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Abstract: Opinion leaders and eWOM are becoming two of the most effective ways to launch a brand
on social media by creating viral marketing. However, how much influence does an opinion leader’s
eWOM (OL eWOM) have on consumer purchasing decisions? This research looks at the role of OL
eWOM as well as the effect of its valence and product type on the decision to buy or not buy from
a realistic experimental online store design. In total, 300 undergraduate students were randomly
assigned to one of five scenarios in a 22 experimental arrangement. Results show that OL eWOM
influences consumer online decisions when purchasing experience-type goods and the valence of
eWOM is positive. However, if we compare the OL eWOM with a control group, then OL eWOM
does not have a significant influence. This research provides novel empirical evidence for the limited
influence of OL in modeling shopping behaviors in e-commerce contexts.

Keywords: opinion leader’ eWOM; online consumer decisions; product type; eWOM’ valence;
personal influence

1. Introduction

An opinion leader (OL) is a consumer who provides information that influences
the consumption decisions of others by obtaining essential information through research
and shaping their own opinion before making it public [1]. Its importance in product
promotion [2] and product introduction [3] has been exploited by practitioners and studied
by researchers in traditional marketing strategies. However, they have received less
attention in terms of their effect on online consumer decisions.

According to the Global Web Index [4], almost 97% of online adult users have at least
one social media account, 91% are Facebook users, and people spend an average of 2 h
and 43 min a day on social networks and messaging. A total of 87% of users engage in
social media to keep up with their friends and read the news to fill the time. Likewise, 87%
of consumers acknowledge reading product recommendations on the web before making
online purchases and 93% say they follow celebrities, artists, or athletes on social networks.
According to Bao and Shan [1], the two main sources of information that consumers review
before making consumption decisions are OL and OL’s eWOM comments on their social
media accounts.

In the digital consumer era, people are connected through the web and linked to social
networks where they follow artists, politicians, or celebrities whom they admire and trust.
In this context, any comment or recommendation posted by such a personality has a wide
impact on his/her followers. This form of eWOM (OL eWOM) becomes an indispensable
source of information that needs to be analyzed in terms of its actual influence on purchase
decisions. It is even more important than evaluating the virality of the information in
user-generated content platforms.

Social media users tend to follow their OL and seek advice on their consumer decisions.
So, celebrities’ followers know what products and services a celebrity is buying or using [5].
These types of public figures become of great interest to marketers trying to use the
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platform to promote their products [6]. For example, Cristiano Ronaldo, who has more
than 122 million followers on Facebook [7], promotes banks, video games, sports clothes,
and smartphones. However, how effective are these marketing strategies? How much do
they influence consumer behavior?

As stated by Katz and Lazarsfeld [2], an OL is a person with the position and ability
to influence the consumption decisions of others. Katz [8] showed that in the traditional
commercial model, an OL is a person who has contact, due to his/her professional activity,
with a large number of people with whom he/she shares his/her opinions and preferences.
According to this model, these characters are key to the dissemination of information about
new products or services. OL obtains key information through research and shapes his/her
own opinion before making it public [1].

As maintained by Katz [8], an opinion leader is characterized by personal predisposi-
tion (“Who one is”), competence (“What one knows”) and, social connections (“Whom one
knows”).

However, with the massification of social networks, the role of these personalities has
been changing: their number of followers has multiplied exponentially, and therefore, they
can easily reach a large number of people but do they retain the ability to massively change
purchasing attitudes and behaviors?

On the other hand, there is literature regarding the eWOM’s influence on consumer
intentions, including specific characteristics of the eWOM, such as valence [9], the page
where it is posted [10], the source’s credibility [11], or personal characteristics [12]. The
aforementioned have a differential effect on online consumer decisions [13]. However, it
has not been proven that this kind of communication has any effect when an OL sends it.
Given that it can be considered a source of corporate information since most of the time
celebrities are promoting a brand for payment [14], it is necessary to analyze whether this
source of information influences the consumer purchase decisions.

There is traditional marketing literature that has studied the influence of OLs on
purchasing decisions [3,15], also the endorsement of celebrities [16], and there is relative
consensus regarding its effectiveness in building brand loyalty. More recently, and with
the widespread use of social networks, literature has emerged that analyzes, through
online questionnaires, how much advertising with digital celebrities [17], influencers [18],
celebrities [19], among others, influences the consumer purchase intentions, intention to
share, eWOM intention, or brand preference of their followers on social networks.

This research analyzes the influence of a product review posted by an OL through
a social network (Facebook) on purchasing decisions for a product and a service, using
an online experiment. We use the original conception of “opinion leader” [2], which
refers to a public figure with social recognition, regardless of his/her profession or how
he/she obtained his/her recognition. The study is part of the literature that analyzes OLs
social influence on the purchase decisions of its followers. It differs from the literature on
“celebrities’ endorsement” insofar as, instead of the Influencer appearing in an advertising
message using or promoting the brand or product in question [6,20], they comment on
their experience or opinion on it. In this sense, we start from the eWOM literature, where
the sender is a publicly recognized character who comments on his/her experience as a
consumer.

As far as we know, it is the first study that empirically evaluates the effect of an
online review posted by an OL on their social network account without any financial
compensation from the brands mentioned, which shows the extent of their influence on
the final decision to buy or not a product and service.

This research answers the following questions: ‘How much is an OL’s eWOM in-
fluencing consumer purchase decisions in the e-commerce context?’ ‘Does OL eWOM
have the same influence on the purchase of a search good as it does on the purchase of
an experience one?’ and ‘Does the OL eWOM influence vary depending on its positive or
negative valence of the recommendation?’
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The objectives of this research are twofold: 1. Analyze the level of influence of the
eWOM generated by an OL in the decisions to buy or not buy an online product or service
and 2. Establish the interaction effect of the product type and the valence of the message
on the influence of the OL eWOM.

The research results are pioneers in studying the role of OLs’ eWOM with an online
experiment, analyzing their influence on online purchasing decisions. The results are
analyzed and discussed in light of theories on social influence and consumer behavior.

2. Literature Review and Hypotheses

The following is a review of the main and most recent literature on OL and valence
and the type of product referred to in the eWOM literature. Based on this literature, the
hypotheses to be tested empirically in this research are formulated.

For the search and selection of the literature, we have reviewed the Scopus and Web
of Science databases, using as keywords the titles of the documents (paper, Journal, and
books): “Opinion leader”, “Opinion leadership”, “Consumer behavior” “marketing” “so-
cial influence” “Influencer”. The period analyzed was 2015–2020, even though other papers
and books from previous years were included when the volume of citations was considered
fundamental to address the subject. Articles that dealt with OL from a mathematical
perspective (how to identify them), political science, or other areas other than the area of
consumer behavior were excluded.

2.1. Opinion Leadership

Opinion leadership refers to an individual’s ability to informally shape the attitudes,
opinions, and overt behavior of others [2,3]. An OL is a person that, due to their competence
(knowledge), personal traits, or expertise, can change the attitudes, opinions, or behaviors
of their followers [3,21].

According to the traditional concept, personal predispositions characterize an OL—
“Who one is”—, competence— “What one knows”—, and social connections—“Whom one
knows” [8].

Regarding personal predispositions, Weimann [22] confirmed the “Personality Strength
Scale” and showed that people with high personality strength scores tend to become an
OL and occupy a central position in the social network. These kinds of people are usually
charismatic and see themselves as having the possibility to influence the attitudes and
behaviors of others.

Concerning to competence, Loeper, Steiner and Stewart [23] presented evidence that
people with more knowledge or ability on a given subject influence the behavior of their
followers, even when their opinion is biased. As for social connections, an OL is someone
who has contact with lots of people and who can, therefore, interchange information and
opinions with them [24].

However, Gnambs and Batinic [12] demonstrated that for an OL to have a real influ-
ence on his/her followers, competence or knowledge alone is not enough- They showed
that OL must also have specific competencies and independent dominant personality traits
such as influencers. The authors emphasized that “with increasing levels of influencer
traits, the effect of knowledge on opinion leadership gradually decreases; i.e., objective
knowledge is first and foremost important for those who are not influential by disposi-
tion” [12]. Therefore, coinciding with Gnambs et al., knowledge is a precondition for OL,
but it is not essential [12,25].

Further, brands use social media to promote their products [26]. In this context, where
the number of followers or likes determines the influence that a person receives, image,
comment, or opinion [27], and where anyone can post their opinion freely publish through
different types of eWOM as reviews, recommendations, and likes, anyone can become an
OL, even in contexts where they are not an expert [28]. While this strategy has had success
in terms of communication [29] when launching a new product, most of the time it focuses
solely on generating activity on social networks rather than generating actual sales.
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Recent literature on Opinion Leadership (Table 1) has analyzed the role of messages
about brands or products posted by OLs on their social media accounts and has evaluated
their influence on attitudes and intentions to buy the referred product. The results allow us
to conclude that OL has an influence both on the diffusion of messages and on attitudes
towards a brand. However, the empirical study of how much this influence affects the final
decision to buy or not the product is a matter of pending investigation.

Table 1. Recent empirical evidence on Opinion Leadership.

DV IV Context Methodology Results Social
Influence Cite

Information
diffusion
process

Key Opinion
Leaders
(KOL’s)

Sina Weibo’
data users Web scraping

KOLs play a central role in the
dissemination of information,
especially in its initial stage.

Yes [26]

Potential
opinion leaders

Follower
numbers,

comment tone
Weibo Experiment

There is no evidence that
neither the number of

followers nor the tone of the
messages contributes to

forming judgments about
potential opinion leaders.

No [30]

Opinion
leaders’ eWOM N/A Blogs about

Spanish food Questionnaire

The comments posted by
opinion leaders about Spanish

food set a trend in the
behavior of their followers

Yes [31]

Consumer
attitude and

intention to buy

OL persuasive
messages

Instagram
survey Questionnaire

The messages issued by
opinion leaders have a

positive influence on the
attitudes and purchase

intentions of their followers

Yes [32]

Media trust
Social media
recommenda-

tion
Facebook Experiment

Product recommendations
increase credibility in the

media and the probability of
following the sender of the

message. This is more forceful
when the person who posts

the message is a real friend of
the follower and presents

himself as an opinion leader.

Yes [27]

Therefore, it is legitimate to wonder how much influence do OL eWOMs have on
the final decision to buy or not a product or service? Shan [33] analyzed the credibility of
self-generated online product reviews versus system-generated online product reviews and
found that the most credible source was the self-generated product reviews posted by top
reviewers as opposed to layman reviews. However, the literature on the influence of OL on
consumer decisions is contradictory. For example, Moldovan et al. [34] showed that OLs
have influence but in small groups and strong-ties. Libai et al. [35] stated that, compared
with a control group, OLs had not had a significant influence on the value of the company.
Katona et al. [36] found that OLs have less influence than other consumer recommendations,
and finally, Danniswara et al. [37] provided evidence that eWOM, information quality,
and brand preference are relevant dimensions in consumer’s purchasing intentions and
purchasing decisions. However, they found that celebrity endorsement does not have
significant influence on consumer purchasing decisions.

On the other hand, Iyengar et al. [3] found that OLs have more influence as they
are heavy users of a specific product. Wang et al. [26] stated that OLs are the most
effective source of message dissemination. In the same direction, Weimann [22] showed
that compared to no OLs, the OLs spread more brand information and news for followers
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to make decisions. Likewise, Sari et al. [6] found that celebrity endorsed brands, eWOM
and trust in the brand are decisive in the women’s fashion purchasing decisions.

Based on the above evidence, the first hypothesis was formulated:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). A product with an eWOM posted by an OL is more likely to be purchased.

2.2. The eWOM’ Valence

Valence is the direction of the eWOM consumer’s reviews and can be positive or
negative. “Positively framed eWOM highlights the strengths of a product/service and
encourages people to adopt a particular product/service, while negatively framed eWOM
emphasizes the weaknesses and problems of a product or service and thus discourages
people from purchasing it” [13].

There is no consensus about the influence of the eWOM’s valence on purchase de-
cisions [38]. Most of the literature analyzes the eWOM valence’s influence on purchase
intentions, and the results have been inconsistent [39]. Aleti et al. [40] analyzed the in-
fluence of communications posted by celebrities, personal trainers, and bloggers on the
generation of eWOM on Twitter. They found that celebrity-posted communications are
more effective overall on eWOM’ generation, but in terms of valence (“emotional style”) it
had no influence, except in cases where communication was posted by personal trainers
and in an “angry outbursts” style.

In the eWOM’ literature, there is evidence that negative eWOM (e-NWOM) has a
stronger influence on purchase intentions than positive eWOM (e-PWOM), especially with
regard to the dissemination of reviews [41].

Hornik et al. [41] showed that people react differently to e-NWOM than they do to
e-PWOM: “they are more sensitive to negative information and disseminate it more often to
a greater number of recipients, for a longer period and in a more elaborate and assimilated
manner” (p. 278). Kim et al. [42] also found that e-NWOM has a negative influence on
viewers: when they read e-NWOM, they are more likely to attribute an e-NWOM incident
to the company, and as such, are more likely to form negative attitudes toward the company
and later show the company less preference.

Doh and Hwang [43] analyzed the relative influence of eNWOM on product evalu-
ation: “a single negative message itself can be harmful to product evaluation. However,
one negative message in a 10-message set is not too harmful and can even be beneficial in
the eWOM context” (p. 197) since the presence of only positive messages can damage the
credibility of the website.

Lastly, Lee et al. [44] found that eNWOM has a negative influence on consumer
attitude, regardless of whether the consumer shows a high or low-involvement, regardless
of the quality of the message.

On the other hand, Zhang et al. [45] found that e-PWOM is more persuasive than
e-NWOM when the consumers evaluate products associated with promotion consumption
goals (positivity bias). They perceived e-NWOM to be more persuasive than e-PWOM
when the consumer examines a product associated with prevention consumption goals
(negativity bias). Jin and Phua [39] reported a negative correlation between the eWOM’s
valence and the number of followers: consumers are more likely to spread the eWOM
of celebrities with a low number of followers when the valence of eWOM is negative.
However, they found a positive correlation when the celebrity has a high number of
followers because the consumer showed greater intention to spread the celebrity’s eWOM
when he/she posted reviews with positive valence.

The literature notes the different effects of persuasiveness according to eWOM’s
valence and product functionality. However, it is necessary to analyze whether the OL
eWOM influence is related to the valence of the comments. Following the previously
discussed literature, in this research, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 2 (H2). The influence of OL eWOM on the purchase decision is determined by the
valence of the comment.
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In other words, a positive OL eWOM can increase the probability of purchasing
a product more than the damage that a negative OL eWOM can have in deterring the
purchase of the product.

2.3. Product Type

Another variable that influences the effect of OL eWOM on purchasing decisions is
the type of product [10]. According to Armstrong and Kotler [46], they could be classified
as search products or experience products, respectively [47]. The former (search goods)
are those with attributes that can be evaluated before purchase or consumption, while the
latter (experience goods) are those that can be accurately evaluated only after the product
has been purchased and experienced.

There is convincing evidence that the consumer is more influenced by eWOM when
the product that they are buying is an experiential good than when it is a search good. In
general, an experiential good represents a higher risk for the consumer due to its intangible
nature and the low predictability of the result of the experience with it [10].

However, to the extent that online shopping implies a risky purchase in itself since the
consumer does not have the opportunity to interact with the good before to its acquisition,
it is necessary to analyze whether the influence of OL eWOMs in the purchase of search or
experience products is differential.

Ahmad and Laroche [48] analyzed real consumer reviews on Amazon.com and found
that positive reviews were more frequent for product characteristics like functionality,
aesthetic, technical aspects, or brands, and that negative reviews were more common for
reports of service-related failures (online order, delivery mishandling, or shipping charges).
Additionally, the consumers were more inclined to post negatives reviews when the services
were unsatisfactory than to post positive reviews when the service was excellent.

In the context of experiential goods, the most-studied services have been tourism
and hotel services due to the importance of eWOM in sales [49]. Racherla and Freske [50]
found that the most critical eWOM characteristic for experiential goods that the consumer
values is eWOM utility, which is moderated by the reviewer’s reputation and the number
of followers that the reviewer has.

Based on the foregoing, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 3 (H3). OL eWOM exerts a greater influence on purchasing decisions for experiential
goods than on search products.

Although the online purchase of both types of products carries risks for the customer,
for the search one, the risk is reduced because the consumer has the opportunity to return
them in case of dissatisfaction. This does not happen with experiential goods.

Figure 1 shows a summary of the three hypotheses and possible variable directions.

1 
 

 Figure 1. Research model.
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3. Methodology
3.1. Experiment Overview

The objective of the experiment was to analyze the influence of the comments posted
by an OL on their Facebook account in an online shopping context. The procedure had
three phases. In the first, the participants registered in the online store. In the second,
the participants were randomly assigned to one of the five scenarios of the experiment
(see Table 2). At this stage, the participants were exposed to a catalog of smartphones or
streaming services where, in addition to the characteristics of the products or services,
a comment (positive or negative, depending on the group) attributed to Cristiano Ronaldo
that appeared published on his social network. The control group was exposed only to
the characteristics of the product or service. From this information, the participants had
to decide whether or not to buy the product or service. Finally, in the third stage, the
participant was asked to complete a questionnaire on online shopping habits, consumption
of social networks, and demographic information.

Table 2. Experimental manipulation: OL eWOM, product type, and eWOM valence.

OL eWOM’ VALENCE

Positive Negative

PR
O

D
U

C
T

T
Y

PE

Experience

Condition 1:
• Basic service

characteristics
• OL eWOM +

Condition 2:
• Basic service

characteristics
• OL eWOM −

Search

Condition 3:
• Basic product

characteristics
• OL eWOM +

Condition 4:
• Basic product

characteristics
• OL eWOM −

C
O

N
T

R
O

L
G

R
O

U
P

Without OL eWOM Condition 5:
• Basic service/product characteristics

3.2. Pre-Test

The pretest was carried out to guarantee that the stimuli and the study context were
appropriate to measure the purchase behavior in the presence of product comments posted
by an OL. The first thing we ensured was that the participant accessed both the information
on the characteristics of the product and the comment posted by the OL.

The second issue was to make sure that the comments attributed to the OL were
positive or negative. To ensure this, we selected 10 comments about smartphones and
10 about streaming posted freely by users on the amazon page and asked participants to
rate the comments from 0 to 7, being zero that they would never buy the product and 7
that they would buy it taking into account only the analyzed comments. As a result, we
selected as a positive post the one with the highest average score and as a negative the one
with the lowest score, both for Smartphone and Streaming. The scenarios shown to the
participants are included in Appendix A.

The pretest was administered to 32 university students and after sending them the
link to the online store via email, they received instructions to follow on the store. The
result showed that only 42% of the participants clicked on the OL. Therefore, we decided to
locate the post just on the right side of the image of the product or service, in this way we
ensured visibility to the participants of the groups with treatment. Additionally, we added
the measurement of the purchase time to differentiate it from the total browsing time and
thus be able to establish the time that each participant devoted to making the decision.
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With these changes, we ran another pilot with 30 students from a different course
and found that they all read the post and the total browsing time and time spent in the
purchase process was significantly longer than the control group.

3.3. Participants

In total, 300 students from two public universities accessed and completed the entire
procedure, 34 forms were discarded as incomplete or for being repeated users. In total, 51%
were women; 76% of the participants were between 18 and 27 years old. A total of 79%
stated that they read reviews before making purchases and 73% reported having previously
made online purchases. Table 3 summarizes the socio-demographic characteristics of the
sample studied.

Table 3. Respondents’ demographic profile (n = 300).

Frequency Percentage

Gender Male 144 47.7
Female 154 51
Other 4 1.3

Age 18–22 135 45
23–27 93 31
28–32 35 11.7
>33 37 12.3

How long have you used the
Internet? Less than 1 year 5 1.7

1 to 5 years 29 9.7
More than 5 266 88.7

Have you shopped online before? Yes 220 73.3
No 80 26.7

Read review/comments before
purchase? Yes 237 79

No 61 20.3

3.4. Experimental Stimuli

All participants were exposed to the online technology store www.storetech.co de-
signed specifically for this study. In it, two types of product catalogs were presented:
smartphones and streaming services. Xiaomi, HTC, and Yotaphone were chosen as smart-
phone brands and Netflix, HBO, and Amazon Prime as streaming services.

Regarding the product comments or OL eWOM, the participants, according to the
group to which they were randomly assigned, could read a comment. For example, in the
case of the Smartphone “I bought this phone and was amazed at its fluidity, reliability, and
ease of use. I will never buy another brand again, uncontrolled power is useless”, as a
positive comment attributed to OL.

For this part, Cristiano Ronaldo was chosen as OL. His election followed the criterion
of greatest centrality [51]. By that time, he was the public figure with the largest number of
followers on the social network Facebook, in addition to being widely known in the studied
market since he played at that time in the Real Madrid with the most famous Colombian
player (James). We wanted OL to be recognized by the people who participated in the
study, regardless of being followers or not. In this way, we ensured that the participant
recognized that the comment was posted by a celebrity and not by a stranger.

3.5. Procedure

The participants were contacted through the institutional mail of the universities.
Through the mail, they were invited to participate and the access link to the online store
was attached. When accessing, the participant had to register with an email account in the
store. Subsequently, the system randomly assigned them to one of the five study groups
and they received the following instruction:

www.storetech.co
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A leading e-commerce company wants to know your opinion about the shopping expe-
rience in its online technology store, therefore, we invite you to register and navigate
through it, living the experience of buying in our store.

You will have access to three product options, compare them and choose the one you prefer,
buy it or not as you wish, although you will not incur any monetary expense; However,
as long as you make the best option, whether it is to buy or not and you justify it properly,
you will be able to participate, at the end of the study, in the contest for a smartphone.
Only people who complete the entire experience process and make the appropriate decision,
depending on the context, will participate in the smartphone contest.

We appreciate your participation and guarantee the absolute anonymity and secrecy
of your answers in strict compliance with the Law on statistical secrecy and protec-
tion of personal data. Once the information is anonymously recorded, the individual
questionnaires are immediately destroyed.

By accepting terms and conditions, the participants were exposed to the shopping
scenario according to the group to which they were assigned. Depending on the sender of
the comments, the participant could be assigned to a group with an OL eWOM or to the
control group. Depending on the valence of the message, the participants of the group with
OL eWOM could be assigned to the positive comment (recommend the product/service)
or negative (not recommended). Depending on the type of product, the participant was
assigned to the catalog of smartphones or streaming services. In this phase, the participant,
after analyzing the available information about the products, had to decide whether to buy
or not.

In the last stage, the participants completed an online questionnaire on demographic
information and online consumer habits (see Appendix B). The procedure ended by thank-
ing the participant.

3.6. Measures

Independent variables. 1. eWOM sender: One group was shown OL eWOM, and the
other was a control group (without eWOM). 2. Product type: Two types of products were
included in the study (experiential versus search goods). We manipulated the type of
product including one kind of good for each category. For experience goods, we used
streaming video service subscriptions. For the search goods, we used three smartphone
brands. 3. eWOM’s valence: positive versus negative was manipulated in the between-
groups design. One group was shown a negative OL review about a product or service
and the other group was shown a positive OL review.

Dependent variables. There were three dependent variables: product choice (PC),
total time spent on the site (TTS), and shop time (ST). PC was evaluated based on the
final selection that the participant made by clicking on the corresponding button for that
purpose; it was a dichotomy variable (Buy/Not Buy). The two other variables, TTS and ST,
were measured in seconds by the systems themselves. The former (TTS) started when the
participant clicks on the instructions for the product evaluation and finished when he/she
completes the process, and when the screen shows a “Thank you” message. The latter
(ST) was measured, from the moment that the participant clicks on the registration button
after completing the registration questionnaire, until they click on the “Buy” or “Not Buy”
button.

4. Results

The results of the study are presented in this section, organized according to the
hypotheses. In the first part, the descriptive analysis is presented, and then, the inferential
analysis to test the hypotheses is discussed.
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4.1. Descriptive Analysis

The results, in terms of consumer behavior (buy, not buy) were analyzed according to
the experimental group. With this information, we can describe the influence of treatments
on purchasing behavior. These results are contrasted with inferential statistical tests in the
following section of the document.

OL influence. Figure 2 shows the consumer’s behavior (buy or not buy) according to
the group that they were assigned: with OL recommendation or without it (Control Group).
Nearly 50% of both groups selected ‘buy’, and the other decided ‘not buy.’ There was not
much of a difference between the experimental group and the control group.
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Figure 2. Consumer purchase behavior with or without OL eWOM.

Valence. In total, 68% of the OL eWOM positive valence group bought the product
while only 23% of the negative valence group did (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Consumer purchase behavior according to OL eWOM valence.

Product type. Figure 4 represents the consumer behavior according to the product type.
A total of 77% of the experiential group made a purchase, and 23% did not. On the other
hand, 73% of the search product group did not buy.
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Figure 4. Consumer purchase behavior according to product type.

4.2. Regression Coefficients and Hypotheses Testing

To answer the research questions, we analyzed the data collected at the online store us-
ing SPSS Version 22. To test the three hypotheses, a Factor Analysis of Variance (FANOVA)
with a Mixed Effect was conducted (Table 4) to assess the relationship between the depen-
dent variable (purchase/no purchase (ST)) and the independent variables (OL eWOM and
valence (positive/negative)) and product type (search/experiential goods). This analysis
was the most appropriate due to the presence of non-normal data [52]. Preliminary tests
performed on our sample showed the presence of non-normal data, particularly variable
time. Therefore, FANOVA with a Mixed Effect, which is less severe when used for this type
of bias, was conducted [53].

Table 4. Factor Analysis of Variance (FANOVA) for Mixed Effect and Hypotheses testing.

Main Effect and
Interactions df X2 Hypothesis Supported

OL eWOM 1 4.287 H1 No
Product type 1 131.26 *

Valence 2 122.08 *
OL x Valence 2 14.245 * H2 Yes

OL x Product type 2 22.063 * H3 Yes
* p < 0.001.

The first hypothesis (H1) holds that an OL eWOM about a product increases the
probability of being bought, compared to the product without OL eWOM. The result of
the analysis comparing the responses of the group with OL eWOM versus the control
group (χ2 = 4287.1) is not significant. Therefore, H1 was not supported. The comment or
recommendation posted by an OL does not necessarily increase the probability that the
product will be purchased, compared to one that has not been recommended by the OL.

With regard to sales, these results are consistent with those reported by Libai et al. [35]
in terms of the limited ability to generate the value of an OL for the company. In the same
way as Katona et al. [36], we found that OL exerted less influence than the recommenda-
tions generated by other consumers. Finally, the results are consistent with what was found
by Danniswara et al. [37] regarding the limited influence of celebrity endorsement in pur-
chasing decisions. However, the results are contrary to the literature, both at the traditional
marketing level, and at the digital marketing one, on the role of OLs in mobilizing buyers.
The literature has shown that OL favors the creation of favorable attitudes and intentions
towards brands or products, but this research sheds light on the relativity of such influence
to stimulate purchasing behavior.

On the other hand, when analyzing the main effect of the other two variables, OL
eWOM valence (χ2 = 122.08, 1) and product type (χ2 = 131.26, 1), a significant relationship
was found in the OL eWOM–valence and OL eWOM–product type interaction. Hypothe-
sis 2 (H2) postulates that the influence of OL eWOM is determined by the valence of the
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message. The results of comparing the groups with positive versus negative OL eWOM, in
terms of the purchase decision (χ2 = 14.245, 2), supports this hypothesis. Figure 3 shows
that the number of participants in the group with positive OL eWOM decided to buy (75%)
more than those who decided not to (25%). On the other hand, regarding the participants
in the group with negative OL eWOM, the percentage who decided not to buy (60%) is
higher than the one who decided to do so (40%). Therefore, the interaction of OL eWOM
and valence explains the decision to buy or not a product with OL eWOM.

The literature on the influence of eWOM posted by anonymous consumers on pur-
chasing decisions has analyzed the role of the valence of the message [49]. Their results
are not conclusive in terms of which has the greatest influence; even so, in global terms,
we found that messages with negative valence tend to spread faster than positive ones. In
terms of shaping consumption decisions, they seem to be more influential than positive
messages. The results of our research show the role of valence when comments are posted
by an OL. The results show that positive messages exert a greater influence on the decision
to buy a product than not to buy it. Likewise, a negative message increases the probability
of not buying the associated product. Therefore, in the end, when it comes to an OL eWOM,
valence does matter and has a significant effect on the decision to buy or not.

Therefore, the outcomes of this research are consistent with the literature that affirms
that positive messages have a greater influence on attitudes and purchase intentions.
Furthermore, we provide empirical evidence of the ability to inhibit purchasing behaviors
when deciding whether or not to purchase a product that has been commented on by an
OL and the comment is of negative valence. Therefore, negative OL eWOM would not
only spread faster, but could also deter the purchase.

In countries like the US, where comparative advertising is allowed, some companies
often add the competing brand to their ads in a discrediting strategy. In these cases, if an
OL were used to comment negatively on these brands, it would affect the sales of that
brand. Therefore, negative messages are likely to be used as a social media marketing
strategy as well.

Regarding hypothesis 3 (H3), which states that an OL eWOM about an experience
product has more influence on the purchase decision than an OL eWOM about a search
good, the result of comparing the behavior of the participants of both groups (χ2 = 22,063,
2) supports hypothesis 3 (See Table 5). Therefore, an OL eWOM on an experiential good is
more likely to be bought than on a search-type good.

Table 5. OL eWOM, product type, and valence interaction results.

PRODUCT TYPE LEADER VALENCE Difference (I-J) gl Sig.

Search
Opinion
leader

Positive −20.65 1 0.786
Negative −23.46 1 0.931

Without −34.24 1 0.672

Experiential
Opinion
leader

Positive 24.567 1 0.000 *
Negative 9.86 1 0.340

Without 0.93 1 0.235
* Groups are significantly different (p < 0.00).

The attributes of a search good can be evaluated by the customer before purchasing or
using it, while experience good can only be evaluated after its purchase or consumption.
Therefore, the level of risk assumed by the consumer in purchasing decisions is differential
according to the type of product. To try to reduce risk, consumers tend to read reviews
from other consumers. In this research, we analyze the influence of an OL eWOM on an
experience good (streaming services) versus a search good (smartphones).

These outcomes provide evidence of the greater susceptibility on the part of the
consumer when making decisions about experience goods versus search goods. They are
consistent with Tsao et al. [10], regarding the greater influence of eWOM in decision-making
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on experience goods than on search goods. However, it does not support the conclusions of
Kim et al. [47] regarding the greater susceptibility of search goods than those of experience.

5. Discussion

The role of OL has been changing with the massification of social networks. While
according to Katz and Lazerfeld’s [2] approach, in the traditional model an OL plays a
key role in making decisions, regarding new products or services, among his/her follow-
ers; however, in social networks such as Facebook or Twitter, although they have more
followers, it seems that their influence becomes more limited.

De Veirman et al. [54] demonstrated that the number of followers is important for
an OL to be considered more popular. However, it is not enough for changing brand
attitudes. Our research is consequent with these results, the OL has millions of followers
but his/her capacity to change purchase behaviors is limited. Therefore, the strategy of
using an OL to promote products requires a correct segmentation. The simple use of an OL
does not guarantee an increase in sales—it is necessary to analyze the type of product and
the valence of the message.

Furthermore, social influence is a complex phenomenon that combines the charac-
teristics of an OL and his/her followers, and the context in which the relationship is
established [55]. In this research, we analyze, in a controlled context, the effect of a prod-
uct/service comment issued by an OL. The results show that the influence of an OL in
terms of final purchase decisions is limited to the type of product and the valence of the
message.

The nature of the product is a characteristic that has been shown to have a differential
influence on the purchase decision process. Experience goods tend to imply a higher risk
nature due to the social consequences of their use or consumption, while search goods
have more immediate consequences [10] depending on whether they adequately satisfy
the operational need for which they were designed. Therefore, the susceptibility to be
influenced by an OL on the decision to buy or not a product or service. The recommendation
made by an OL to buy an experience good has a greater influence on consumer behavior
than if the recommendation is about a search good.

The valence of the message in the context of the social influence of an OL regains
relevance when making consumption decisions. The eWOM literature has shown that a
negative message spreads more easily than a positive valence one [56]. However, when
the message is sent by an OL, the effect in terms of influencing purchasing behavior is
different. If the message is negative it is less decisive than if it is positive. Therefore, we
could affirm with the evidence collected in this study and the existing literature that a
negative valence message is more prone to spread quicker than a positive one, but when
the message is posted by an OL, its effect on consumer decisions is different. An OL eWOM
with positive valence has a greater effect on the purchase decision than a negative message
on dissuading it.

Therefore, depending on the objective of the communication strategy, if what is
intended is to create virality, a negative message posted by an OL has a greater reach than
a positive one. However, if what is intended is to increase sales, product recommendations
are appropriate, although they have less diffusion [42]. Therefore, the valence of the
messages sent by an OL has a differential effect on the purchase decisions or not of its
followers. A positive message (product recommendation) has a greater influence on the
decision to buy than a negative message on the decision not to buy.

Doh and Hwang [43] showed that negative messages not only spread more quickly but
had a greater influence on consumer decisions. However, the outcome of this investigation
allows us to conclude that when the message is sent by an OL, the influence is different:
a positive message is more decisive for the consumer. This can be explained by the fact
that followers want to hear positive messages from their opinion leaders, and when they
criticize something or someone, they are less persuasive. However, the results of this
research also shed light on negative valence OL eWOMs, which also exert a deterrent
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influence on buying. Consequently, its use in comparative advertising strategies can favor
the positioning of the brand in the market compared to those of the competition.

Finally, the influence of the OL is conditioned on the type of product; buying an
experiential good has more risk, which makes the OL eWOM more significant [10]. As
the consumer cannot interact with the product before purchasing it and since satisfaction
is a function of the final experience, after paying for it, the consumer can try to reduce
the decision risk by following a recognized person or the advice of other consumers [33].
Moreover, if the type of product is more in line with the OL personality and style, the
message is more effective by increasing the likelihood of buying the product or service.

Schouten et al. [57] found that the consumer believes in online influencers but their
influence was conditioned to product-endorsed fit. Therefore, not all OLs are effective
for all types of products. The greater the similarity between OL and the product that it
promotes concerning its style and type of activity, the greater efficiency in the commercial
communication generated.

For that reason, in the digital era, an OL can be anyone who has thousands of follow-
ers [5]. However, his/her influence is not only limited to spreading information, but it is
determined by the kind of good that he/she is promoting and the valence of the message
that he/she is sharing. The practitioner has to do an appropriate segmentation of the
market if they want to use this kind of strategy to promote their products.

6. Conclusions

OL is a person with the ability to influence the beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors of
his/her social group. According to Katz and Lazarsfeld [2], in the traditional context of
marketing, OL plays a central role in the commercial communication strategy of a firm, by
transmitting communications from the mass media to its group of followers, making the
messages much more credible. However, with the massification of online social networks,
from being transmitters of communication they have become content generators. This
phenomenon is known as eWOM, which is not exclusive to OLs but can be generated by
any user of a social network, with the difference that OLs have access to a greater number of
followers and therefore greater communication capacity. Although, what scope have these
communications posted by an OL (OL eWOM) about the purchase decisions of his/her
followers?

This research analyzed, through an experimental design in an online store, the influ-
ence that a product comment posted by an OL (OL eWOM) on their social network account
has on the decision to buy or not the related product. Additionally, the role of the valence
of OL eWOMs and the type of product was analyzed to establish the scope of this type of
communication in the consumer’s purchase decision.

The results allow us to conclude that when comparing the influence of an OL eWOM
against a control group, the influence of OL eWOM is limited, without exceeding the
random effect. However, when the valence of OL eWOM and the nature of the product
were analyzed, a significantly higher influence was found for OL eWOM to the control
group. Specifically, this research provides evidence that an OL eWOM with a positive
valence has a greater influence in promoting the purchase of the product than the effect
that an OL eWOM with a negative valence has in deterring the purchase. Likewise, the
results show that when the OL eWOM corresponds to an experience good and the valence
is positive, it has a greater influence than when it is a search good. Similarly, a negative OL
eWOM deters the purchase of an experience good more than the effect than a search good.

This research provides evidence on the online communications phenomenon known
as eWOM and its influence on consumer decisions. The main contribution focuses on
demonstrating the relative influence of eWOM when it is posted by an OL from their social
network account. Therefore, without being a brand endorsement (or celebrity endorsement)
strategy, it appeals to the spontaneity of the eWOM, but with the scope in terms of the
number of followers or users that it can impact.
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eWOM literature has shown that the valence of the message and the type of product are
relevant when studying their influence on consumer decisions. This research corroborated
that these variables exert a significant influence to guide the purchase of a good or to deter
it. However, this research sheds new light on the effect of negative valence OL eWOMs,
which have generated much controversy in the eWOM literature. This research reports
that although they have a lesser effect than positive messages, they exert an influence on
the deterrence of the purchase, which can be used in comparative advertising strategies.

Likewise, the outcomes of this research made it possible to show that the purchase of
experiential goods is more likely to be influenced by OL eWOM. This is explained by the
attribute of intangibility that carries greater risks for the consumer, which makes it more
likely to follow the recommendations of public figures before making such decisions [3].
The case of the good that we have used (streaming services), is a service that the consumer
only knows if it is what he/she expected or not when he/she tried it. The fact of including
an OL eWOM in the description favors the assumption of risks. Therefore, it is highly
recommended to include comments from other consumers or a widely recognized character.

Kim et al. [47] found that eWOM has a greater influence on purchase intentions when
it comes to search goods than experience goods. However, the results of this study do not
support these conclusions. Our results showed that participants in the experience goods
groups and the search goods groups reacted differently to the positive and negative OL
eWOMs. In this case, the influence of OL eWOM (positive/negative) was greater both to
buy and to discourage buying an experience good than a search one. This may happen
because buying online in itself involves risks for the consumer, but, when acquiring a
search good, such as a smartphone, it is possible to leave the purchase or return it later,
in case of dissatisfaction, rather than in the case of experiential good. Therefore, although
online shopping involves risks for the consumer, regardless of the type of product, the
purchase of an experience good is riskier than a search one [10].

6.1. Research Implications

The study of social influence through social networks is a topic that has aroused great
interest both at an applied and theoretical level since consumers spend a large amount
of time on social networks, reading news, communicating with family and friends, or
following artists, athletes, and famous people that in previous times it was only possible
to watch on television [4]. This new form of communication, which is different from the
previous one bilaterally, has opened a universe of possibilities for interaction and has
therefore become an object of study both in the social sciences and in disciplines such as
marketing [26].

This research has used an experiment in an online store designed for this, to simulate
a shopping scenario, where thanks to technological tools we were able to insert product
comments (eWOM) in the account of a social network of an OL. Using this methodology,
we studied what type of interaction the participants had not only with the store itself
but with the OL eWOM and in a controlled way, we studied how much influence these
communications had on the purchasing decisions of the participants.

The results have implications at a methodological and theoretical level. On the one
hand, it allows us to delve into the use of online experiments to carry out basic research,
simulating real purchase scenarios that companies are empirically carrying out with their
digital marketing strategies at the application level [18]. On the other hand, it allows
us to measure in a controlled way how much a strategy with the use of OL can work
and in what contexts. The existing literature on social influence on social networks, in
the form of user-generated communications (eWOM), has grown dramatically in the last
10 years [49]. For its part, the study of the use of public figures in the design of advertising
strategies is a common practice among companies [14]. However, the study on how much
the communications posted by OL in the form of product comments (OL eWOM) influences
on purchase decisions was pending.
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This research fills that gap and makes it possible to quantify the impact of this type
of communication. The results shed light on the limitations and scope of this type of
strategy. In the specific case, we find that OL eWOMs have an influence contingent on
the type of product and the direction of the message it communicates. Therefore, not all
communications posted by an OL on his/her social network account has the same effect on
purchasing behavior. Therefore, followers are not passive subjects of their opinion leaders’
communications, but rather choose information based on the risks they can and want to
assume in their online purchasing decisions.

6.2. Managerial Implications

It is widely known that companies spend millions of dollars annually hiring celebrity
image services to promote their products [19]. The literature so far has studied the role
of these communications and their ability to generate movement in social networks (vi-
rality) [26]. In some cases, it has been studied how much they influence the purchase
intention, but what has not been systematically measured both influences the purchase
decision, the ultimate reason why companies invest this money.

This research addressed this matter and the results allow us to conclude in which
contexts it is more appropriate to use OL communications and under what conditions
according to the strategy that the company decides. OL eWOM has a greater influence
on experience goods which are characterized by not being able to know the result of their
performance until they have been experienced and therefore paid. Consequently, they
pose greater risks of making a mistake by the customer in their purchase decision and
consequently the role of OL eWOM regains relevance [58].

For their part, the communication strategies that companies implement, in the vast
majority of cases, are aimed at highlighting the advantages of their brand. However,
combining the use of an OL along with favorable product recommendations can be much
more credible and effective in boosting sales. On the other hand, in countries such as
the USA where comparative advertising is allowed and in Europe (although with certain
restrictions) [59], using negative OL eWOM to competitor brands can have not only the
benefits of becoming more easily viral but like the outcomes of this research, they can also
inhibit the purchase of the related product.

Therefore, having a clear idea of who the company´s target market is and what its
communication strategy is, the use of OL eWOM is a feasible and cheaper way, and with the
appropriate segmentation, favorable results can be obtained to increase sales and product
visibility on social media.

As an example, Netflix recently used a comment that a user posted on their social
network about this brand of streaming service [60]. The comment was more negative
than positive, but it gained brand visibility on social media and increased traffic to the
company’s page and subsequently the volume of subscriptions. These communications
on social networks are the challenge of companies, which more than fear them, could use
them as a vehicle to make the brand visible and increase prospects.

6.3. Limitations and Future Research

This research had some limitations that constitute future lines of research on the scope
of the influence of an OL in consumer decisions in e-commerce. First, the sample selected
was extracted from a population of university students, which is conducive to the type of
products and services analyzed, which can limit the scope in terms of generalization of the
results. Therefore, including other segments of the population would deepen the scope of
this type of communication strategy.

Moreover, repeating the procedure with another OL and with products or services
of another nature would make it possible to elucidate whether the trend of the results is
maintained or can, an OL of another nature, have a greater influence on consumer decisions.
For example, opinion leaders from areas other than football, such as politics, science, or
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television. Additionally, more standardized products or, on the contrary, luxury items or
specialized products could be studied.

Likewise, studying the influence of OLs according to their characteristics such as
profession, gender, type of social network that they frequent, etc., would be of interest to
delve into the role of OLs in the digital age.

Finally, it is necessary to compare the influence of the recommendations when they
are sent by OLs regarding the influence against when they are recommended by other
anonymous reviewers.
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Appendix B

Registration information form
Complete the following information to register for the online store.
Gender: Male/Female
Age: 18–22/23–27/28–32/33+
How long have you been using the Internet? Never/Less than 1 year/1–5 years/More

than 5 years
Did you shop online in the last month? Yes/no
In the last month, how many times did you shop online? 1–3/4–6/7–9/More than 10

times.
What type of goods have you bought online? Products/Services.
Do you check the opinions of other consumers on the web before buying? Yes/No
Do you usually comment on the products or services you have purchased online?

Yes/No.
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