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Abstract
Purpose – Previous research studies assume that inﬂuential consumers (“inﬂuentials”), who play a powerful role in the marketplace, are persuasive
(or not) based on innate, static personality traits. By contrast, this paper proposes an emergence-based view of inﬂuentials. Grounded in dynamic
self-concept theory, this research establishes that individuals possess an “inﬂuential” self-concept that can be activated by ﬁrm-originated
communications. Speciﬁcally, the authors examine the impact of ﬁrm feedback on the three dimensions of inﬂuentials (and the corresponding traits
and behaviors): who they are (propensity to connect with others), who they know (WOM) and what they know (expert power).
Design/methodology/approach – The study tests whether an inﬂuential self can be evoked by marketers using a longitudinal experimental test
with data collected in three periods. The data are analyzed using a multi-mediation model and partial least squares structural equation modeling.
Findings – The results reveal that even after controlling for the extroversion trait, ﬁrm-originated positive feedback increases perceived expert
power of participants, which increases word-of-mouth behavior in a subsequent period, both directly and indirectly via an enhanced propensity to
connect with others.
Research limitations/implications – Cultivating the inﬂuential self-concept requires time to ensure that the self-concept is sufﬁciently realized to
become an enduring self-concept.
Practical implications – By cultivating inﬂuentials, practitioners are able to leverage diffusion mechanics and reduce costs and inefﬁciencies
associated with traditional customer relationship management marketing strategies focused on ﬁnding them.
Social implications – These ﬁndings have implications across all domains that rely on the diffusion and adoption of ideas or products via
inﬂuentials, including but not limited to public policy, politics, public health and sustainability, in that inﬂuentials can be evoked and leveraged to
diffuse ideas in these important social domains.
Originality/value – This paper provides empirical evidence that ﬁrms can evoke inﬂuential consumer behavior challenging existing views of
inﬂuence as a static personality trait. It casts a line to connect inﬂuential consumers to the nascent study of social emergence.
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Marketers are interested in the powerful roles that inﬂuential
consumers play in the marketplace. Prior research has revealed
the importance of these “inﬂuentials” in diffusing innovation
(Goldenberg et al., 2009), sharing information (Burt, 2000), and
forming social networks (Totterdell et al., 2008). Interestingly,
much of the prior research asserts that inﬂuentials possess unique
personality traits that predispose them to persuade other
consumers (Brancaleone and Gountas, 2007; Goldsmith et al.,
2006; Marshall and Gitosudarmo, 1995; Mooradian, 1996). The
assumption that inﬂuential individuals are predetermined by

personality traits presents certain challenges for marketers. That
is because in order to beneﬁt from the power of these inﬂuentials,
marketers must ﬁrst ﬁnd them. However, identifying
these individuals is challenging, expensive (Redman, 1998;
Peralta, 2006), and perhaps, unnecessary.
Inﬂuential consumers are known by such names as “opinion
leaders” (Katz, 1957), “market mavens” (Feick and Price,
1987), and “brand advocates” (Fuggetta, 2012). These
inﬂuentials are valuable to marketers because they help
generate word of mouth (WOM) which has been shown to
shape consumption behavior across numerous domains and is
estimated to generate billions of brand impressions per day
(Berger, 2014). Naturally, marketing researchers and
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practitioners are interested in identifying the tactics and
contexts that provide the catalysts for inﬂuential consumer
behavior. Yet, much prior research asserts that inﬂuential
consumers are born rather than made. Many researchers have
argued that dispositional factors such as extroversion
predetermine the consumers who are destined to lead
(Brancaleone and Gountas, 2007; Goldsmith et al., 2006;
Marshall and Gitosudarmo, 1995; Mooradian, 1996). But the
idea that inﬂuentials are predetermined by personality traits
implies that marketers must ﬁnd and track them in order to
beneﬁt from their social impact. The challenges of identifying
inﬂuentials are exacerbated by the ﬂuidity of social inﬂuence
that is afforded by social networking tools, which allow any user
to build (or lose) social inﬂuence quickly. Accordingly, research
focus has shifted away from identifying existing inﬂuentials to
focus on marketer-controllable factors that may stimulate
inﬂuential behavior. For example, research has uncovered the
type of content and product characteristics that may elicit more
WOM (Berger and Milkman, 2012; Berger and Schwartz,
2011). Yet, the frequency and importance of WOM and the
cost of identifying inﬂuentials warrant additional exploration of
better ways to motivate inﬂuential consumer behaviors. To this
growing body of literature, our research adds an investigation of
the efﬁcacy of direct communication from the ﬁrm in evoking
inﬂuential consumer behaviors.
Some scholars question the idea that inﬂuentials are, in fact,
powerful. Rather, they suggest it is a critical mass of inﬂuencees
that power diffusion mechanics (Watts and Dodds, 2007).
Watts and Dodds (2007, p. 442) poses the following in
questioning the importance and impact of inﬂuentials in
formulating public opinion:

tool that marketers can use to cultivate intentions to inﬂuence
social others.

Background
Emergence theory
A common illustration of emergence is the behavior of ants.
The organization of ant colonies is impressive in its precision.
While no single worker ant has attributes that are different than
any other, and no ant is “born” into a speciﬁc role, the
proportion of ants who are clearing the dens (25 per cent),
defending the colony (25 per cent), or looking for food (50 per
cent) rarely changes. When an ant dies, for example, no other
ant is automatically re-assigned to cover the vacancy. Rather, a
simple signaling systems ensures that the proportion of workers
covering the different tasks remains constant. Ants fulﬁlling
certain roles emit speciﬁc scents (signals). Ants moving through
the colony encounter other ants and determine their scent.
When a scent related to a speciﬁc duty is encountered in quick
succession over a short period, an ant will reassign itself to a role
that is less well-represented. (Note that although ant colonies
have a “queen”, that designation is given to a worker ant whose
duty is to procreate. She exerts no authority over the other
worker ants.) In short, the scent signals used by ants modify
their behavior. However, each individual ant is not using the
signals strategically. Instead, each ant is responding to its
immediate environment and its nestmates. The ants respond to
simple and parsimonious rules at the micro-level which, at the
macro-level, result in an organically emergent and efﬁcient
system (colony) without the beneﬁt of a central planner or
pacemaker (Johnson, 2002; Detrain and Deneubourg, 2006;
Lenoir et al., 1999).
Human beings are social developmental emergents, meaning
that they develop their social norms via interactions with and
within social systems (Bickhard, 2008). Social emergence is a
bottom up phenomenon (Sallach, 2003) commonly explained
using the phrase “the whole is more than the sum of the parts”.
Mead (1938, p. 641) explained it as follows: “when things get
together, there then arises something that was not there
before”. Drawing from Mead (1938), Chang explains that, in
human emergence, individuals or social groups interact with
their social and nonsocial environments, which in turn results
in emergence of reproduction and/or change of self or society.
This view holds that emergence is a result of the process of
interaction with the social environment rather than one or more
preexisting human characteristics (Chang, 2004).
There have been three phases in the study of emergence.
First, scholars inadvertently stumbled on emergent properties
in systems in individual disciplines, but did not recognize these
properties as transcendental properties that impacted systems
across disciplines. The second phase, by contrast, was marked
by a cross-disciplinary approach; emergence became a
phenomenon explicitly observed across disciplines, with the
objective of understanding the fundamental rules that governed
it. In the third, nascent phase, scholars are focused on not the
observation of but the creation of emergent systems. This phase
originated centers, such as the Santa Fe Institute, that are
devoted to the application of the rules of artiﬁcial, created
emergence in ﬁelds as varied as physics, biology, and
technological realms (Johnson, 2002). Our proposition that

To what extent, therefore, does the observation that some people are more
inﬂuential than others in their immediate environment [emphasis added]
translate to the much stronger and more interesting claim that some special
group of inﬂuentials plays a critical, or at least important, role in forming
and directing public opinion?

The current research suggests resolution to this controversy can
be found in viewing inﬂuentials through an emergence lens:
inﬂuential individuals are not just born, beneﬁting from innate,
static characteristics. Rather, as a result of contextual cues,
inﬂuentials emerge. Through the lens of emergence, any
consumer can exhibit the traits and behaviors of an inﬂuential.
We propose that the mechanism for emergence is found in
the dynamic self-concept. Dynamic self-concept theory deﬁnes
the self-concept as a multidimensional construct consisting of
“a shifting array of accessible self-knowledge” (Markus and
Wurf, 1987, p. 300). By combining the self-knowledge in
different ways, individuals have many self-concepts available to
them. Whichever self-concept is active regulates how the
individual reacts to and behaves within his/her surroundings.
The active self-concept also mediates motivation, information
processing, interaction strategy, and reaction to feedback
(Markus and Wurf, 1987). In sum, when a peripheral (or nondominant) self-concept is activated, the behavior consistent with
the self-concept emerges. The objective of the current research is
to investigate the efﬁcacy of marketer-controlled information in
stimulating consumers to engage in inﬂuential behaviors. We
propose that marketers can deploy contextual and social cues to
evoke inﬂuential behavior. Findings from a longitudinal study
suggest that ﬁrm-originated communications may be a potent
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inﬂuentials can emerge contributes to the exploration of this
third phase of emergent phenomenon. We are guided by the
premise that human systems are emergent social systems, and
propose that inﬂuentials are, like ants, a result of individuals
responding signals in their immediate environment that trigger
the emergence of behaviors attributed to inﬂuentials.

concept that corresponded to the type of questions the
participant answered (Markus and Wurf, 1987). Because
contextual and social cues are external, we assert that a selfconcept can be externally activated. Research shows that
environmental stimuli can promote WOM. Online content that
is arousing (Berger and Milkman, 2012) and products that are
more interesting, more publicly visible, or for which there are
cues in the environment can increase WOM (Berger and
Schwartz, 2011). If the behavior of an inﬂuential individual
emerges as the result of an externally activated self-concept, it
follows that inﬂuentials can be inspired by marketers via
contextual and social cues.
We posit that direct communications can be used by ﬁrms to
activate the inﬂuential self-concept, speciﬁcally, this research
examines ﬁrm-originated feedback. Feedback intervention is
deﬁned as “actions taken by (an) external agent (s) to provide
information regarding some aspect(s) of one’s task
performance” (Kluger and DeNisi, 1996). Feedback
intervention theory suggests that individuals compare their
internal standards and goals with the feedback they received. If
there is a discrepancy between the feedback they receive and
their internal desired states, individuals are motivated to
change their behavior (Kluger and DeNisi, 1996; Vancouver
and Tischner, 2004). Because the internal standards are
contained within the self-concept, failure or success feedback
may generate changes in self-conception (Story and Dunning,
1998). Moreover, positive feedback may signal the opportunity
for self-enhancement (Kluger and DeNisi, 1996). Social media
interactions, relationship management system-generated
communication, and brand community interaction offer
opportunities for ﬁrms provide positive feedback and move
beyond acknowledgement to more strategic engagement with
their customers. In the next sections, we examine the impact of
ﬁrm feedback on the three dimensions of inﬂuentials (and the
corresponding traits and behaviors): who they are (propensity
to connect with others), who they know (WOM) and what they
know (expert power).

Dynamic self-concept theory
In the present work, we propose that when marketers deploy
contextual and social cues, they evoke inﬂuential behaviors. We
further suggest that the mechanism by which inﬂuential
behaviors are evoked is the mutable, dynamic self-concept. The
self-concept is a well-known construct in the marketing
literature (Grubb and Grathwohl, 1967; Sirgy, 1982;
Malhotra, 1988). However, dynamic self-concept theory
remains relatively unexplored. Markus and Wurf (1987)
provides evidence that the self-concept is one of the most
signiﬁcant regulators of behavior and propose dynamic selfconcept theory. The authors advance the idea that self-concept
is not a static state. Instead, they propose that the self-concept
is a dynamic state that is activated by contextual and
environmental cues.
Similarly, Markus and Kunda (1986) asserts that the selfconcept is malleable due to its inherently social nature.
Alternate self-concepts can be activated in socially appropriate
situations. For example, an introverted professor, who might
normally be a reclusive researcher, gives dynamic presentations
to a classroom of students. An alternate self-concept, activated
by the classroom context, may be the mechanism behind the
shift in behavior. Kunda and Sanitioso (1989) asserts that
motivation may provoke the activation of an alternate selfconcept with desirable attributes in a given context. For
example, the introverted professor may be motivated to be an
engaging presenter in a classroom context because dynamic
professors often receive more favorable teacher evaluations.
In the present work, we deﬁne the behavioral markers of an
activated inﬂuential self-concept as a desire to exert inﬂuence
while connecting to, and sharing information with, others. This
deﬁnition reﬂects the distinctions outlined by Katz (1957),
which suggested three criteria that distinguished opinion
leaders from non-leaders: who one is, what one knows, and
whom one knows, and echoed by Mason (1963), which
suggests that “opinion leaders can be distinguished from nonleaders by their (1) personiﬁcation of certain values, (2)
competence, and (3) strategic social location” (p. 456). In prior
work, “who one is”, or “personiﬁcation of certain values” was
captured by assessing traits such as personality and propensity.
However, from an emergence perspective, “who one is” is
dynamic, and the “values personiﬁed” are transmutable.
Competence, or “what one knows”, and strategic social
position, or “whom one knows”, are not only changeable, but
importantly, can be modiﬁed by marketers.

Firm feedback, expert power and word of mouth
behavior
We propose that ﬁrms can use positive feedback to build up
customers’ perceptions of expertise. Social psychologists view
feedback as an essential feature of interpersonal interaction and
necessary for the inﬂuence of others (Ilgen et al., 1979).
Feedback is one of the sources of efﬁcacy information
(Bandura, 1977). Positive feedback can increase perceptions of
expertise, and “can amplify random differences within a
population, creating strong distinctions of expertise which have
no other basis than the feedback process itself” (Gaines, 1988,
p. 1018). Individuals perceive themselves as possessing expert
power relative to others in the marketplace due to the
information or knowledge they possess (Raven, 2008). Firms
can act as sources of feedback that impact the perception
individuals have of their expertise on a given topic. Therefore:

Activating the inﬂuential self-concept
Keys to activating self-concepts include contextual and social
cues (Markus and Wurf, 1987). For example, participants in an
experiment who answer questions about extroversion report
themselves to be more extroverted than those participants who
answer questions about introversion. The questionnaire,
serving as a contextual cue, may have made salient a self-

H1.

Positive ﬁrm feedback increases perceptions of expert
power.

The perception of expertise, in turn, may activate an alternative
self-concept in order to address self-afﬁrmation and/or self162
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enhancement goals; expert power increases action orientation
by channeling behavior toward accomplishing a goal (Galinsky
et al., 2003). Respondents in a motivational study of WOM
behavior attributed their motivation to their desire to project
themselves as experts (Dichter, 1966; Sundaram et al., 1998).
Therefore:

inﬂuence of extroversion. Therefore, extroversion is included
as a control in the analysis. Figure 1 illustrates the hypothesized
relationships.

H2.

Method
Sample and data collection procedure
To test the proposed hypotheses, a longitudinal experiment was
conducted online using Qualtrics. Data were collected from a
convenience sample of 169 undergraduate students at a major
southeast US research institution on three separate occasions.
The participants were recruited from an introductory marketing
course, and received partial course credit for participation in the
survey. At time 1, participants completed a pretest, where their
dispositions and personalities were assessed; we received usable
data from 476 undergraduates in the pretest.
A week later (time 2), the participants were randomly
assigned to one of three feedback conditions: negative, neutral
(no feedback), or positive feedback. Random assignment to
condition addresses variability in individual accessibility of a
preexisting inﬂuential self-concept. Note that for the sake of
completion, a negative feedback condition was used, but it is
acknowledged that it is unrealistic to assume that ﬁrms would
intentionally reduce customers’ perception of self-efﬁcacy. In
that second wave (time 2), we lost participants due to both
attrition and failure of the quality control questions, resulting in
396 usable surveys.
An online medium was selected for delivery of the feedback
because computer-based feedback has been found to be perceived
by participants as more trustworthy than feedback provided by a
supervisor (Earley, 1988; McCarty, 1986).The trustworthiness of
the source of feedback is critical to the perceived credibility of the
feedback (Mohammed and Billings, 2002). In the study,
participants were presented a series of online pages with images
related to a relatively new and unknown athletic shoe company –
Athletic Propulsion Labs (APL). The relatively unknown athletic
shoe company, APL, was used as the stimulus for the experiment
to reduce confounding effects of previous exposure to, and
experience with the stimuli.
Participants were next informed that the company was
seeking to develop a promotional strategy for its ﬂedgling
company, and was looking for feedback from potential
customers. Participants were asked a series of subjective
questions about the strategy the company should pursue, such
as “APL should promote their products at tradeshows”, and
“What should be the leading edge promotional tactic that APL
should use FIRST”. Participants were immediately provided
feedback on their strategy suggestions according to their
feedback condition, i.e. negative, neutral, or positive. The

Perception of expert power increases WOM behavior.

Propensity to connect with others as a mediating
mechanism
The functioning of self-concepts depends on the immediate
social situation (Markus and Wurf, 1987). Expert social power
is associated with disinhibited social behavior (Keltner et al.,
2003). High perceived self-efﬁcacy increases the propensity to
select or construct environments that allow for selfenhancement goals to be met (Markus and Wurf, 1987;
Bandura, 1977). If self-perceptions of expertise motivates
individuals to select environments where they can demonstrate
their efﬁcacy, then perceived expertise should impact selection
or construction of social situations (Markus and Wurf, 1987;
Bandura, 1994). Given that expertise is an interpersonal
characteristic by deﬁnition (e.g. I am an expert because I know
more about this topic relative to others), in order to construct
social environments that are conducive to self-enhancement
through demonstrations of expertise, individuals must connect
with others. Thus, the present research asserts that:
H3.

The propensity to connect with others partially mediates
the positive relationship between perceived expert power
and WOM behavior.

A note on extroversion
Inﬂuentials in consumer contexts are often considered
synonymous with extroverts. Previous studies have provided
evidence for the correlation between extroversion and traits and
behaviors typically associated with inﬂuential behavior. For
example, Costa and McCrae (1998) showed extroversion to be
strongly related to social leadership. Similarly, Brancaleone and
Gountas (2007) found a strong link between extroversion and
market mavenism. Mooradian (1996) suggests that market
mavenism might be environmentally determined. Ferguson
et al. (2010) found that extroversion was a signiﬁcant predictor
intention to engage in WOM, but that the causal link was
temporary. The present research does not refute the role that
extroversion plays in the behavior of existing inﬂuentials; it
seeks, instead, to extend the concepts of inﬂuentials beyond the
Figure 1 Conceptual model of ﬁrm elicited, emergent inﬂuential behavior
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feedback was purportedly reﬂective of the quality and feasibility
of the participants’ suggestions.
Finally, the third wave (time 3) of data was collected 35 days
after the initial wave. As a result, signiﬁcant attrition occurred.
However, to ensure that responses of participants for whom we
were unable to match data across all three timeframes did not
differ signiﬁcantly from those who were matched and included
in the empirical model, we conducted Levene’s test, and the
results indicate that, for matched and unmatched respondents,
the variance in outcome behavior were not signiﬁcantly
different (F(1,505) = 2.601, pmedian = 0.108). We received 169
usable, matched surveys at time 3. Responses were aggregated
to protect participant anonymity. The ﬁnal sample was
comprised of 49 per cent male and 51 per cent female students
whose ages ranged from 18 to 35.
Notably, all participants received the same prompts to
“report in” during times 2 and 3 of the study. Thus, each
participant experienced the same degree and form of
interaction with the social environment via identical stimuli to
participate/think about APL over time. Additionally,
extroversion and social hub traits were assessed and included in
the model as control variables. The control variables were
expected to capture variance in the accessibility of an inﬂuential
self-conception.

Firm feedback valence was manipulated by random assignment
to either a negative, neutral, or positive feedback group. Existing
measures were adapted to capture the three proposed dimensions
of the activated inﬂuential self-concept. Speciﬁcally, expert
power was measured using items were adapted from Yukl and
Falbe (1991) and Bachman et al. (1966). Intention to connect
with others was measured with items adapted from Totterdell
et al. (2008). The computed Cronbach’s alpha coefﬁcients (a =
0.880 and 0.809, respectively) for the scales indicate internal
consistency. Self-reported WOM behavior was assessed by
asking participants to rate their agreement with the following
statement: “I’ve told more people about APL Shoes than I’ve
told about most other athletic shoes”. A ﬁve-point scale was used
anchored by “1-strongly disagree” and “5-strongly agree”. For
control variables, we included extroversion (adapted from the
Neo Five-Factor Inventory; International Personality Item Pool,
2011), social hub traits (measures the predisposition for someone
to connect with and share information with a large number of
people; Wojnicki, 2004), and gender. For more information,
please see the Appendix, which lists the items that comprise the
constructs in the study, including the control variables.
For each construct, the reliability and convergent and
discriminant validity of the measures were assessed. Results
indicated that composite reliabilities were greater than 0.80 and
all items load on their respective constructs. The square root of
the average variance extracted (AVE) for each construct
exceeds the correlation with other constructs in the model,
indicating discriminant validity (Fornell and Larcker, 1981).

Measures
Several steps were taken to ensure the validity of the study
design and the effectiveness of the manipulation. Familiarity
with the APL product offering was assessed at time 2. The
majority of participants were unfamiliar with the company. Of
the 169 participants whose survey responses were retained for
analysis, 160 (95 per cent) had never heard of APL shoes, six
had heard of APL shoes, one had friends who owned a pair of
APL shoes, and two owned a pair of APL shoes themselves.
Additionally, the difference between the feedback conditions
was checked using a one-way ANOVA. Results show
signiﬁcant difference between positive, neutral, and negative
feedback (F = 8.173, p < 0.000). Table I reports the descriptive
statistics, as well as correlations, reliability and validity of the
measures.

Analysis and results
To test the hypotheses, we used partial least squares structural
modeling (PLS – SEM; Ringle et al., 2005). We chose PLSSEM (Hair et al., 2016) because our interest lies in maximizing
the variance explained in the dependent variables by the
independent variables while minimizing error – a predictive
function, which is the focus of Partial Least Squares SEM
(unlike covariance based SEM). Additionally, PLS-SEM offers
high efﬁciency in parameter estimation, which is manifested in
greater statistical power than that of covariance based SEM.
Greater statistical power means that PLS-SEM is more likely to

Table I Construct correlations, descriptives, reliability and validity
Constructs and metrics

1

2

1. Feedback Valence
2. Expert Power
3. Propensity to Connect
4. WOM Behavior
5. Gender
6. Extroversion
7. Social Hub

0.29
0.05
0.04
0.07
0.01
0.02

0.20
0.26
0.16
0.04
0.01

0.23
0.01
0.50
0.52

1
5
2.84
0.83
0.88
0.92
0.74
0.10

2.11
5
3.98
0.67
0.81
0.89
0.72
0.33

Min
Max
Mean
Std Dev
Cronbach’s alpha
Composite reliability
Average variance extracted
R2adjusted

1
3
1.89
0.79

3

164

4

5

6

0.16
0.12
0.08

0.04
0.13

0.68

1
5
3.01
0.86

1
2
1.50
0.50

0.09

1.00
5.00
3.61
0.78
0.88
0.91
0.68

7

2.00
5.00
3.82
0.60
0.80
0.86
0.50
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render a speciﬁc relationship signiﬁcant when it is, in fact,
signiﬁcant in the population. Moreover, PLS-SEM is a method
that uses a non-parametric bootstrapping procedure to test
signiﬁcance of coefﬁcients (Efron and Tibshirani, 1986;
Davison and Hinkley, 1997) and calculate t-values, which
allows for testing of non-normal data. Finally, PLS-SEM
allows the researcher to model the error term in the equations,
an important consideration given that this study was conducted
outside of a lab environment.
Overall, the results of the analysis support the model. After
controlling for social hub traits, extroversion and gender,
increasingly positive ﬁrm-originated feedback does indeed lead
to increasing perceptions of expert power in the respondents
( b = 0.291, p = 0.000). Additionally, expert power increases
WOM behavior directly ( b = 0.203, p = 0.009) and indirectly
via propensity to connect with others ( b = 0.197, p = 0.005;
b = 0.180, p = 0.037). Importantly, given that the focal
question of this study is on whether ﬁrm initiated feedback
impacts three dimensions of inﬂuential behavior, we ﬁnd that
not only does increasingly positive feedback valence directly
enhance expert power, but that the indirect effects of the ﬁrm
feedback is both positive and signiﬁcant – enhancing both
propensity to connect with others ( b = 0.059, p = 0.032) and
WOM behavior ( b = 0.072, p = 0.020), above and beyond the
effects of expert power. The total effects are listed in Table II,
and direct effects are shown in Figure 1.

contribute to self-concept theory by providing empirical
evidence of the dynamic nature of the self-concept. The study
also casts a line to connect the study of inﬂuential consumers to
the nascent study of social emergence. Exploring dynamic selfconcept applications in consumer behavior research can lead to
reﬁnement of various behavioral theories and helps us better
understand WOM. If we can trigger the emergence of
inﬂuential behavior, we can better evaluate whether the nature
of inﬂuence is driven more by the inﬂuencers or by the critical
mass of those that are inﬂuenced.
Managerial implications
A strategy focused on the emergence of inﬂuentials generates
tangible beneﬁts for relationship management practitioners.
Inﬂuential consumers have been shown to broker information
across a network (Burt, 2000), connect the ﬁrms to their
consumer base (Katz and Lazarsfeld, 1955), impact innovation
diffusion (Valente, 1996; Valente and Davis, 1999), and speed
product adoption (Goldenberg et al., 2009). The malleability of
consumers offers the opportunity to inspire them to engage in
inﬂuential behaviors and provides marketing managers an
opening to leverage the power of inﬂuentials in the marketplace
at will. Doing so can increase the speed at which the marketing
message reaches the rest of the target market. Another
advantage of managers being able to evoke inﬂuential behaviors
from target individuals is the ability to tap into their social
connections for prospective new clients. Implementing
customer relationship management (CRM) strategies would
play a critical role in realizing these beneﬁts.
Given the signiﬁcant impact that inﬂuential have on the
marketplace and other consumers, the implications of the
ﬁndings are substantial for practitioners. For example, an
important insight that can be gleaned from the present work
is that evoking inﬂuentials may be the answer to the current
challenges in CRM strategy. The present research addresses
the concerns proposed by Hibbard et al. (2001) that
relationships that “need building” must be differentiated
from those that “need maintenance”. Traditional CRM
approaches include general segmentation strategies on the
basis of past purchase behavior and demographics (Cao and
Gruca, 2005; Lewis, 2005; Ryals, 2005) Once segmented,
the customers within each segment are often treated
relatively identically.
In contrast, dynamic customer segmentation strategies are
focused on customized, precise marketing to inﬂuential
individuals within traditional segments. At the core of dynamic
segmentation strategy (Reutterer et al., 2006) is the assumption
that traditional customer segments are social networks, and

Discussion
Implications for theory
Given the advent of inﬂuencer-driven commerce, such as
shoppable Instagram ads (Wagner, 2019), harnessing the
power of inﬂuentials is more critical than ever. Extant research
often examines internal motivations for engaging in WOM. In
this work, we break outside of that tradition, and focus on ways
that ﬁrms can inspire such activities. Our study highlights the
possibilities that dynamic self-concept theory reveals regarding
cultivating inﬂuential consumers through the use of a
longitudinal study, a rare exception to the often cross-sectional
or lab-based studies of WOM. This approach gives our study
signiﬁcant advantage, as we are able to assess inﬂuential
behavior after time has elapsed since the application of the
original stimuli.
Indeed, our study shows that it is possible that inﬂuentials are
not just born; they can be inspired to emerge, an important gap
in the current WOM literature. The study results demonstrated
that provision of ﬁrm-originated feedback can promote
perception of expert power and support the emergence of
context-speciﬁc inﬂuential behaviors. Findings from this study

Table II Total effects (combined direct and indirect effects) on word of mouth behavior
Expert power

Propensity to connect
b
p

Constructs

b

p

Feedback valence
Expert power
Propensity to connect
Gender
Extroversion
Social hub

0.31

0.00

0.06
0.19

0.03
0.01

0.18
ns
ns

0.02
0.54
0.83

ns
0.26
0.36

0.42
0.01
0.00
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b

p

0.07
0.24
0.18
0.18
ns
ns

0.02
0.00
0.05
0.02
0.39
0.79
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that a few, inﬂuential individuals exist within the segments
(Hill et al., 2006). Marketing to these inﬂuentials can
dramatically reduce the number of customers that need to be
tracked in a CRM system. However, the challenge with
implementing this marketing strategy is that existing
inﬂuentials are difﬁcult to identify without in-depth analysis of
a ﬁrm’s data. Our ﬁndings provide a solution to this challenge:
companies can focus on creating inﬂuentials in customer
segments. Firms can then rely on diffusion dynamics to
generate activity from the remaining individuals in the
customer segment (see Meade and Islam, 2006 or Mahajan
et al., 1990 for a comprehensive review of diffusion).

inﬂuentials in the diffusion of knowledge, they do suggest that
the population of inﬂuentials may potentially be larger than
originally believed. Through a longitudinal experiment, we
demonstrate that ﬁrms can evoke inﬂuential behavior –
regardless of the level of extroversion – by providing positive
feedback when engaging their customers. The ability to
cultivate inﬂuentials presents signiﬁcant advantages and
efﬁciencies for ﬁrms, while offering several new lines of inquiry
for scholars.
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Appendix
Constructs and corresponding items
Controls – collected at time 1
Social Hub (adapted from Wojnicki, 2004):
I very much enjoy learning new things about different
I very much enjoy meeting new people.

Compared to other people, I am very friendly.

I go out of my way to introduce people to each other.

I enjoy participating in small talk.
Extroversion (adapted from the Neo Five-Factor Inventory;
International Personality Item Pool, 2011):

I feel comfortable around people.

I make friends easily

I am skilled in handling social situations.

I am the life of the party.

I know how to captivate people.
Gender



Study constructs – collected at time 2 (time 1 1 7 days)
Firm Feedback Valence (Experimental Condition):
Group 1 = Negative feedback
Group 2 = Neutral feedback

Group 3 = Positive feedback
For the following scales, answers ranged from 1-strongly
disagree to 5-strongly agree:
Expert Power (adapted from Yukl and Falbe, 1991 and
Bachman, Smith and Slesinger, 1966):

I feel I can give good technical suggestions regarding APL
athletic shoes.

I feel I can share with considerable experience and/or
training with others regarding APL athletic shoes.
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I feel I can provide others with sound athletic shoe-related
advice.

I feel I can provide others with needed technical
knowledge about APL
Propensity to Connect with Others (adapted from Totterdell
et al., 2008):

I often put people in touch with the right person when
they need something.

I ﬁnd it easy to bring individuals together.


I like being able to connect people.
WOM Behavior – Collected at Time 3 (Time 1 1 35 days) (selfreported)

I’ve told more people about APL Shoes than I’ve told
about most other athletic shoes.
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