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Abstract. The objectives of this paper were: 1) to determine if there exists an underlying di-
mensionality of opinion ieadership across different cultural groups, and 2) to determine if
this underlying structure can be used to identify opinion leaders for the purpose of target.
ing communications by multinational businesses to assist them in the diffusion of innova-
tions and ideas. Opinion leaders were rated by students representing five different cultural
backgrounds. Results tended to show that there is a set of common dimensions by which
opinion leaders are evaluated, but that different cultures assign different weights to the
dimensions.

B Multinational corporations have long been aware that one means of bolstering
sagging or static demand for their product is by expanding into markets where
the product is perceived as new. This expansion usually assumes the form of
crossing international or psychological boundaries and often involves populations
which are qualitatively different from current consumers. Yet, this movement
across cultures is not easy, nor has it been without problems.? These problems
have been attributed by some to a lack of a sound theoretical base by which cor-
porations can diffuse information, innovations, and ideas,2 or a lack of insight
into the diffusion process.

One area of research which could offer an insight to firms in their diffusion pro-
cess is the construct of opinion leadership. A primary means of facilitating an
orderty diffusion of innovations and ideas is through the use of opinion leaders.
Opinion leaders effect a country’s propensity to change or its receptivity in seek-
ing change and alternative means of consumption.?

Therefore, this research serves two purposes: one is to identify the dimensional-
ity of opinion leadership across cultures; the other purpose is to provide guidance
to firms in using opinion leaders to diffuse their products and services.

Research on opinion leadership to date can be classified into three distinct cate-
gories: (1) involves whether opinion leadership is specific to a product, idea, or
issue, or if it is generalized across products, ideas, or issues?; (2) involves the
issue of whether opinion leaders are different from followers$; and (3) involves the
issue of how opinion leaders are utilized in the flow of communications among
people.®

One common thread across studies in these three areas is the measurement and
scaling used to identify opinion leaders.? All three areas through either observa-
tion or questioning limit the scaling of opinion leadership to a dyadic interaction
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with respect to a specific issue, product, or idea. It seems that the identification
of opinion leaders may be unnecessarily constrained in terms of research investi-
gation,8 particularly in cross-cultural research. Therefore, an opinion leader was
defined, for the purpose of this study, as someone whose opinions are highly re-
spected and utilized by the respondents to help in making decisions across a
variety of situations such as what types of clothes to wear, where to have major
household items repaired, how to discipline children, and for whom to vote in
political elections. This person can be someone with whom the respondents have
personal contacts (a friend, priest, member of a social group, relative, or someone
in public life whose advice is derived from his/her public statements). This defini-
tion differs sharply from the one provided by the Columbia sociologists.®

The second objective was to determine if it would be possible to map opinion
leadership as an n-dimensional construct without being constrained by the speci-
ficity of the situation or product, and therefore, to determine if the perception of
opinion leadership is consistent across cultures. In more precise terms, this ob-
jective deals with exploration of whether there are cross-cultural similarities in
the perception of opinion leadership and whether people belonging to one culture
evaluate opinion leaders in the same way (utilize the same choice criteria or
assign the same weights to the dimension of opinion leadership) as people be-
longing to another culture.

The research for this study consisted of several steps.

One, students representing five cultural groups were probed through unstruc-
tured Delphi-type interviews'? to determine what attributes were important in an
opinion leader.

Two, specific dimensions in the measurement of opinion leaders by other re-
searchers were reviewed.!! This review along with the solicitation of characteris-
tics from respondents contributed to the final selection of attributes used to
determine the dimensionality of opinion leaders across cultures.

Three, the questionnaire was decentered to English by means of a panel of re-
spondents from the five cultural groups as recommended by Warner and Camp-
bell.'2 The reason English was chosen as the language of the questionnaire is
that all the cultural groups possessed a proficiency in English.

Finaily, a list of 24 attributes of an opinion leader was developed and pretested.
The respondents were then asked through a self-administered questionnaire to
designate a list of persons they had used, or were using, as advisers. Next, the re-
spondents were asked to rate that person whose opinions they respected most
from the self-generated list of opinion leaders. As a further control, the foreign
students in the sample were told they could use someone from their home coun-
try whom they had used as an opinion leader before coming to the U.S., and there-
fore, were not forced into a choice of individuals from their new environment. The
list of general statements about an opinion leader which respondents rated on a
Likert-type seven-point agree/disagree scale are shown in Table 1.

A sample of 35 individuals was drawn from five different cultural groups resuiting
in 25 usable questionnaires from each group for a total sample of 125 individuals.
The five cultural groups consisted of American White and Black graduate
students, Indian graduate students, and Chinese and British exchange students.
This sample was drawn from among the student population at the University of
{llinois. In addition, the foreign students represented those students who had
only recently arrived on the campus and as yet had not been assimilated into their
new environment.
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TABLE 1
Attributes of Opinion Leadership

1. Enjoys life 13. Has all around knowledge
2. Has common sense 14. Evaluates you fairly
3. Utitizes you to test his or her ideas 15. Is available when you need him or her
4. Motivates you to follow his or her advice 16. Looks like you
5. Does not care what social group you 17. Expresses empathy towards others;
associate with identifies with them
6. Belongs to the same social group as 18. Is wealthy
you do 19. |s mature
7. Can easily evaluate you for what you are 20. Makes you follow rules; enforces
8. Has high degree of professionalism norms on you
9. Has strong opinions on many things 21. Quite experienced about life
10. Is not modest 22. Likes to give advice so others will do
11. Is down to earth, practical or pragmatic, those things he or she is afraid to do
not pretentious 23. Not afraid to give an opinion

12. Gets jealous of other opinion leaders 24. Does not stand out in a crowd

In order to assess the perceptual dimensionality of opinion leadership, a principal
components analysis with varimax orthogonal rotation was performed on the
total sample of 125 individuals using the prewritten BMD 08M package.!® The
principal components analysis was used to determine the underlying structure of
opinion leadership by finding a set of factors or dimensions which account for the
relationship among the variables in this study.'® In addition, a varimax rotation
was used to insure more distinct and interpretable factors.

The results of the factor analysis are summarized in Table 2. A total of 9 factors
were found to be significant, explaining 63-66 percent of the total variance. The
rotated factor loadings matrix provided interpretable dimensions of opinion
leadership. The first dimension, labeled maturity, consisted of items reflecting
common sense and maturity. The second dimension, labeled authoritarian, con-
sisted of items such as “makes you follow rules” and “likes to give advice so that
others will do things he or she is afraid to do.” The third dimension, labeled seff-
centered, consisted of items which reflected jealousy and lack of other-directed-
ness. The fourth dimension, labeled opinionated, consisted of items such as “not
afraid to give an opinion” and “has a strong opinion on many things.” The fifth
dimension, labeled accessible, included items of outwardness and availability of
the opinion leader. The sixth dimension, labeled practical, consisted of items re-
flecting a realistic or pragmatic posture of the opinion leader. The seventh dimen-
sion, labeled peer expertise, consisted of items refiecting the expertise of the opi-
nion leader who belonged to the same social group as the follower. The eighth
and ninth dimensions, each consisting of a single item, were labeled respectively,
general expertise, which reflected general professionalism, and vigibility which
refiected the item ‘‘does not stand out in a crowd.”

In order to assess the weights, each culture was assigned to the 9 dimensions of
opinion leadership, and a BMD 07M stepwise muitiple discriminant analysis was
performed among the five groups of respondents utilizing the rotated factor
scores from the 9 dimensions as the discriminating variables.'S The discriminant
analysis produced two significant axes as reported in Table 3.

Out of the 9 dimensions only 7 were found to be significant in terms of providing
dimensions by which the cultural groups assigned different weights. The dimen-
sions on which there were no differences were: maturity and visibility. The first
discriminant axis has strong positive weights with respect to practical (.52} and




e e

62’ wsieuolssajoird e — A|1rey nok salenjeay
jo aaubap ybiy sey 1% siapes| uojuido
(%0°9) liedx3 jessusy (9) 18Y310 J0 snojes! s)a5)
MOID € LG sesapl Jaysiy
X )
* u Ino ucmﬁch saoQ o’ Jaujwy psau nok 1983 03 nof sez!
' ’ uaym sjqejieae sy (%9°1) pa1sjuao-jlag
(%p°6) Alngrsia - {6 R
1£A jsepoul Jou s| [ op O3 pieJje
€9 op noA se sseo (%2°2) 819188999 (5) 8l Mcm-wh ”w:ﬂmouw._a__u_.
21208 Suies 03 sbuojag os wuo_.“,.vu oi.m [ muw__._
6L a1 noA J2UM Jo) 14 3jll inoge - NOA UO SUIOU $8OIOJUE
noA ayen|eas Alises uep paoustiedxs 8)inyD 18 N g
(% 19} 118dx3 1834 (8) 8 abpajmouy punose |je seH mw__”“ ;w_hwm“m:mooxﬁﬂs @
19 sBuiyy Auew uo %0'6) UBlEIIOHInY (&
$G° yliea 0} umop sy uofuido Buolis e seH f4 ainjew sy
69" 90(ApE 19YsSIY 9L uoluido ue g9 9SUSS UOWILIOD seH
MO|§0) O} NOA SB1RAIIOW aAlb 0} piesje 10N 8L 8)i| shofug
(%29} 1eonoRId (1) (%0°8) paieuoIdo (v) (%2'6) Asamew (1)
Buipeo fuipeon Buipeon
10}0€ 4 10104 101084

diysiapes uoiuido 10 $101984 PaAIadISd
2 3navi



70

TABLE 3
Stepwise Discriminant Analysis of OL Dimensions across Five Cultures

Discriminant Function

Discriminating Dimensions I it

1. Practicat 52 49
2. Authoritarian —-.49 52
3. Generai Expert - .49 -.14
4. Accessible - .54 16
5. Peer Expert .45 -.26
6. Self-Centered .28 45
7. Opinionated o 55
2,37 A7

p<.01 <.05

Group Means

British .78 -.18
American Whites .48 06
Blacks -.03 .65
indians -.32 -.59
Chinese - .90 .06

peer expertise (.45) and strong negative weights for authoritarian (— .49), general
expertise (—.49), and accessible (- .54). The groups with positive discriminant
scores are the British and the American Whites, and the groups with the negative
scores are the Indian and Chinese with American Blacks at the centroid of the dis-
tribution of the first discriminant axis. This implied that the American White and
British groups believe in a peer group motivation process whereas those identi-
fied with the Far East cultures believe in an authoritarian agent with general ex-
pertise. This was generally supported by the type of people chosen as opinion
leaders by the groups. The American and British White groups usually chose
close friends of similar age, whereas the Far East group chose opinion leaders
who had obtained authority through public stature and were considered to be
group standard bearers or senior male members of their family.

The second discriminant function has the highest positive weights with respect
to opinionated (.55), self-centered (.45), authoritarian (.52), and practical (.49). The
negative weights are small with respect to peer expertise (- .26) and general ex-
pertise (- .14). The American Blacks have the highest positive mean discriminant
score on this dimension and the indians have the highest negative mean score.
This implies that, with respect to the second dimension, American Blacks and In-
dians are far apart. The first group believes in opinion leadership due to personal
attributes of the leader while the second group believes in his general expertise.
This was brought out quite early by the types of opinion leaders chosen by each
group. The American Blacks tended to pick people in public life who have been
characterized by the popular press as charismatic. On the other hand, the Indians
generally picked opinion leaders who, in public life, were usually considered
philosophical in their outiook.

In order to obtain better insights into the group differences a dimensional dis-
criminant map is plotted in Figure 1. The discriminating dimensions are plotted
as vectors in the space (the combination of weights from the two discriminant
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functions), and the groups as points in space ({the combination of group centroids
from the two discriminant functions). As can be seen from the map, British and
American Whites are homogeneous in their views about what constitutes an opin-
ion leader. Both believe in essentially a peer level expert who is practical as an
opinion leader. The Indians tend to differ sharply from others in their view of an
opinion leader having either general or specific expertise. Finally, the Chinese
believe in an opinion leader who has general knowledge and is accessible.

To conclude, this was only an exploratory study which was carried out to examine
the feasibility of measuring perceptions of opinion leadership as a multidimen-
sional construct in a cross-cuttural setting. To this extent, it appears that people
within and across cultures do use some basic dimensions to evaluate their opin-
ion leaders. And among these dimensions, different cultures apply different
degrees of importance. Whether other dimensions are used, or more are used, are
subjects for further research.

It appears also that the more similar cultures are, the more similar are the dimen-
sions used to evaluate opinion leaders. This was brought out quite clearly by the
American and British Whites who to some degree possess similar cultural experi-
ences. Also, from looking at Figure 1, it appears that even though American
Blacks share a common geographical setting with American Whites, they are not
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FOOTNOTES

simifar to them in their perceptions of opinion leadership. This would suggest
that geographical boundaries are not always the best criterion for studying
cultures, '8 or for choosing markets.

As for implications, this study seems to suggest that it might be wise for those
businesses interested in using opinion leaders for the diffusion of products or
ideas to reflect upon the characteristics used by followers to choose opinion
leaders by expertise or position in a community. If this is the case, the diffusion
of products and ideas across cultures may be facilitated better through the use of
general as opposed to specific opinion leaders. Firms may have to direct their
communications to a select few who have a broad appeal, as might be the case
with the Indians, rather than a larger number. It may also be the case that the firm
may have to maintain a low profile in the communications with the selected opin-
ion leaders so as not to damage the credibility of an opinion leader who is con-
sidered a general expert and is at the time a public figure.

In conclusion, this research attempted to provide some guidelines for the selec-
tion of opinion leaders across cuitures. Further, the results suggest that opinion
leadership may be a multidimensional construct which is utilized in different
ways by different groups both within and across traditionally defined cultures.
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