence others. He thought he was good at 

ñputting himself in other peopleôs shoesò and thinking about their needs, and that is why 

people went to him for advice. He often  did  want to  influence people because he didnôt like to 

see people buy products that are wrong for them, and he thought the best way to do this was 

through active demonstration; for example, he has previously taken people to mobile phone 

shops, to the Apple store, and  invited them to his flat to show them how things work.  

 

Within our interview sample there were some clear examples of individuals fulfilling the 

function of both opinion leaders (exerting mainly normative influence) and mavens (exerting 

mainly information al influence). A number of individuals also displayed both functionalities. For 

example, one respondent gave many examples of how she had influenced peopleôs opinions 

and behaviours across a broad range of topics. However, she also described how she had 

tr avelled independently since the 1970s and always used a wide variety of information 

sources, including guide books, country tourism websites, and any other source she could 

access. As a result, her friends and family viewed her as an excellent source of in formation and 

often came to her for travel advice, for example, what time of year to travel to a place, how to 

get the best deal on flights, and how to find out about hotels and excursions. She said that she 

was always able to advise people or to direct pe ople to an appropriate website. This 

respondent was an interesting example of a generalised influencer who was also a travel 

maven.  

 

In general, then, and without specifying this in the recruitment  [deliberately!] , the sample 

contained individuals who exer ted normative influence (for example on patio heaters and child 

vaccinations), informational influence (for example on health, travel and technology) and both 

kinds of influence (normative influence on social and political matters and informational 

influen ce on travel). This indicates that the people we asked in the different networks 

considered different types of people to be influential in different ways. This is partly linked to 

the network they were in ï for example, members of a school gate network are  likely to find 

those who are knowledgeable about parenting most influential. In general, though, we cannot 

say that opinion leaders are most influential, or that generalists are most influential,  since all 

the different types of influence play a role in social change. This accords with our thinking 

about focusing on functions rather than labels, and with the literatureôs attention to the way in 

which different functions play different roles at dif ferent stages of the diffusion process.  

 

2.2.9. Information sources  

As discussed above, an important source of information for the influential individuals was their 

own personal experience; as one put it, ñExperience forms wisdom.ò Apart from this, however, 

there  were very few common themes regarding the sources of information used by 

interviewees. At one end of the scale, one interviewee, who was also the individual with the 

widest scope of influence, used no formal information sources whatsoever and relied entir ely 

on having ñfingers in many piesò and being ñnosey.ò Despite the absence of formal sources, 

this individual appeared to have  more access than anyone to information and resources.  

 

At the other end of the scale, one of the ótrueô mavens commented that ñI devour newsò and 

he stated that he often went out to buy books on topics that interested him (the most recent 

one was a book on how to use Windows Vista). This individual was an extremely pro -active 

information seeker, using the internet a lot, subscribi ng to magazines, cutting out and saving 

things from newspapers, and reading the monthly local  crime report to support his 
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neighbourhood watch activities. This individual, in common with a few others, was very 

hesitant to ask others for help or advice and a lways tried to find out things for himself.  

 

ñI like to think Iôm well informed.ò 

 

There were also a significant number of individuals who, despite feeling that they were 

knowledgeable, claimed that they did not actively seek information out, but that they  just 

picked things up as they went along:  

 

ñInformation just seems to seep into me!ò 

 

Several of the interviewees regularly did courses on topics that interested them, from cooking 

to massage, stocks and shares to Portuguese, and parenting to homeopathy. One individual 

had signed up on the NHS Health Trainer scheme (see chapter 6)  in order to help her family 

and friends to take control of their health and lifestyles. Many had an active interest in self 

betterment and regularly bought and read self help boo ks (one individual had organised a 

swapping club amongst her friends). This certainly ties in with the characteristic of an 

influential individual identified in the literature of seeking ways to reinforce their reputation 

and find ing  ways to increase their  knowledge advantage relative to others.  

 

The majority stated that the internet was the first port of call in their search for information, 

and many said that they would always attempt to build up some knowledge before asking 

someone who might be more know ledgeable (again, this may be so that they know the right 

questions to ask and do not jeopardise their reputation). Some people participated in web fora 

to share information with others (for example, one interviewee with a particular health 

problem had bec ome very involved in web fora about it), and many people used Google 

regularly. No one mentioned any particular websites that they relied on, even when prompted.  

 

Most read newspapers regularly or sometimes, but most took them with a pinch of salt, and 

som e refused to read them at all due to their mistrust of them. It is interesting to note that the 

range of information and viewpoints presented on the internet did not put anyone off; indeed, 

they seemed to think this was a good thing and seemed confident th at they had the skills to 

sift through it and make up their own minds. This resulted in greater trust of information from 

the internet (a largely unregulated medium) -  than of information from newspapers (which 

must adhere to legal standards). It is also i nteresting to note that those who used the internet 

preferred information seeking techniques that were interactive, such as web fora, and those 

which allowed them control of the information they accessed, such as Google.  

 

Some individuals mentioned specific information sources, such as the BBC, as trusted sources 

of information, although one interviewee singled out the BBC as particularly biased. Oprah 

Winfrey came up twice as a particularly trusted source of information, in both cases due to her 

ódown to earthô nature, good morals and real desire to help others. In an interesting example 

of how even celebrities must be, to a certain degree, homophilous  with their audience if they 

are to influence them, one interviewee commented that Fern Brittanôs recent weight loss 

surgery will have ñdisappointed a lot of peopleò (presumably because it means she is no longer 

ólike usô). 

 

There were also mixed views on information from the authorities ï both national and local 

government. Some people thought they prob ably did trust information from their local council, 

whereas others felt that local government was untrustworthy, generally due to the non -
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transparency of their objectives. Those with most contact with local councils felt frustration 

rather than mistrust. Some people felt deep mistrust for national government due to MPsô 

perceived hypocrisy (the MPs ô expenses row was raging at the time).  

 

2.2.10. Views on the environment  

The influencers we interviewed had the full spectrum of views, from strongly pro -

environmental  to very sceptical (ñMost people round here canôt even spell óenvironmentô!ò). 

They also had the full spectrum of attitudes and behaviours, with some claiming to be 

concerned but not being prepared to act, and others who felt they did what they could in th eir 

personal lives, such as reusing carrier bags and recycling. Others were positively green and 

had taken decisions to holiday in the UK for environmental reasons, and one had even invested 

in a film about global warming. Most interviewees had a view on t he environment, although it 

was not on the radar at all for a significant few.  

 

2.2.11. Exerting influence about environmental issues 

A surprising proportion of the interviewees had already influenced others on environmental 

issues, including those who were not p articularly interested in the subject. Other than the patio 

heater and letter box draft excluder instances mentioned above, there were numerous other 

examples.  

 

Two interviewees had phoned everyone in their address book to let them know that B &Q were 

givin g away free energy efficient light bulbs, and they reported that they and some of their 

friends had since purchased them again. One individual had collected the unused home 

composting food waste bins from his street in Hackney and taken them all the way to  the 

Welsh valleys to hand out to his family and neighbo urs there (ñThey love them!ò). One 

individual regularly talked to the father of her childôs friend in a bid to get him to start 

recycling, since she felt very strongly that everyone should do their bi t. The same individual 

had recommended the local farmersô market to all her friends, although not for environmental 

reasons, but due to the quality of the food.  Another individual had spoken to his neighbour 

about loft insulation and looked into the grants  she could get on her behalf. One respondent 

had recommended hippos for cisterns to numerous friends. The example with perhaps widest 

scope for influence was the individual who had invested in a documentary film on climate 

change.  

 

The vast majority sta ted  that they would be  happy to talk about the headline behaviour goals 

to others as long as a) they came up naturally in conversation and b) they had enough 

information to know what they were talking about. If the subject did not naturally come up in 

convers ations, most thought it would be unlikely that they would initiate a conversation. 

However, s ome gave examples of how the goals  had already come up in conversation; for 

example, one individual told us how a heated discussion on food waste and food miles ha d 

ensued at a recent dinner party. Another respondent said that she had recently had various 

conversations about better energy management in the context of the credit crunch. On e 

individual had recommended a water met er to members of his sports club because of the 

money heôd saved. 

 

This last point touches on a key issue for what would motivate influential individuals to talk 

about pro -environmental behaviour: if they believed that information would be beneficial to 
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others, they would pro -actively tal k about it. Their most fundamental motivation is to be 

helpful and useful to others and , without this element, they are unlikely to pass on information 

or talk about a specific issue . 

 

Another key point is that the interviewees all stressed that they would  have to know ñthe whys 

and whereforesò of something before they would talk about it to others. If they couldnôt 

answer other peopleôs questions, if they were likely to ñtrip upò or ñshow [themselves] up,ò 

they would  not talk about it. This was one reason that many gave for not having  already 

engaged in conversations about the environment. According to them, o ne of the main tools 

they would need if they wanted to influence others about the environment is hard facts and 

figures about the reasons for, impacts  of and benefits of the behaviours. Many prided 

themselves on giving a balanced view on things, and in order to do so they felt they would 

need to have good knowledge of the facts. They stressed again and again that they would not 

be prepared to talk about  something they didnôt feel they had enough knowledge about. A 

related theme is that the respondents would not be prepared to talk about, and particularly 

advocate, something they did not believe in and feel passionately about.  

 

One of the reasons why inf luential individuals are influential, according to the literature, is 

their close conformity to the norm (Locock  et al 2001 ) 423  and the fact that they do not go out 

of their way to influence others ( Duffy and Pierce,  2007) 424 . These individuals  are seen by 

oth ers as excellent judges of the most appropriate behaviour, and are also experts at judging 

the level of risk or innovation those aroun d them are willing to tolerate.  

 

There are perhaps other reasons why many of our influential individuals have not engaged 

with environmental issues; in order to maintain their credibility  (either consciously or sub -

consciously)  they cannot risk something that far from the established norm. Even the most 

environmentally disengaged are more than willing to express views on recy cling, but the less 

common behaviours are still outside of their territory.  

 

This again leads us back to the two way relationship between influencers and influenced, and 

the circular relationship between individual behaviour and the establishment of socia l norms. 

Our research objective was to investigate whether intervening in this cycle by influencing the 

influencers so that they influence the rest may result in behaviour change. We asked the 

interviewees what they thought about this, and they all agreed that people are much more 

influenced by their friends and family than by adverts and other óofficialô communications. Only 

one individual highlighted the ethical concerns by saying that he thought it was a good idea to 

get influential individuals to encour age people, as long as the influencing was done ñwith care.ò 

  

When we asked interviewees how they would go about getting people within their networks to 

adopt some of the headline behaviour goals, the majority suggested some kind of face to face 

interacti on, with the exception of one respondent who was adamant that the only way to go 

about it is by improving services ï people have to be enabled first, then personal responsibility 

will follow.  

 

Others suggested a range of tactics, including active demonstra tion for product based 

behaviours, and ñstartlingò conversations to encourage people to órein in ô their behaviours (see 

chapter 7).  Many mentioned linking environmental issues to others pressing concerns such as 

                                           
423  Locock, Dopson, Chambers, and Gabbay (2001) ñUnderstanding the role of opinion leaders in improving clinical 

effectivenessò 
424  Duffy and Pierce, (2007) ñSocio-political influencers -  who they are and why th ey matterò 
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money or health in order to encourage peopl e to adopt them. One respondent suggested a 

community fun day at the community centre, and as an incentive to get people to come, they 

could offer a day trip to the recycling plant. Two respondents suggested ñenvironmental coffee 

morningsò or ñneighbourhood teamsò, in order to provide an arena to talk about the issues and 

to provide structure . T hey suggested that the organiser could get all the information and feed 

it to the other team members (which is reminiscent of the two -step flow model, see chapter 

4) , then they could share experiences and tips. The suggestion of creating a formal platform 

for the environment echoes influential individualsô tendency to gravitate towards positions of 

responsibility and to ad apt  or create  official platforms from which to  exert their influence.  

 

 

2.3 Summary 

In summary, the individuals we interviewed fitted the psychological and behavioural profile 

that we expected from the literature  (set out in chapter 4) , with the important exception that 

some of them were generalist influencers, a type of influencer not found elsewhere in the 

literature.  

 

The sample included a range of different types of influencer, from the ópureô maven, to the 

archetypal opinion leader, to individuals that had the characteristics of both. There was  also no 

commonality across the subject areas that our interviewees were interested in ï they ranged 

from global warming to family health, from international travel to local crime. This reflects the 

literature and the commercial interviews, which all made it clear that different types of people 

are influential in different ways, at different times, with respect to different subjects, for 

different people.  

 

They were invariably sociable, outward facing, self confident individuals who enjoyed taking 

the lead and gravitated towards  positions of authority. They were all excellent communicators, 

they were highly connected and played central roles in their social networks. Their information 

seeking behaviour varied,  with some relying on formal sources and others relying on informal 

sources .  So me actively  sought  out knowledge, whilst  others constantly absorb ed it in an 

osmotic fashion.  The influence they exerted was sometimes passive, sometimes active; it was 

sometim es normative and sometimes informational.  

 

Similarly, the information sources and information seeking behaviour of the interviewees 

varied. Although they generally valued accurate information (for example, they thought it was 

important to know about someth ing before telling others about it), they got this information 

from a range of sources. Some used primarily óformalô sources of information, such as the 

television and newspapers, whereas others relied mainly the informal sources of the grapevine. 

We did n ot find evidence that influential individuals are more exposed to mass media than 

others, as is often found in the literature (see chapter 4).   

 

Our sample included people from a range of socio -economic groups, which adds to the 

evidence of the literature that catalytic individuals are found in all walks of life. We did find, 

however, that the members of social networks we questioned tended to nominate people in a 

slightly older age group; the vast majority of interviewees were 35+ ( IPSOS-MORI/Duffy and 

Pierce, 2007  also find evidence that socio -political influencers generally belong to the older age 

groups ï see chapter 4).  
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Although personal experience is an important (although not necessary) factor, it is certainly 

not a sufficient condition for social in fluence. As discussed in chapters 3 -5, t his is down to 

complicating factors such as the relationship between the quantitative weight of an opinion and 

the status of the opinion giver , the initial normative conditions of the network (what other 

people do an d think) and a host of other psychological factors that come into play for both the 

giver and t he receiver of the opinion . 

 

Their interests, values and stance on environmental issues were varied, but all were principally 

motivated by altruistic obligation to others, and this more than anything seems to be the key 

to influencing them to influence others.  

 

In principle, the interviewees indicated that exerting influence over environmental matters was 

no different to exerting influence over any other matter. This was the case when they were 

referring to occasions when they had actually influenced someone on an environmental matter, 

or when they thought about it hypothetically. In general, if they believe in something and are 

comfortable that they could answer someoneôs questions about it, they would be happy to talk 

about it; this applies to environmental matters as much as any other.   
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1 Conclusions  

The principal objectives of this research were the following :  

 

 to investigate how the concept of ómavensô is applicable when considering pro-

environmental behaviours;  

 

 to identify how mavens operate, their motivations, key attributes, and infor mation sources, 

as well as whether those around them are conscious of their influence;  

 

 to assess how mavens may fit with our existing understanding of the more familiar factors 

influencing environmental behaviour change of self - identity, social networks a nd social 

norms, as well as the role of trust.  

 

As well as understanding more about these individuals and how they function in the arena of 

pro -environmental behaviours, a further requirement of the research was to enhance Defraôs 

ability to work with mave ns as part of their policy objective to encourage a shift towards more 

sustainable consumption patterns.  

 

In seeking to address these objectives, our research has, as the for egoing made clear,  been 

extensive.  We reviewed literature on the nature of social networks, the status and importance 

of norms and the theory of diffusion; we investigated ócatalytic individualsô, examples from the 

worlds of commercial and social marketing, and pro -environ mental behaviours; and we 

conducted innovative primary research with professionals in the field of environmental 

marketing, and members of the general public identified as catalytic individuals.  

 

Numerous possible threads run through this volume of materia l; and, because the various 

issues are interconnected, there is no obvious, natural starting point either to any exposition of 

the material or to any analysis.  (The research term developed around half a dozen possible 

structures both for the report as a w hole, and for these conclusions.)  

 

What had, however, become clear during the course of the research was that the very notion 

of ócatalytic individuals ô only makes sense within a particular analytical framework for looking 

at the world.  There is no room for such people in neo -classical  economics, for example, nor in 

traditional  sociology.  Catalytic individuals  exist in a model  in which society is conceived  of as 

individuals operating in a network setting.  Relationships between those individuals constitu te 

patterns of behaviour: and changes in those relationships, in those behaviours, diffuse through 

a social network over time.  

 

Conclusions about whether and how to engage with catalytic individuals therefore have to be 

grounded in this theoretical backdro p: and whilst this may mean a degree of repetition for 

some readers, we judged that a further rehearsal of the logical sequence was appropriate.  

 

Our conclusions  therefore take the form of a sequence of propositions that  build sequentially 

upon one another .  Propositions 1 to 6 broadly set out the theoretical background: propositions 

7 to 10 draw out the implications, and highlight some of the practical issues facing future 

policy development and/or research:  
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Proposition 1 ï the headline pro -environmenta l behaviours should be thought of as ósocial 

innovationsô 

 

Proposition 2 ï the general process by which such social innovations will permeate through 

the population is a process of ódiffusionô; diffusion theory is therefore central 

 

Proposition 3 ï diffusi on is the process by which novel behaviours move from óinnovationô to 

being ósocial normsô 

 

Proposition 4 ï specific factors can be identified that dictate the likelihood and pace of 

diffusion  

 

Proposition 5 ï specific ñcatalytic individualsò have an important role to play in the generic 

diffusion of innovations  

 

Proposition 6 ï particular functions of individuals are important at different stages of the 

diffusion process  

 

Proposition 7 ï ñcatalytic individualsò exist, can be found and have the potential to play an 

important role in the diffusion of pro -environmental behaviours  

 

Proposition 8 ï there are actual and potential barriers to any prospective engagement with 

catalytic individuals in the realm of pro -environmental behaviours  

 

Proposition 9  ï it is possible to prioritise headline behaviours on the basis of the likelihood 

that catalytic individuals will have a useful role to play in their diffusion  

 

Proposition 10 ï it is possible to identify a number of ways in which to engage with catalytic  

individuals with regard to these behaviours  

 

We discuss each of these, in turn, below.  

 

Proposition 1 ï the headline pro - environmental behaviours should be thought of as 

ósocial innovationsô 

 

The dozen headline pro -environmental behaviours comprise ñnew things to doò for the majority 

of the population.  Although they are heterogeneous, none of the headline behaviours, not 

even recycling, are yet fully estab lished as ósocial normsô.  (Indeed, if they were, there would 

not be an issue of trying to promote th em.)  As we saw in chapter 6, relatively few studies 

have focused specifically on the way in which new environmental behaviours permeate through 

populations.  However, lessons from other domains, notably health, suggest that 

conceptualising these behaviour s as social innovations , rather than as mechanical processes, 

or new órulesô, offers the most fruitful analytical path.  Excessively mechanistic interpretations 

would run the risk of presuming that linear, or top down techniques could be used to 

implement c hange.  By understanding them as óinnovationsô, the more general principles 

governing the diffusion of innovations can be brought to bear.  

 

It is also important to note the importance of social norms.  As we saw in chapter 2 (of part 1), 

social norms are d ynamically constructed phenomena in which individual and social forces 
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interact.  At any given point in time, social networks are characterised by a range of 

behaviours considered ónormalô, and new behaviours or innovations will have to compete with 

these established norms.  There is a chicken -and -egg aspect, in which many individuals resist 

ósocial innovationsô precisely because they are not social norms, and new social norms do not 

arise because individuals resist change.   The findings from the research s how that catalytic 

individuals have the potential to play an important role in breaking through this chicken -and -

egg dilemma.  

 

Proposition 2 ï the general process by wh ich such social innovations will permeate 

through the population is a process of ódiffusionô; diffusion theory is therefore central 

 

Against the background of general social network theory (set out in chapter  1) and the norms 

that characterise those networks ( explained in chapter 2 as an óemergent propertyô of 

networks), chapter 3 of this rep ort provides extensive detail on the nature of diffusion theory.  

 

Diffusion theory draws on a range of disciplines, and the literature on diffusion abounds with 

examples of how novel products, beliefs and behaviours have permeated through populations 

aroun d the world.  Although relatively few of these examples ï many of which are presented in 

chapters 3 and 6 of the report ï are narrowly concerned with pro -environmental behaviours, 

once such behaviours  are conceptualised  as social innovations, it becomes mo re 

straightforward to see the generic linkages from the diffusion literature to the headline 

behaviours  with which we are most especially concerned.  

 

The literature review nevertheless highlights the innovative  nature of this particular research: 

as we exp lain below, we found no work directly relating to ópro- environmental  mavensô and, as 

we have said, remarkably little on the diffusion of pro -environmental behaviours.  This was in 

large part why the literature  review, in particular , was conducted (and repo rted  on) in such 

depth.  Future work will need to be considered in this light: potential pilot projects (for 

example) that seek to test the hypotheses that catalytic individuals can accelerate the take -up 

of new pro -environmental behaviours  will have to be evaluated not only in terms of their 

standalone effectiveness, but should also (a) be used to test the various theo retical  arguments 

presented in this report and (b) test the degree of transferability of lessons from other 

domains.  

 

Propos ition 3 ï diffusion is the process by which novel behaviours move from 

óinnovationô to being ósocial normsô 

 

The diffusion of innovations follows a predictable path over time.  Although the precise naming 

and classification of this process varies between r esearchers, in broad terms an early adopter 

group within a population experiments with an innovation; on the basis of their 

experimentation, an early majority begin to take the innovation on board; a late majority 

follow the early majority; and laggards br ing up the rear.  

 

This pattern typically describes an S -curve, or sigmoid curve.  Across a range of products, 

beliefs and behaviours, this pattern has repeatedly been observed.  The broad socio -economic  

and psychological  characteristics  of individuals at t he varying stages of the adoption process 

have been extensively researched.  In broad terms, the process of adoption is the journey 

from innovation to normality, the path from a new idea first arriving in a social network  [of 

whatever size] to it being a s ocial norm that actually characterises  that network.  
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For example, when an idea or behaviour (or any type of innovation) is very new, risk tolerant, 

innovative individuals are important for introducing the innovation into their social networks. 

At the earl y stages of adoption, opinion leaders are needed to persuade people that the 

innovation is a good idea. Only when a behaviour is more established, do individuals with in -  

depth or specialist knowledge of the innovation ( broadly ómavens ô) become important a s 

advisers and experts. It is no use having a neighbourhood expert about something that nobody 

does.  

 

This leads to the notion that, given the different stages of development and uptake of social 

innovations,  the concept of a ómavenô is too narrow to apply to all of them. This is because 

different types of óinfluencerô are important at different stages of the diffusion of a new 

behaviour.  

 

Of course, some people or groups within society may never adopt the ne w behaviour: some 

people still do not own mobile phones, washing machines or colour televisions.  There is an 

open question, therefore, about precisely how widespread a behaviour has to be before it is 

ófullyô adopted. 

 

The diffusion literature, rather tha n focusing on this rather pedantic point, focuses instead on a 

more important pair of question s: what are the factors that, at a general level, shape the 

pattern of diffusion; and at what point, and by what means, does the diffusion of a new 

behaviour beco me óself-sustainingô rather than dependent either upon the ongoing effort of 

early adopters or intervention by external forces?   These questions are addressed in the next 

propositions.  

 

 

Proposition 4 ï specific  factors can be identified that dictate the l ikelihood and pace 

of diffusion  

 

The óscienceô of diffusion is not yet sufficiently well developed for there to be a coherent 

explanatory model.  There are many variables, interacting under conditions of complexity. It is 

not yet possible to say with great  certainty whether any given innovation will, or will not, be 

successful . 

 

Nevertheless, research has identified 425  a finite  number of factors that, between them, shape 

the likelihood of diffusion taking place:  

 

1.  Relative advantage : the more potential value or benefit is anticipated from the 

innovation, the faster it will diffuse;  

2.  Trialability : a bility to try the innovation improves the prospects for adoption and 

diffusion;  

3.  Observability:   again the extent to which potential adopters can óseeô the benefits of the 

innovation improves the prospects for adoption and diffusion;  

4.  Communication channels : the paths chosen by opinion leaders to communicate an 

innovation affect the pace and pattern of diffusion;  

5.  Homophilous groups : i nnovations spread faster amongst homo philous [roughly, ólike-

mindedô] groups; 

                                           
425

 Cain & Mittman (2002) 
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6.  Pace of innovation/reinvention : s ome innovations tend to evolve and are altered along 

the way of diffus ion whilst others remain stable;  

7.  Norms, roles and social networks : i nno vations are shaped by the rules , hierarch ies and 

informal mechanisms of communication operating in the social networks in which they 

diffuse;  

8.  Opinion leaders : opinion leade rs [or, more generally, catalytic individuals] affect the pace 

of diffusion;  

9.  Compatibility : the ability of an innovation to c oexist with existing technologies and social 

patterns improves the prospects for adoption/diffusion;  and  

10.  Infrastructure : t he adoption of many innovations depends on the presence of some form 

of infrastructure or of other technologies that cluster with the innovation.  

 

The literature suggests that careful attention to each of these factors provides the route, on 

the one hand, to understanding the diffusion of any particular innovation and, on the other, to 

developing intervention strategies to promote more r apid diffusion than might otherwise be the 

case.  

 

Several of these factors are directly linked to the function of particular individuals operating in 

social settings.  The importance of óhomophilyô ï the idea that individuals are particularly likely 

to be influenced by people they perceive to be ólike meô ï is considerable.  The literature 

strongly suggests that excessive ósocial distanceô depletes the impact of innovations.  The role 

of óopinion leadersô, too, is highlighted.  In the context of the other factors, these elements 

powerfully suggest that localised  opinion leaders, operating in their own social networks, have 

an important role to play in the diffusion of innovations.  

 

 

Proposition 5 ï specific ñcatalytic individuals ò have an important role to play in the 

generic diffusion of innovations  

 

Proposition 6 ï particular functions of individuals are important at different stages of 

the diffusion process  

 

Many different types of influential individuals are identified in the l iterature ï we came across 

some 40 near synonyms for óinfluencerô.  This suggested to us that social influence is a bundle 

of characteristics and attributes that are spread across the entire population,  but some 

individuals have more of certain characteristics. Depending on the research question, different 

studies investigate different subsets of these attributes, hence the large variety of terms and 

slight divergences in meaning. This in turn suggested to us that we needed to recast our 

thinking in terms of functions, rather than individuals. Instead of thinking about individuals as 

mavens per se, we explore d the maven - like function played by individuals.  

 

There were several consequences of this alterati on in our thinking, both theoretically and in 

terms of the methodology for the primary research. First of all it opened up the possibility that 

a single individual may play more than one function, at different stages of the diffusion 

process, and with resp ect to different subject areas. For example, an individual might play a 

maven - like role with regard to travel, and an opinion leader role with regard to politics. This 

was reinforced by the literature; several studies have shown that opinion leaders are mo re 

likely to have maven - like tendencies, and vice versa.  
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This subtle change in perspective on the matter also enabled us to move away from the 

narrow ómavenô and to concentrate on what we termed ócatalytic individualsô.  A ómavenô, as 

deployed in the marke ting literature, is a knowledgeable  and trusted individual who offers (or 

gives) advice on market matters.  The key feature is ómarketô ï a ómavenô operates within the 

confines of an established social norm (predominantly that of óshoppingô).  In the case of the 

pro -environmental  behaviours, these norms do not yet exist  ï implying, amongst other things, 

that maven - like functionality, on its own, would be ineffective . 

 

Instead, ócatalytic  individualsô are those who play a particularly important role in the p rocess of 

diffusion of an innovation, whether by being a trusted source of information and advice 

(roughly mavenism) or by ósetting the toneô of their social circles and, by their attitudes and 

behaviour, establishing an innovation as socially acceptable ( roughly opinion leadership). The 

catalytic individuals in question are spread across a scale of influence with pure óinformationalô 

influence (mavenism) at one end and opinion leadership ï or normative influence ï at the 

other end.  

 

A further consequence o f this approach is that we chose not to attempt to recruit 

óenvironmental influencersô or óenvironmental  mavensô.  As we have seen, neither category has 

previously  been identified by the literature; and, as we deduced, the functionality of influence 

is not  óeither/or ô, but a continuum, with every individual having a mix of potentially relevant 

attributes . 

 

Furthermore, given the overarching objective of considering how particular individuals might 

ónormaliseô pro- environmental  behaviours, we judged that ind ividuals that are already strongly 

pro -environmental would be perceived, in many cases, as insufficiently ólike meô i.e. too far 

from mainstream social norms to be effective influencers in the current climate.  

 

The people we were looking for in our primary  research, therefore, were likely to be general 

influencers, general ócatalytic individualsô, for whom pro- environmental issues could 

conceivably represent an innovation they would be prepared to promote.  

 

 

Proposition 7 ï ñcatalytic individuals ò exist, ca n be found and have the potential to 

play an important role in the diffusion of pro - environmental  behaviours  

 

Although thinking in terms of functions rather than individuals is helpful for clarifying thinking, 

it makes the job of actually identifying these  individuals much trickier. Bundles of attributes 

spread across a scale of influence are much more difficult to pin down than stable, individual -

specific definitions. Indeed, we soon concluded that a traditional questionnaire -based 

recruitment methodology would be inappropriate to locate catalytic individuals.  

 

Instead, we devised an alternative recruitment methodology that combined ósnowballingô with 

socio -metric techniques (see below). The review of the literature had led us to conclude that 

social networ ks (i.e. any group of interconnected individuals) are the context within which 

diffusion occurs and within which catalytic individuals operate. The concept of social influence 

is by definition an outward looking concept  -  it does not occur in a vacuum, but  catalytic 

individuals influence those around them . We therefore decided that the best people to ask 

about who was influential and played a catalytic role were the members of the social networks 

within which catalytic individuals operate.  
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The literature indicated that catalytic individuals are to be found in all walks of life, in all socio -

economic groups, and across all genders, ages and so on. We therefore identified a number of 

pre -existing social networks using criteria to ensure a spread of different  types of people, and 

set about finding the catalytic individuals. The networks in which we searched included 

neighbourhoods, sports clubs, church groups, and school gate networks.  

 

The snowballing element of the recruitment method involved selecting a ran dom person from a 

network and asking them a carefully designed question (see Part 2, chapter 2) to elicit who 

they considered to be influential. We purposefully did not ask the question with respect to any 

particular subject area, such as óthe environmentô, since we wanted to find the most generally 

influential people. The next step was to ask the same question of the individual nominated by 

the initial respondent, and follow the chain until the influencer at the end was reached. This 

whole process was repe ated from between three  and five random entry points within each 

network in order to avoid the results being biased by cliques and personal agendas.  

 

Alongside the snowballing, the number of times a name was mentioned in each snowballing 

chain was recorded , in order to triangulate results and ensure that the person who most 

people found to be influential was included. Results were also cross checked with a mini 

questionnaire designed to demonstrate some of the key characteristics we would expect a 

catalytic  individual to have.  

 

We conducted 24 in depth interviews , 22 of whom we were able to identify as c atalytic 

individuals. The 2 2 people we met shared some features and were completely different in other 

ways. No two individuals exerted exactly the same kind  of influence.  

 

Some individuals clearly fulfilled a maven - like role and were often asked for advice and 

information about their areas of expertise, which ranged from technology to travel to home 

improvement. Other individuals were more towards the opinion  leader end of the scale, and 

gave many examples of when they had influenced others to change an attitudes or behaviour 

just by expressing their opinion or through their own behaviour. Most of the individuals were in 

between the two extremes and had charac teristics of both types of influencer.  

 

Although we did not aim to recruit óenvironmentalists,ô many of the interviewees had already 

influenced those around them on environmental matters, from recycling to car use. It became 

apparent that the influence exe rted by these individuals could very easily be turned to 

environmental matters. There were many examples of when they had played a part in the 

diffusion of an environmental behaviour or idea. For example, one individual had collected the 

unused food waste bins from his street in Hackney and taken them to his family and friends in 

the Welsh valleys. Another individual constantly exerted negative influence in her social circle 

about the patio heater a friend had bought since she considered it so wasteful. Ano ther had 

telephoned all her contacts to tell them that B&Q were giving away energy efficient light bulbs. 

One individual had actually invested in a film about climate change because he was so 

convinced the message should be heard.  

 

It seems that, in princi ple, the environment is no different to any other topic about which 

catalytic individuals influence others. It is subject to exactly the same conditions as other 

topics: the interviewees all stressed that they must believe in something and have enough 

know ledge about it in order to influence others. If these conditions are fulfilled, with regard to 

the environment or any other topic, these individuals are likely to influence others.  
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There is one factor that seemed to be the key to the intervieweesô areas of interest and 

knowledge: they were overwhelmingly motivated by altruism. The majority of the examples 

they gave about influencing others involved some element of helping them out through 

improving their circumstances in some way. Whether their focus was o n their immediate 

circles or they had more global perspectives, helping other s was by far the most important 

thing to them.  

 

These facts  point towards the steps by w hich catalytic  individuals could be engaged  in the 

process of promoting  pro -environmental behaviours . 

 

Firstly, they  need to be found, and this can best be done on a network -by -network basis.  

 

Secondly, they need to learn about (any given)  pro -environmental  behaviour , and in sufficient 

detail, to both be themselves convinced that the new behavio ur is óa good thingô and also to 

feel sufficiently  secure  that they will be able to engage  confidently with others in their social 

network.   As we have seen, there is no barrier in principle that suggests pro -environmental 

behaviours would be rejected out of hand.  Equally, however, we have not been able 

accurately  to test the extent to which some behaviours  rather than others might be considered 

acceptable by any given catalytic  individual .  It will,  inevitably, be contextual.  

 

Thirdly , this transfer of kn owledge and expertise would need to be done carefully and,  

primarily, through face - to - face contact .  Intelligence and support from ï say ï an óexpertô 

[some sort of out - reach worker  or ócoachô] would  inevitably be crossed checked against other 

sources by t he catalytic individual.  As we have seen, however, catalytic individuals are highly 

diverse in their use of communication  channels, so it would not  be as simple  as saying ómake 

sure thereôs a web-siteô or óuse trusted channel Xô.  Rather, we judge that the initial source ï 

i.e. an individual  making the initial contact with the catalytic individual ï needs to provide 

sufficient information, and sufficient ótruthô, for the catalytic individual to be persuaded that 

they are not being hoodwinked.  

 

(This, we ac knowledge, poses something  of a dilemma.  For many of the pro -environmental  

behaviours , it is not possible to have the degree of certainty about potential benefits that 

might be supposed necessary to persuade a (sceptical) catalytic individual  that the pro posed  

new behaviour is categorically óa good thingô. Yet to ópretendô that such certainty exists would 

be a mistake, since the kind of people were are talking about would quickly establish ï through 

their cross checking ï that the original information prov ided was not all that it should have 

been, and would rapidly lose trust in the process as a result.  In our view, the risk needs to be 

taken: the doubts and the unknowns would need to be shared with the catalytic individuals, 

even though this may increase the chance that they do not choose to take things forward.)  

 

Fourthly, the catalytic individual  would then need to be allowed to get on with it, in whatever 

way they saw fit.  This, again, is risky, but the altruistic motive that seems to drive  these 

indiv iduals  minimises the risk to an extent.  The key thing is that if they are persuaded  that 

the new behaviour  is a good thing, they will be able to figure out the best way to promote  it in 

their network (s).  That is, after  all, what they do.  

 

Fifthly , flexible resources may need to be made available  to such individuals  once they get 

going.  Since we cannot be sure what they will do, or how, the flexibility  will need  to be quite 

high (!).  Analogous, perhaps, is the idea of coaching: the (presumably sta te - funded) 

supporter to the catalytic individuals would act as signposter (ñThis is where to get decent 
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information on X, or some money for Yò) in response to requests; and could provide 

encouragement and guidance (ñIt might work better like thisò or ñThey tried it like that 

somewhere else ï I could find the name of someone you could talk withò).  

  

Finally,  there will need to be some sort of process for establishing whether or not the 

individual's efforts have been successful (so as to establish the relative value for money of this 

approach).  This will pose difficult practical and methodological issues, but  our conjecture is 

that the kinds of people we are talking about ï and this would certainly be affirmed in the 

cases of the individuals we interviewed ï would probably find the process of integrating 

evaluation into their work to be an interesting one, so long as it was not too burdensome or 

bureaucratic.  

 

Proposition 8 ï there are actual and  potential barriers to any prospective 

engagement with catalytic individuals in the realm of pro - environmental behaviours  

 

In the light of the literature and both waves  of primary research, it became clear that there 

are, or are likely to be, a number of barriers that could scupper endeavours to engage with 

catalytic individuals and/or to use such endeavours to accelerate  the update of pro -

environmental  behaviours:  

 

 the high number of factors influencing  diffusion, and the formal complexity of the diffusion 

process, mean that, on the one hand, many other elements may need to be correctly in 

place for catalytic individuals  to have a beneficial  effect and, on the other, eve n a highly 

effective intervention associated with catalytic individuals may fail for ósystem -levelô 

reasons .  Bearing in mind the wider policy and economic environment within which any 

initiatives take place will therefore be very important ;  

 

 given a short age of historic case studies on pro -environmental  behaviour change, and a 

chronic shortage of ñreal worldò data about social networks in general, interventions will 

necessarily have a highly innovative element to them ;  

 

 the importance of adaptability highl ighted in the diffusion literature , as well as the 

consideration of óword of mouthô as a marketing channel, highlight the lack of control that 

is inherent to a diffusion programme: the eventual ósocial normô of energy efficiency may 

well look very differen t from how policy makers and researchers imagine ;  

 

 it would seem from the literature that innovations characterised by óambiguityô ï where the 

costs and benefits  of adoption are not clear, or apparently  contradictory ï are much less 

likely to diffuse tha n others.  This potentially poses considerable challenges for some of the 

pro -environmental behaviours , since for many of them the costs and benefits, at either 

macro -  or personal level, are not always clear.  Recycling is relatively straightforward for 

the general public, since the benefit (less waste) makes sense, and the costs (extra time 

sorting out your rubbish) is relatively low.  In the case of, say, driving less, or even better 

energy management in the home, the benefits (fewer CO2 emissions, reduced personal 

expenditure) may be less tangible or less obvious; while the costs (not having the comfort 

of your car, having to remember to turn everything off every day) may be experienced as 

considerable;  

 

 the literature suggests that the development of a ócr itical  massô of adoption of an 

innovation is a key stage of the diffusion process ï but it is by no means clear how to spot 
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that a critical mass has been reached.  This raises  questions about for how long any 

intervention  in support of an innovation may need to persist :  other things being equal, it 

would be very possible either to under -  or over -shoot;  (this applies to any technique 

intended to accelerate diffusion, not just those that focus on catalytic individuals, of 

course);  

 

 the evidence suggests strongly that ónegative word of mouthô can be a powerful force, 

capable of scuppering a diffusion strategy.  The only antidote appears to be complete 

honesty about that which is being diffused: which could raise very challengi ng questions for 

some pro -environmental behaviours  (although, as we suggested above, placing trust  in the 

catalytic indiv iduals  [by being open with them about the uncertainties and unknowns 

associated with any particular pro -environmental behaviour] seems to us to be the best 

protection against this risk);  

 

 catalytic individuals appear willing to promote ideas they consider to be good ideas that are 

useful to people ï but only if they themselves are (a) convinced and (b) sufficiently 

knowledgeable to be abl e to argue positively for the idea without jeopardising their own 

identity;  

 

 there  are also ethical questions about  the extent  to which government can, or should , 

engage with catalytic individuals in pursuit  of pro -environmental  behaviour  change.  If it 

had transpired that catalytic individuals, or mavens as originally conceived, had a 

reasonably finite and predictable set of information sources upon which they relied in 

exerting their influence, then it might have been possible to propose a specific or new  web -

site or other information channel that government could have invested in on order to reach 

these individuals.  There would, in this solution, have been issues of trust to tackle (i.e. 

would the target  individuals  have trusted such a source) but no rea l ethical issues.  In the 

event , however, we have concluded  that any programme that seeks to utilise  the power of 

such individuals  to catalyse change would need to engage directly with them.  

 

The ethical problem arises from the fact that there is a sense in which such engagement 

could be interpreted  as óusingô the individual  concerned in  pursuit of government policy.  

 

In the event, it was the demeanour and character of the catalytic individuals  themselves 

that provide d the answer: these people cannot be óusedô in an unethical way.  If they think 

itôs a good idea, they will be more than happy to do your diffusion for you, and will be more 

than happy to acknowledge the fact that they are working w ith or being supported by a 

government - funded resource.  If itôs a bad idea, or a stupid idea, or an idea that will not 

actually help anybody, then our catalytic individuals will not help anyway , and no ethical 

difficulty arises.  

 

(This also resolves a pote ntial difficulty, raised at the beginning of the research, as to 

whether the trustworthiness (and thus the efficacy) of a catalytic individual would be 

undermined if it were known that they were óworking for the governmentô.  In fact, as we 

have argued, if  a catalytic individual is convinced that something is a good idea, that is the 

beginning middle and end of the matter: they would in all probability use the governmentôs 

involvement as strength rather than a weakness.)  
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At a general level, each  of these i ssues can be considered as a óriskô, and will need to be 

managed accordingly.  They do not, in our view, when balanced against the positive factors 

emerging from the research, constitute barriers that cannot be overcome.  

 

 

Proposition 9 ï it is possible to  prioritise  headline behaviours on the basis of the 

likelihood that catalytic individuals will have a useful role to play in their diffusion  

 

In chapter 6 we derived from the literature a set of criteria that could be used to prioritise 

Defraôs headline pro -environmental  behaviours .  These factors combined the general factors 

thought to influence diffusion with some factors specific  to pro -environmental  behaviours . 

 

We conducted a provisional analysis, evaluating each of Defraôs headline pro- environmental  

behaviours against each of the diffusion criteria.  In so doing, we attempted to isolate the role 

that could be played by catalytic individuals for each of the behaviours.  We also estimated  the 

extent  to which each behaviour appeared already to have diff used through the UK population.  

 

The analysis  suggested five clusters:  

 

 behaviours where diffusion was already underway [for a variety  of reasons] and where 

there seemed to be valuable scope for catalytic individuals  to play a role in accelerating the 

move  towards the behaviour  becoming a ósocial normô;  

 

 behaviours where the promotion  of a new social norm  remained a potential role for 

catalytic individuals , but where diffusion was at an earlier stage (and therefore the kinds of 

techniques  used by , and scale  of impact  of a catalytic individual , would be different) ;  

 

 behaviours where diffusion was preliminary , such  that promoting the behaviour  as a social 

norm would be, in our view, impossible , but where catalytic  individuals  could have some 

role in disseminat ing  preparatory information about the behaviour ;  

 

 behaviours where diffusion  was very preliminary , and any information distribution would 

also be relatively preliminary;  

 

 behaviours where diffusion was not underway,  and where there was little or no role for 

catalytic individuals (on the grounds, generally, that they would either dismiss the 

behaviour as a bad idea [i.e. not beneficial for the people in their network] or they would 

jeopardise their social standing if they were associated with the idea).  

 

It should be stressed that this analysis was preliminary, and relied as much upon the judgment 

of the research team as it did about evidence in support of ï say ï the degree of dissemination 

of ñbetter energy managementò.  We nevertheless present our results overleaf, in the hope 

that this provides an initial basis at least for considering which sorts of behaviours could 

usefully form part of any engagement with catalytic individuals, and which should be left for 

some f uture time.  

 

Further work on this analysis could usefully be done: in the first instance, we recommend that 

Defra replicate our analytical approach with the involvement of a number of different policy 

perspectives.  This would help to test the robustness o f the prioritisation implied in the table.  
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Behaviour  status  Headline behaviour  

Diffusion already underway, clear role for 

catalytic individuals to promote new social 

norm  

Increase  recycling & segregation ; install 

insulation products; buy/use more efficient 

(low carbon) vehicles  

Diffusion beginning, possible role for catalytic 

individuals  to promote emerging social norm  

Buying energy efficient products; eating food 

locally in season  

Diffusion not yet properly underway, possible 

role for catalytic individuals  to disseminate 

information (in a maven - like way) but also to 

begin process of normalisation  

Better energy management & usage; and 

using the car less for shorter journeys  

Diffusion at a very early stage, with limited 

scope for catalytic individuals  to specify  new 

norms , but with some scope for  information 

diffusion  

Waste less (food); install domestic micro -

generation through renewable; more 

responsible  water  usage  

Diffusion at a very early stage an d little or no 

scope for catalytic individuals  

Reduce  non -essential flying (short haul); 

adopt diet with low GHG/environmental 

consequences  

 

 

Proposition 10 ï it is possible to identify  a number of ways in which to engage with 

catalytic individuals with r egard to these behaviours  

 

We have concluded  very firmly that generally catalytic individuals , of a type not previously 

captured  in the literature , have a potentially important role to play in promoting pro -

environmental  behaviours .  The role they play, an d precisely how they play it, will vary 

between the headline behaviours .  The characteristics  of the catalytic individuals  we 

interviewed suggest that a programme of engagement is feasible.  Such individuals would need 

to be convinced  of the positive benef its  of the proposed behaviour for the people in their social 

network; and would need to have  sufficient knowledge and/or understanding to confidently 

promote the idea.   We have suggested ways in which this could be done.  

 

We have concluded, too, that there  are a number  of barriers and complexities  to any 

intervention  programme intended to make use of this conclusion.  

 

On balance, we feel these barriers can be treated as risk issues, and managed accordingly,  and 

that pilot projects to explore how diffusion can be accelerated through engagement with such 

individuals should be attempted . 

 

Whilst there remain some outstanding research questions ï see below -  the crucial questions 

for any pilot projects comprise:  

 

 which behaviour(s) shou ld be the focus of any pilots?  

 

 which networks should be targeted ?;  

 

 what level of resources should be committed? and  

 

 how, precisely, to reach and then en gage with catalytic individuals?  
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For this first of these,  our provisional analysis presented above provides a set of preliminary 

answers; and flowing from the answers to the first question will come guidance on the kinds of 

networks upon which to focus.  

 

The resource question will clearly need further considerat ion beyond the scope of this research 

project; but we are able to make some clear recommendations on the last question.  

 

We have made it clear that a questionnaire -based approach  is unlikely to work: the idea of 

randomly sampling the population to find the se individuals is misplaced.  The approach used 

during this research ï socio -metric snowballing ï is remarkably similar to the techniques used 

in pee r- to -peer commercial marketing; and some of the recent Defra - funded EAF projects have 

also relied upon óchampionsô or catalytic individuals, accessed óthe hard wayô.  This would 

therefore appear to be the most sensible way forward.  

 

Broadly speaking, a programme of this kind would comprise identifying catalytic individuals in 

specific social networks; persuadin g them of the benefits of the particular behaviour to 

members of their social group; providing them with tailored support material; and then 

allowing them the freedom to do what they do.  

 

Such an approach would, certainly at pilot stage, be human resource intensive, and would also 

require quite particular skills (to find, recruit, engage with and support the individuals).  

Detailed work would need to be done on the óvalue for moneyô questions (comparing hoped- for 

outcomes per £ with alternative approaches) but our research, and the experience in particular 

of the commercial sector, suggests that these calculations could well provide attractive results.  

 

There are, nevertheless , alternative possibilities for access and engagement that could be 

considered:  

 

 Gr een platforms  ï some  of our interviewees, when invited to consider how they would 

promote the pro -environmental behaviours, spontaneously mentioned ideas like 

óenvironmental coffee morningsô or óneighbourhood teamsô.  These kinds of platforms echo 

many of the schemes funded in recent years by, for example, the Environmental Action 

Fund  (EAF) .  We know that catalytic individuals are keen to adapt or establish organisational 

infrastructure in pursuit of their objectives, so there may well be scope to dissemin ate 

lessons from programmes such as EAF within  and, more especially, beyond the 

óenvironmental community ô.   A potential difficulty with this approach is that existing ógreen 

platformsô will have been set up and run by environmentally committed individuals, and 

these individuals, as we have suggested, may be perceived  by many individuals  as not ólike 

meô.  There is a risk, therefore, that the kinds of catalytic individuals  upon which we have 

focused in this research could end up ( inadvertently ) distancing th emselves from their 

target audience if they are perceived as ógoing greenô. 

 

Pilot work could help to establish  whether this risk is significant; but on the basis of our 

work, and in particular the findings from the interviews with catalytic individuals, w e believe 

the risk to be low.  The catalytic individuals which we interviewed , and with which any 

engagement  would take place, are strong characters (this is a key part of their ability to 

exert influence): it is more likely, in our view, that they would c hange an existing ógreen 

platformô to suit their own ends than vice versa; and that, if that proved impossible, a 

typical catalytic individual  would simply set up their own platform.  
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In either case, the proposition  remains  intact: there are generic lessons to be learned from 

programmes such as the EAF that could be made available to catalytic individuals, whether 

they are working with existing platforms or devising their own.  

 

 Local delivery partners  ï given, on the one han d, the generalised nature of the 

influencers we believe should be targeted and, on the other, the fact that numerous existing 

governmental mechanisms reach down to the ultra - local level, it might be more appropriate 

to work through established network chan nels .  These appear to be well developed in the 

fields of health and social care , and these are also fields where ósocial marketingô more 

generally is increasingly well established. It may be possible, therefore, to elide the ópro-

environmental ô element alongside other initiatives to access and engage with ca talytic  

individuals.   These could include working in the health sector (e.g. the Health Trainers 

initiative mentioned in part 1, chapter 1), the regeneration sector (e.g. via the New Deal for 

Communit ies), the local authority sector (e.g. via housing programmes), schools (e.g. via 

learning mentors), the community sector (e.g. building on NFWIôs work on food waste with 

WRAP) and so forth.  

 

 óStatistical  marketingô ï traditional marketing segments populat ions on socio -economic  

criteria , considers which segments might be interested in a particular  product or service, 

identifies where or when the target segments will be amenable to a message , then fires the 

message accordingly (during a particular television  programme, on a poster at a particular 

road junction, in a particular newspaper and so on).  We have seen that the catalytic 

individuals in which we are interested  are scattered  throughout the population ï they have 

no common socio -economic  characteristic s, and could not therefore be targeted in this 

traditional  manner.  We do know, however, that they have similar personality  traits ï in 

particular, a strong desire to help others .  A n innovative possibility may therefore be to 

develop  ópsychographicô marke ting messages that could be generically ófiredô with the 

intention  that only particular types of individuals would notice or heed the message.  This 

would be a probabilistic  approach, which has been used in the commercial sector by some of 

the more cutting  edge organisations in recent years, and would certainly represent an 

innovation in the environmental field . 

 

These approaches are all innovative, and f urther work would be needed fully to detail how any 

pilots could and should be done .  The possibility  of  different  approaches being trialled in 

different  settings, for different headline behaviours , would seem ï resources willing -  

appropriate.  

 

Further work, too, could easily and usefully focus on particular outstanding research questions 

the have been high lighted by our work.  T hree , in particular, stand out:  

 

 Firstly, our research has focused overwhelmingly on individuals that exert influence ï we 

have attended very little to those that are influenced.  Some recent research literature 

suggests that there a re circumstances in which diffusion proceeds because a mass of easily 

influenced people influence other easily influenced people; whilst, more generally, even the 

influence of catalytic individuals is in large part a function of the views and perspectives of 

those that are being influenced.  

 

We do not believe  that further desk research is required in this regard.  However, there 

may well be scope for primary research to explore how and how often people are 

influenced.  There would appear to be scope for both qualitative work (which would need to 
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be carefully structured, since people are unlikely easily to know or to admit to being 

influenced) and quantitative work (suitably worked omnibus questions could, in principle, 

give very useful insights into the relative importance in peopleôs minds of catalytic 

individuals as opposed to other factors) .  

 

 The second area where relatively little is known concerns the composition  and condition  of 

actual social networks.  We have seen  that network conditions are a major factor 

influencing diffusion; we have seen, too, that there is very little óreal worldô data on such 

networks.  It would clearly be impractical to map the innumerable social networks that 

characterise  modern Britain, bu t possibilities include :  

 

(a) action research projects associated with the pilot  projects discussed above  

 

(b) formal attempts  to quantify the number of particular network types  

 

(c) efforts to, in a particular location, understand the inter - relationship  between different, 

over - lapping social networks  

 

(d) more theoretical work to identify the visible factors that could indicate  a networkôs 

readiness or otherwise to make more rapid shifts in social norms.  

 

 Thirdly, we are aware through, for example, our w ork evaluating Defraôs Environmental 

Action Fund, that a number of projects in the UK in the very recent past have been 

pursuing behaviour change programmes that involve a focus on specific individuals  (e.g. 

the GAP/NFWI project) .  At the time of writing, little of this work has been formally 

evaluated, and still less has it been drawn together in a manner that might complement 

the literature -based and interview based material presented in this report.  A desk -based 

exercise might therefore usefully be unde rtaken, in due course, to ensure a dynamic 

process of learning lessons from these experiences.  

 

There will, of course, always be more research that could be done.  However, as Eric 

Beinhocker put it when speaking to Defra recently about his book ñThe Origi n of Wealth: 

Evolution, Complexity, and the Radical Remaking of Economics ò, there comes a point in the 

development of an idea when there is no alternative but to give it a go, and tinker.  We have 

been persuaded, on the basis of our  research, that there is  mileage in the idea of engaging 

with catalytic individuals to accelerate the update of pro -environmental behaviours and that it 

is time to give it a go.  

 

In our 2006 paper for Defra ñTriggering  Widespread  Adoption of Sustainable  Behaviour ò, we 

concluded b y suggesting that whilst it may not be possible to ónudge an S-curve ô, it might well 

be possible to ócoax diffusionô.  Perhaps, somewhere between a nudge, a coax and a tinker, 

th ere is an achievable and even enjoyable wa y to change peopleôs behaviour. 
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Appendix  1: Extended (paraphrased) extracts from 

Rogers (2003) 426   

 

Chapter 1  Elements of Diffusion  

 

Diffusion is the process by which an innovation is communicated through certain channels over 

time among the members of a social system.  Diffusion is a special type of communication 

concerned with the spread of messages that are perceived as new ideas.  Communication is a 

process in which participants cre ate and share information with one another in order to reach a 

mutual understanding.  Diffusion has a special character because of the newness of the idea in 

the message content.   Thus some degree of uncertainty and perceived risk is involved in the 

diffu sion process.  An individual can reduce this degree of uncertainty by obtaining 

information.  Information is a difference in matter -energy that affects uncertainty in a situation 

where a choice exists among a set of alternatives.  

 

The main elements in the diffusion of new ideas are: (1) an innovation (2) that is 

communicated through certain channels (3) over time (4) among the members of a social 

system.  

 

Chapter 2  A History of Diffusion Research  

 

This chapter showed that although diffusion research began a s a series of scientific enclaves, it 

has emerged as a single, integrated body of concepts and generalizations, even though the 

investigations are conducted by researchers in different scientific disciplines.  A research 

tradition is a series of investigat ions on a similar topic in which successive studies are 

influenced by preceding inquiries.  The major diffusion traditions described are anthropology, 

early sociology, rural sociology, education, public health/medical sociology, communication, 

marketing, g eography, and general sociology.  

 

Eight main types of diffusion research were identified:  

 

1. Earliness of knowing about innovations;  

2.  Rate of adoption of different innovations in a social system;  

3.  Innovativeness;  

4.  Opinion leadership;  

5.  Diffusion networks;  

6.  Rate of adoption in different social systems;  

7.  Communication channel usage;  

8.  Consequences of innovation.  

 

When scholars follow an intellectual paradigm in a research field, it enables them to pursue a 

coherent set of research directions.  The paradigm also imposes and standardizes a set of 

assumptions and conceptual biases that, once begun, are difficult to recognize and overcome.  

That is the challenge for the next generation of diffusion scholars.  In my first book on 

diffusion (Rogers, 1 962), I stated, ñThis book suggests that students of diffusion have been 

                                           
426

 Rogers E.M. (2003) Diffusion of innovations  
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working where the ground was softéThe challenge for future research is to expand the areas 

of digging and to search for different objectives than those of the past.  Perhaps there is a 

need to dig deeper, in directions that theory suggests.ò  

 

Chapter 3  Contributions and Criticisms of Diffusion Research  

 

We reviewed four major shortcomings of diffusion research in this chapter.  We conclude that 

the beginnings of diffusion research lef t an indelible stamp on the approaches, concepts, 

methods, and assumptions in the field.  The biases that we inherited from our research 

ancestors have been inappropriate for certain important diffusion research tasks of today.  It is 

ironic that the study  of innovation has itself been so traditional.   

 

The four major criticisms of diffusion research discussed in this chapter are:  

 

 The pro - innovation bias, the implication of most diffusion research that an innovation 

should be diffused to and adopted by al l members of a social system, that it should be 

diffused rapidly, and that the innovation should be neither re - invented nor rejected.  

 The individual -blame bias, the tendency to hold an individual responsible for his or her 

problems, rather than the system of which the individual is a part.  

 The recall problem in diffusion research, which may lead to inaccuracies when respondents 

are asked to remember the time at which they adopted a new idea.  

 The issue of equality in the diffusion of innovations, as socioeco nomic gaps among the 

members of a social system are often widened as a result of the spread of new ideas.  

 

Alternatives to the usual diffusion research approaches were proposed for overcoming each of 

these four criticisms of diffusion research.  

 

Chapter 4  The Generation of Innovations  

 

Past diffusion studies typically began with the point at the left -hand tail of the S -shaped 

diffusion curve, that is,  with the very first adopters of an innovation.  Events and decisions 

occurring previous to this point have a considerable influence upon the diffusion process.  The 

scope of future diffusion research should be broadened to include study of the entire proc ess 

through which an innovation is generated.  

 

The innovation -development process consists of all the decisions, activities, and their impacts 

that occur from recognition of a need or problem, through research, development, and 

commercialization of an inno vation, through diffusion and adoption of the innovation by users, 

to its consequences.  Recognition of a problem or need may occur when a social problem rises 

to a high priority on the agenda of topics which deserve research.  

 

Many, but not all, technolog ical innovations come out of research.  Basic research is defined as 

original investigations for the advancement of scientific knowledge that do not have the 

specific objective of applying this knowledge to practical problems.  The results of basic 

researc h may be used in applied research, which consists of scientific investigations that are 

intended to solve practical problems.  Lead users develop innovations and then convince a 

manufacturing company to produce and sell the innovation, often after the lead  user has 

created a prototype of the innovation.  The usual next stage in the innovation -development 

process is development, defined as the process of putting a new idea into a form that is 

expected to meet the needs of an audience of potential adopters.  Technological determinism 
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is the belief that technology causes changes in society.  An opposite viewpoint is social 

constructionism, which states that social factors shape a technology.  A next stage, 

commercialization, is defined as the production, manufa cturing, packaging, marketing, and 

distribution of a product that embodies an innovation.  Commercialization is carried out mainly 

by private firms.   

 

A particularly crucial point in the innovation -development process is the decision to begin 

diffusing an  innovation to potential adopters.  How are innovations evaluated for their efficacy, 

safety, and other factors?  

 

Finally, an innovation may diffuse, be adopted, and, eventually, cause consequences, the final 

stage in the innovation -development process.  T he six stages described here may not always 

occur in a linear sequence, the time order of the stages may be different, and certain stages 

may not occur at all.  

 

Chapter 5  The Innovation -Decision Process  

 

The innovation -decision process is the process throu gh which an individual (or other decision -

making unit) passes from first knowledge of an innovation, to forming an attitude toward the 

innovation, to a decision to adopt or reject, to implementation of the new idea, and to 

confirmation of this decision.  T his process consists of five stages: (1) knowledge, when the 

individual is exposed to the innovationôs existence and gains an understanding of how it 

functions; (2) persuasion, when the individual forms a favorable or unfavorable attitude toward 

the innova tion; (3) decision, when the individual engages in activities that lead to a choice to 

adopt or reject the innovation; (4) implementation, when the individual puts an innovation into 

use, and (5) confirmation, when the individual seeks reinforcement for an  innovation -decision 

already made but may reverse the decision if exposed to conflicting messages about it.  

 

Earlier knowers of an innovation, when compared to later knowers, are characterized by more 

formal education, higher social status, greater exposur e to mass media channels of 

communication, greater change agent contact, greater social participation, and greater 

cosmopoliteness.  

 

Re- invention is the degree to which an innovation is changed or modified by a user in the 

process of its adoption and imple mentation.  Re - invention occurs at the implementation stage 

for many innovations and for many adopters.  A higher degree of re - invention leads to (1) a 

faster rate of adoption of an innovation and (2) a greater degree of sustainability of an 

innovation.  S ustainability is the degree to which an innovation is continued over time after a 

diffusion program ends.  

 

Discontinuance is a decision to reject an innovation after having previously adopted it.  

Discontinuance can be of two types: (1) replacement discont inuance, in which an idea is 

rejected in order to adopt a better idea which superseded it, and (2) disenchantment 

discontinuance, in which an idea is rejected as a result of dissatisfaction with its performance.  

Later adopters are more likely to discontin ue innovations than are earlier adopters.  

 

We conclude that stages exist in the innovation -decision process, although further study of this 

issue is needed.  
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A communication channel is the means by which a message gets from a source to a receiver.  

We cate gorize communication channels (1) as either interpersonal or mass media in nature 

and (2) as originating from either localite or cosmopolite sources.  Mass media channels are 

means of transmitting messages that involve a mass medium such as radio, televisi on, 

newspapers, and so on, that enable a source of one or a few individuals to reach an audience 

of many.  Interpersonal channels involve a face - to - face exchange between two or more 

individuals.  

 

Mass media channels are relatively more important at the kno wledge stage, and 

interpersonal channels are relatively more important at the persuasion stage in the 

innovation - decision process .  Cosmopolite channels are relatively more important at the 

knowledge stage, and localite channels are relatively more importa nt at the persuasion stage 

in the innovation -decision process.  Mass media channels are relatively more important than 

interpersonal channels for earlier adopters than for later adopters.  Cosmopolite channels are 

relatively more important than localite ch annels for earlier adopters than for later adopters.  

 

The innovation -decision period is the length of time required for an individual or organization 

to pass through the innovation -decision process.  The rate of awareness -knowledge for an 

innovation is mor e rapid than its rate of adoption.  Earlier adopters have a shorter innovation -

decision period than do later adopters.  

 

Chapter 6  Attributes of Innovations and Their Rate of Adoption  

 

This chapter suggested five attributes of innovations by which an innovation can be described.  

Individualsô perceptions of these attributes predict an innovationôs rate of adoption.  We 

recommend that measures of the five perceived attributes should be developed in each 

diffusion study, rather than utilizing existing sc ales borrowed from previous investigations.  

 

Rate of adoption is the relative speed with which an innovation is adopted by members of a 

social system.  In addition to the perceived attributes of an innovation, such other variables 

affect its rate of adopti on as (1) the type of innovation -decision, (2) the nature of 

communication channels diffusing the innovation at various stages in the innovation -decision 

process, (3) the nature of the social system, and (4) the extent of change agentsô efforts in 

diffusin g the innovation.  Most past research, however, concentrated on predicting the rate of 

adoption by the five perceived attributes of innovations.   

 

Relative advantage  is the degree to which an innovation is perceived as better than the idea 

it supersedes.  The relative advantage of an innovation, as perceived by members of a social 

system, is positively related to its rate of adoption.  Overadoption is the adoption of an 

innovation when experts feel that it should be rejected.  Preventive innovations, defin ed as 

new ideas that an individual adopts now in order to lower the probability of some unwanted 

future event, diffuse more slowly than incremental (nonpreventive) innovations.  

 

Compatibility  is the degree to which an innovation is perceived as consistent with the existing 

values, past experiences, and needs of potential adopters.  The compatibility of an innovation, 

as perceived by members of a social system, is positively related to its rate of adoption.  

Naming an innovation and positioning it relative t o previous ideas are important means of 

making an innovation more compatible.  Change agents often ignore indigenous knowledge 

systems, which provide one means by which individuals give meaning to an innovation.  
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Complexity is the degree to which an innova tion is perceived as relatively difficult to 

understand and to use.  The complexity of an innovation, as perceived by members of a social 

system, is negatively related to its rate of adoption.  

 

Trialability is the degree to which an innovation may be exper imented with on a limited basis.  

The trialability of an innovation, as perceived by members of a social system, is positively 

related to its rate of adoption.  

 

Observability  is the degree to which the results of an innovation are visible to others.  The 

observability of an innovation, as perceived by members of a social system, is positively 

related to its rate of adoption.  

 

A basic theme of this chapter is that change agents and diffusion scholars must understand 

how potential adopters perceive new ideas.   Such perceptions count in determining the nature 

of the diffusion process.  

 

Chapter 7  Innovativeness and Adopter Categories  

 

Adopter categories are the classifications of the members of a social system on the basis of 

innovativeness, the degree to which an individual or other unit of adoption is relatively earlier 

in adopting new ideas than other members of a system.  A variety of categorization systems 

and titles for adopters have been used in past studies.  This chapter described the standard 

five adopt er categories that are widely followed today in diffusion research, and their 

applications.  

 

Adopter distributions tend to follow an S -shaped curve over time and to approach normality.  

The continuum of innovativeness can be partitioned into five adopter c ategories (innovators, 

early adopters, early majority, late majority, and laggards) on the basis of two characteristics 

of a normal distribution, the mean and the standard deviation.  The dominant attributes of 

each category are: Innovators -venturesome; ea rly adopters - respect; early majority -

deliberate; later majority -skeptical; and laggards - traditional.  The relatively earlier adopters in 

a social system are no different from later adopters in age, but they have more years of formal 

education, are more lik ely to be literate, and have higher social status, a greater degree of 

upward social mobility, and larger -sized units, such as farms, companies, schools, and so on.  

These characteristics of adopter categories indicate that earlier adopters have generally higher 

socioeconomic status than do later adopters 427 .  

 

Earlier adopters in a system also differ from later adopters in personality variables.  Earlier 

adopters have greater empathy, less dogmatism, a greater ability to deal with abstractions, 

greater ration ality, greater intelligence, a more favorable attitude toward change, a greater 

ability to cope with uncertainty and risk, a more favorable attitude toward science, less 

fatalism and greater self -efficacy, and higher aspirations for formal education, highe r-status 

occupations, and so on.  

 

Finally, the adopter categories have different communication behavior.  Earlier adopters have 

more social participation, are more highly interconnected in the interpersonal networks of their 

system, are more cosmopolite, h ave more contact with change agents, greater exposure to 

mass media channels, and greater exposure to interpersonal communication channels, engage 

                                           
427  Hence the accurate judgment of many C2DEs that environmentalism is a middle -class concerné 
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in more active information seeking, and have greater knowledge of innovations  and a higher 

degree of opinion  leadership.  

 

Past research thus shows many important differences between earlier and later adopters of 

innovations in (1) socioeconomic status, (2) personality variables, and (3) communication 

behavior.  The distinctive characteristics of the five adopter  categories mean that these 

adopter categories can be used for audience segmentation, a strategy in which different 

communication channels and/or messages are used to reach each subaudience.  

 

Chapter 8  Diffusion Networks  

 

This chapter dealt with opinion leadership, communication networks, and the critical mass.  

Opinion leadership is the degree to which an individual is able to influence informally other 

individualsô attitudes or overt behavior in a desired way with relative frequency.  Opinion 

leaders pl ay an important role in diffusion networks, and are often identified and utilized in 

diffusion programs.  

 

Homophily is the degree to which individuals who communicate are similar.  Heterophily is the 

degree to which individuals who interact are different i n certain attributes.  Interpersonal 

diffusion networks are mostly homophilous (Generalization 8 -1).  Homophily can act as an 

invisible barrier to the rapid flow of innovations within a social system, as similar people 

interact in socially horizontal patte rns, thus preventing a new idea from trickling down from 

those of higher socioeconomic status, more education, and greater technical expertise.  

 

When interpersonal diffusion networks are heterophilous, followers generally seek opinion 

leaders of higher soc ioeconomic status, with more formal education, greater mass media 

exposure, more cosmopoliteness, greater contact with change agents, and more 

innovativeness (Generalization 8 -2).  Compared to followers, opinion leaders have greater 

mass media exposure, mo re cosmopoliteness, greater contact with change agents, greater 

social participation, higher social status, and more innovativeness (Generalizations 8 -3 through 

8-8).  Opinion leaders conform more closely to systemôs norms than do their followers.  When 

a social systemôs norms favor change, opinion leaders are especially innovative (Generalization 

8-9).  

 

A communication network consists of interconnected individuals who are linked by patterned 

flows of information.  An individualôs network links are important determinants of his or her 

adoption of innovations.  The network interconnectedness of an individual in a social system is 

positively related to the individualôs innovativeness (Generalization 8-10).  Interconnectedness 

is the degree to which the units in a social system are linked by interpersonal networks.  

 

Networks provide a certain degree of structure and stability in the predictability of human 

behavior.  Communication structure is the differentiated elements that can be recognized in 

the patterned communication flows in a system.  This structure consists of the cliques within a 

system and the network interconnections among them that are provided by bridges and 

liaisons.  Individuals are identified as belonging to cliques on the basis of communicatio n 

proximity, the degree to which two linked individuals in a network have personal 

communication networks that overlap.  A personal network consists of those interconnected 

individuals who are linked by patterned communication flows to a given individual.  Personal 

networks that are radial (rather than interlocking) are more open to an individualôs 

environment, and hence play a more important role in the diffusion of innovations.  The 
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information exchange potential of communication network links is negative ly related to their 

degree of (1) communication proximity and (2) homophily.  This generalization (8 -11) 

expresses Mark Granovetterôs theory of ñthe strength-of -weak -ties.ò  Individuals tend to be 

linked to others who are close to them in physical distance  and who are relatively homophilous 

in social characteristics (Generalization 8 -12).  

 

The critical mass occurs at the point at which enough individuals in a system have adopted an 

innovation so that the innovationôs further rate of adoption becomes self-sustaining.  The 

critical mass is particularly important in the diffusion of interactive innovations such as e -mail, 

where each additional adopter increases the utility of adopting the innovation for all adopters.   

Interactivity is the degree to which parti cipants in a communication process can exchange 

roles in, and have control over, their mutual discourse.  As more individuals in a system adopt 

a noninteractive innovation, it is perceived as increasingly beneficial to future adopters (this is 

a sequential  interdependence effect on later adopters).  However, in the case of an interactive 

innovation, the benefits from each additional adoption increase not only for all future adopters, 

but also for each previous adopter (this is reciprocal interdependence).  

 

A threshold is the number of other individuals who must be engaged in an activity before a 

given individual will join that activity.  An innovator has a low threshold of resistance to 

adopting a new idea, and so few (or no) interpersonal network influences  are needed for 

adoption.  In contrast, a late majority individual has a much higher threshold that must be 

overcome by near -peer network influences in order to overcome resistance to the innovation.  

Thresholds act for individuals in a somewhat parallel w ay to the critical mass at the system 

level.  An individual is more likely to adopt an innovation if more of the other individuals in his 

or her personal network adopted previously (Generalization 8 -13).  

 

Chapter 9  The Change Agent  

 

Change agents operation  interventions, defined as actions with a coherent objective to bring 

about behavior change in order to produce identifiable outcomes.  For example, an HIV 

prevention program such as STOP AIDS in San Francisco was designed to slow the rate of HIV 

infection .  Targeting (defined as the process of customizing the design and delivery of a 

communication program on the basis of the characteristics of an intended audience segment) 

is one means of segmenting a heterogeneous audience so that customized messages that  fit 

each individualôs situation are delivered.  Currently, the Internet is often utilized to deliver 

such targeted messages.  

 

A change agent is an individual who influences clientsô innovation-decisions in a direction 

deemed desirable by a change agency.  Change agents face two main problems: (1) their 

social marginality, due to their position midway between a change agency and their client 

system, and (2) information overload, the state of an individual or a system in which excessive 

communication inputs cannot be processed and used, leading to breakdown.  Seven roles of 

the change agent are: (1) to develop a need for change on the part of clients, (2) to establish 

an information -exchange relationship, (3) to diagnose problems, (4) to create an intent to 

change in the client, (5) to translate intentions into action, (6) to stabilize adoption and 

prevent discontinuance, and (7) to achieve a terminal relationship with clients.  

 

A change agentôs relative success in securing the adoption of innovations by clients is 

positively related to (1) the extent of the change agentôs effort in contacting  clients, (2) a 

client orientation, rather than a change agency orientation, (3) the degree to which the 
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diffusion program is compatible with clientsô needs, (4) the change agentôs empathy with 

clients, (5) his or her homophily with clients, (6) credibility in the clientsô eyes, (7) the extent 

to which he or she works through opinion leaders, and (8) increasing clientsô ability to evaluate 

innovations.  

 

Further, we propose  that contact by change agents is positively related to (1) higher 

socioeconomic status among clients, (2) greater social participation, (3) higher formal 

education, and (4) cosmopoliteness.  

 

An aide is a less than fully professional change agent who inten sively contacts clients in order 

to influence their innovation -decisions.  Not only do aides provide lower - cost contacts with 

clients than is possible with professional change agents, but they are also able to bridge the 

heterophily gap between professiona ls and clients, especially lower socioeconomic status 

clients.  Aides have less competence credibility, the degree to which a communication source 

or channel is perceived as trustworthy.  An aideôs safety credibility is due to his or her 

homophily with the  client system.  Inauthentic professionalism is the process through which an 

aide takes on the dress, speech, or other identifying marks of a professional change agent.  

 

In recent decades diffusion scholars have become aware that an alternative to the 

classical diffusion model exists in the form of decentralized diffusion systems .  These 

diffusion programs have outrun the classical model (a relatively centralized approach).  In 

centralized diffusion systems, such as the agricultural extension services i n the United States, 

overall control of diffusion decisions (such as which innovations to diffuse, which diffusion 

channels to use, and to whom to diffuse innovations) is held by government officials and 

technical subject -matter experts.  Diffusion in cent ralized systems flows from the top down, 

from experts to users.  

 

In contrast, decentralized diffusion systems are client -controlled, with a wide sharing of power 

and control among the members of the diffusion system.  Instead of coming out of RandD 

systems , innovations in decentralized systems bubble up from local experimentation by 

nonexpert users.  Local units decide which innovations should diffuse through horizontal 

networks, allowing a high degree of re - invention.  Decentralized diffusion systems are b ased 

upon convergence communication, in which participants create and share information with one 

another in order to reach a mutual understanding.  Decentralized diffusion systems are (1) 

most appropriate for certain conditions and (2) can be combined with  elements of centralized 

systems to form a hybrid diffusion system.  

 

Chapter 11  Consequences of Innovations  

 

Consequences are the changes that occur to an individual or to a social system as a result of 

the adoption or rejection of an innovation.  Although  obviously important, the consequences of 

innovations have received inadequate attention by change agents and by diffusion researchers.  

Consequences have not been studied adequately because (1) change agencies have 

overemphasized adoption per se, assuming  that an innovationôs consequences will be positive, 

(2) the usual survey research methods may be inappropriate for investigating consequences, 

and (3) consequences are often difficult to measure.  

 

Consequences are classified as (1) desirable versus undesi rable, (2) direct versus indirect, and 

(3) anticipated versus unanticipated.  Desirable consequences are the functional effects of an 

innovation for an individual or for a social system.  Undesirable consequences are the 
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dysfunctional effects of an innovat ion for an individual or for a social system.  Many 

innovations cause both positive and negative consequences, and it is thus erroneous to 

assume that the desirable impacts can be achieved without also experiencing undesirable 

effects.  We conclude that th e effects of an innovation usually cannot be managed so 

as to separate the desirable from the undesirable consequences .  

 

Direct consequences are the changes to an individual or a system that occur in immediate 

response to an innovation.  Indirect consequen ces are the changes to an individual or a system 

that occur as a result of the direct consequences of an innovation.  They are the consequences 

of the consequences of an innovation.  

 

Anticipated consequences are changes due to an innovation that are recogn ized and intended 

by the members of a system.  Unanticipated consequences are changes due to an innovation 

that are neither intended nor recognised by the members of a system.  

 

The undesirable, indirect, and unanticipated consequences of an innovation usua lly go 

together, as do the desirable, direct, and anticipated consequences.  An illustration is provided 

by the introduction of the steel axe among Australian aborigines, which caused many 

undesirable, indirect, and unanticipated consequences, including br eakdown of the family 

structure, the emergence of prostitution, and misuse of the innovation itself.  The case of the 

steel axe illustrates three intrinsic elements of an innovation: (1) form, the directly observable 

physical appearance and substance of an  innovation, (2) function, the contribution made by 

the innovation to the way of life of individuals or to the social system, and (3) meaning, the 

subjective and frequently subconscious perception of the innovation by members of the social 

system.  Change agents more easily anticipate the form and function of an innovation for their 

clients than its meaning.  

 

Stable equilibrium occurs when almost no change is occurring in the structure of or functioning 

of a social system.  Dynamic equilibrium occurs when t he rate of change in a social system is 

commensurate with the systemôs ability to cope with it.  Disequilibrium occurs when the rate of 

change is too rapid to permit the system to adjust.  Change agents generally wish to achieve a 

rate of change that leads  to dynamic equilibrium, and to avoid disequilibrium.  

 

One goal of diffusion programs is to raise the level of Good in a system.  A second dimension 

of consequences is whether the distribution of Good among the members of a system becomes 

more or less equa l.  The consequences of the diffusion of innovations usually widen 

the socioeconomic gap between the earlier and later adopting categories in a 

system .  Further, the consequences of the diffusion of innovations usually widen the 

socioeconomic gap between t he audience segments previously high and low in socioeconomic 

status.  

 

A systemôs social structure partly determines the equality versus the inequality of an 

innovationôs consequences.  When a systemôs structure is already very unequal, the 

consequences of  an innovation (especially if it is a relatively high -cost innovation) will lead to 

even greater inequality in the form of wider socioeconomic gaps.  

 

What strategies could be followed in order to narrow gaps?  The answer depends on three 

main reasons why socioeconomic gaps ordinarily widen as a consequence of diffusion: (1) 

ñupsò have greater access to information that creates awareness of innovations; (2) they have 

greater access to innovation -evaluation information from peers; and (3) ñupsò possess greater 



Investigating óMavensô | A Brook Lyndhurst report for Defra                                  Part 4: Appendices 
 Appendix 1: Extended (paraphrased) extracts from Rogers (2003) 

 153 

slack resources for adopting innovations than do ñdownsò.  When special efforts are made by a 

diffusion agency, it is possible to narrow, or at least not to widen, socioeconomic gaps in a 

social system.  In others words, widening gaps are not inevitable .  
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Appendix  2: Axes of opinion leadership  

 

ñéthe definition of opinion leader remains problematic and has been over -simplifiedé 

Opinion leaders sit at different points along a number of axes, including at least the 

following:  

 

 Technical expert < ï> peer  

 Formal < ï> informal/emergent  

 Supportive < ï> hostile  

 Committed < ï> ambivalent  

 Corporate < ï> individualistic  

 Enthusiastic < ï> disaffected  

 Optimistic < ï> cynical  

 Leading by instruction < ï> leading by example  

 Conformist < ï> deviant  

 Professional/technical < ï> executive/managerialò 

 

Locock, L ., Dopson, S ., Chambe rs, D ., & Gabbay, J . (2001) 'Understanding the role of opinion 

leaders in proving clinical effectiveness'  
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Appendix  3: Opinion leader recruitment methods  

 

A comprehensive literature review by Valente & Pum puang (2007) revealed the following 

opinion leader selection methods:  

 

Method  Technique  Advantages  Disadvantages  Instruments  

1 Celebrities  Recruit well -

known people  

Easy to implement  

Pre-existing 

opinion leaders  

High visibility  

Contradictory 

personal behaviours  

Difficult to recruit  

Media or 

individuals identify  

2 Self -selection  Volunteers 

recruited through 

solicitation  

Easy to implement  

Low cost  

Selection bias  

Uncertain ability  

Individuals 

volunteer for 

leadership roles  

3 Self -

identification  

Surveys use 

leadership scale 

with threshold  

Easy to implement  

Pre-existing 

leaders  

Selection bias  

Validity of self -

reporting  

When you interact 

with colleagues, 

do you give or 

receive advice  

4 Staff selected  Leaders selected 

based on 

community 

observation  

Easy to implement  Staff misperceptions  

Leaders may lack 

motivation  

Staff determine 

who appear to be 

opinion leaders  

5 Positional 

approach  

Persons occupying 

positions e.g. 

clergy, elected 

officials etc  

Easy to implement  

Pre-existing 

leaders  

May not be 

community leaders  

Lack of motivation  

Lack of relevance  

ñDo you hold an 

elected position or 

position of 

leadership?ò 

6 Judgeôs ratings Knowledgeable 

community 

members identify 

leaders  

Easy to implement  

Trusted by 

community  

Dependent on raters 

(who, and skills)  

Knowledgeable 

people do ratings  

7 Expert 

identification  

Ethnographers 

study community 

& choose  

Implementation 

may be done in 

many settings  

Dependent on 

expertsô ability 

Observers watch 

interactions and 

choose  

8 Snowball 

method  

Index cases 

provide 

nominations, who 

are interviewed 

until no new 

leaders are found  

Implementation 

can be done in 

many settings  

Provides some 

measure of the 

social network  

Validity may depend 

on index cases  

Can take lots of time  

Randomly selected 

or convenient 

index cases are 

asked who they go 

to for advice  

9 Sample socio -

metric  

Random 

respondents 

nominate leaders,  

and those 

receiving frequent 

nominations are 

selected  

Implementation 

can be done in 

many settings  

Provides some 

measure of the 

network  

Results depend on 

representativeness  

May be restricted to 

communities with 

fewer than 5,000 

members  

Randomly selected 

individuals asked 

who they go to for 

advice  

10 Sociometric  All (or most) 

respondents 

interviewed  

Entire community 

can be mapped  

High validity and 

reliability  

Time -consuming and 

expensive  

May be limited to 

<1,000 community 

members  

All respondents 

asked who they go 

to for advice  
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Appendix  4: Recruitment process and script  

 

Recruitment process and script 

 

Network information  

  

Size  

 

Location  

 

Cohesion  

 

Frequency of meetings  

 

Member attributes  

 

Network function  

 

 




