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Abstract—Nowadays, Internet enables its users to share the
information online and to interact with others. Facing with numerous
information, these Internet users are confused and begin to rely on the
opinion leaders’ recommendations. The online opinion leaders are the
individuals who have professional knowledge, who utilize the online
channels to spread word-of-mouth information and who can affect the
attitudes or even the behavior of their followers to some degree.
Because utilizing the online opinion leaders is seen as an important
approach to affect the potential consumers, how to identify them has
become one of the hottest topics in the related field. Hence, in this
article, the concepts and characteristics are introduced, and the
researches related to identifying opinion leaders are collected and
divided into three categories. Finally, the implications for future
studies are provided.

Keywords—Online opinion leaders, user attributes analysis, text
mining analysis, network structure analysis.
I. INTRODUCTION

W

ITH the quick development and popularity of Internet,
the e-commerce develops at an unprecedented speed.
Many online communities begin to appear and numerous
Internet users begin to discuss the topics related to shopping
inside these online communities. They are willing to share their
shopping experiences and comments with others, to
recommend new products and services, and to ask help for
shopping.
In the traditional cases, when consumers need to make
purchase decisions, they often ask for help from friends or other
influential people [1]. Reference [2] argues that consumers’
purchase decisions are made based on a large number of
information on products and service, and that consumers are
generally more likely to believe in others who are similar to
themselves, rather than the advertisements in the mass media.
Reference [3] points out that for consumers, compared to the
advertisement, the verbal communication is generally more
reliable. Reference [4] argues that the influence from the
interpersonal relationships on the consumers is greater than that
of the traditional media.
Now, because of these online communities, the potential
consumers need to face with a plenty of online information
before making a purchase decision. Hence, they begin to turn to
online opinion leaders for help. The opinion leaders, who can
collect and select information for affecting the attitudes or
behaviors of the public [2], [5]-[10], begin to exert their
influences online.
Obviously, how to identify the online opinion leaders
becomes one of the hottest questions for researchers. Also for
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companies, identifying opinion leaders will help them to make
full use of the influence of opinion leaders for marketing.
Hence, this article begins with the definitions of opinion leader,
introduces the characteristics of them, and divides the
researches related to identification of online opinion leaders
into three categories. Finally, this article gives implications for
future study.
II. DEFINITIONS OF OPINION LEADERS
The concept of opinion leader is from the theory of Two-step
flow of communication by Lazarsfeld and Katz in 1940s. When
they studied the presidential election, they found that the
information did not flow directly to the public, but it was first
known by the opinion leaders and was spread by them to the
public. This famous theory resulted in the concept of opinion
leader and it was defined as the individuals who can affect
others directly [11]. The opinion leaders put forward new
information, ideas and opinions, spread it to the public and
become the influential individuals in the society. They are
considered to be those individuals who can affect others’ ideas,
opinions, beliefs and motivation in an appropriate way [12].
Furthermore, other researchers also give out their definitions of
opinion leaders.
Reference [5] defines opinion leaders as the individuals
whom the public will ask for help and information and who will
affect the decisions of others. Reference [13] defines opinion
leaders as those individuals who are the fastest to receive the
word-of-mouth information from mass media, and who
interpret the information with or without their own subject
ideas and spread the information to others. Reference [14]
argues that opinion leaders are those who are trusted and
well-informed in groups, that their opinions are representative
and that they have an important influence on the surrounding
relatives and acquaintances. Reference [15] defines opinion
leaders as those who exert important influences on the public.
Reference [16] defines the opinion leader as the individuals
who take central places in a community and whose speeches
will have a huge impact on others. Reference [17] defines
opinion leaders as the individuals who utilize informal
approach to affect others’ attitudes or even behavior so as to
achieve a desired result.
With the development of the Internet, the online
interpersonal communication is development very quickly.
Various online platform and social media begin to appear, and
enable opinion leaders to exert their influence online.
Reference [18] founnd that the online and offline opinion
leaders share similar characteristics and that the online ones are
the individuals who have higher enduring involvement, are
more innovative and more pioneer, and use more computers.
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III. CHARACTERISTICS OF OPINION LEADERS
In order to identify opinion leaders, it is necessary to
understand the characteristics of opinion leaders. Previous
researchers have concluded some common characteristics of
opinion leaders, which enable them to be distinguished from
other individuals.
Reference [19] points out that several hundred studies on
opinion leadership have tried to figure out the characteristics of
opinion leaders in the light of demographic and other variables,
media exposure, social positions, and personality traits; while
many studies focus on the education degree, gender, or social
class of the opinion leaders, considering that these factors affect
the opinion leadership. Moreover, some studies relate
personality traits such as conformity, responsibility, motivation
or others to the status of opinion leaders.
Overall, the characteristics of opinion leaders can be
summarized as following:

Professional: Professional knowledge related to the
product is deemed as an important factor for identifying
opinion leaders. With more interests and involvement in
searching related information than the public, opinion
leaders are more likely to be more professional [20], [21].

Innovativeness: Innovationness is also considered as a
crucial feature of opinion leaders, who usually are more
innovative and earlier to adopt new ideas or products than
the public [17], [20], [22]-[24].

Involvement: Opinion leadership is considered as “a
manifestation of enduring involvement in a product class”
[25] and the product involvement is also a crucial reason
for explaining why opinion leader talk about products.

Socialized: The social attribute is a consistent attribute of
opinion leaders from the early studies and opinion leaders
are more likely to interact with others [2], [26], [27].
Reference [28] also pointed out that opinion leaders are
able to activate the diffusion networks in a social system.
Moreover, with the support of the developed technology of
online communication, some researches also analyze some
unique characteristics of online opinion leaders.
Reference [29] concludes that: 1) Because of the network
anonymity, online opinion leaders have blurred social
attributes. 2) They are now not limited by geographical reason,
lifestyle and others, and thus have greater heterogeneity with
their followers. 3) With the promptness of dissemination of
online information, they can establish their position faster. 4)
Because their ideas are able to be spread through text, images
and other forms of text, they are less likely to be
misunderstood. 5) They are now using new media and spending
more time online. 6) With the Internet, they are more reactive to
messages and can release information more frequently.
IV. CHARACTERISTICS OF OPINION LEADERS
According to existing researches, the approaches for
identifying opinion leaders can be divided into three categories
as follows.
A. User Attributes Analysis
Many researchers analyze the attributes of users for
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identifying online opinion leaders.
Reference [30] proposed a model for identifying opinion
leaders in the microblogging by utilizing the number of
concerns, the number of fans, the number of texts and whether
the certificated or not.
Reference [31] established an index system for the opinion
leaders in the SNS. The indexes include the neutral level, the
active level, the cohesive power and the infectious degrees.
Furthermore, these four indexes are subdivide into twelve
indicators, including being the administrators or not, the
number of friends, the number of concerns, number of posts,
the frequency of posts, the type of posts, the number of repliers
and so on.
Reference [32] proposed an attribute matrix to identify
opinion leaders by using the degree of recognition, the active
level, the self-persistence degree and the debate ability as
indicators.
Reference [33] built up a public opinion leader influence
transmission model for BBS and the indicators include the
degree of being active, the degree of being concerned and the
degree of being acknowledged.
Reference [34] built up a X-means iterative clustering
screening model and used it to cluster the attributes of opinion
leaders so as to identify them.
Reference [35] utilized the Analytic hierarchy Process to
analyze the attributes of users and to identify opinion leaders of
microblogging based on indicators of the user influence and
active level.
Reference [36] pointed out that opinion leaders can be
identified and evaluated by three indicators, including the
active level, the transmission level and coverage level. They
use Analytic hierarchy Process to calculate the weights of users
based on these attribute characteristics and rank the users with
highest weight as opinion leaders.
Reference [37] utilized the social network attribute, content
attribute and inherent attribute to identify opinion leaders based
on Markov logic networks.
B. Text Mining Analysis
One typical example of this approach is the Influence
Diffusion Model (IDM) [38]. It is a model for discovering
influential comments, individuals and terms from online
discussions, by analyzing the relations of comments showing
the flow of influence, and by emphasizing that the individuals’
ideas are expressed through texts. Reference [39] introduce the
concepts of effective key words and the probability of word
propagation under the same interest space to the original IDM
and verified their new model which measures the influence of
forums posts. Other researchers also use this approach to
identify opinion leaders.
Reference [40] identified the influential bloggers in a
community by using the indicators which include the
evaluation of blog texts, the number of references, the blog
contents, the length and the degree of novel and so on.
Reference [41] utilized the number and quality of the contents
to identify opinion leaders in the online social blogs. Reference
[42] measured the similarity between comments for implicit

2520

ISNI:0000000091950263

World Academy of Science, Engineering and Technology
International Journal of Economics and Management Engineering
Vol:11, No:10, 2017

Open Science Index, Economics and Management Engineering Vol:11, No:10, 2017 publications.waset.org/10008238/pdf

links so as to detect positive opinion leader in the Sina news
community.
C. Network Structure Analysis
The researches related to the network structure analysis
include two categories: The first one is to utilize the classical
network topology analysis, such as PageRank to identify the
opinion leaders.
PagenRank is a computing technology of web page rank,
based on the Random Surfer Model in search engine to
calculate the number of hyperlinks among different web pages
[43]. The value of a web page depends on the frequency of
Internet users browsing. The higher the PageRank number of a
certain web page is, the more convincing its recommendation
of its related page is. Meanwhile, the less the hyperlinks which
a web page provides, the more convincing its recommendation
of its related page is.
The RageRank algorithm is used to identify the opinion
leaders in BBS [44] and many new algorithms are proposed
based on the RageRank algorithm to identify opinion leaders in
eBay [45], in a network [46], in a blog [47], in BBS [48], [49],
in twitter [50] and so forth.
According to the researches, more algorithms for identifying
opinion leaders are pointed out. Reference [49] proposed the
LeaderRank algorithm considering the emotion hidden in the
replies. Reference [50] utilized the Microblog-Rank algorithm
by analyzing the relationships among the comments of users.
Reference [51] pointed out the TwitterRank algorithm which
focuses on the concerns of individuals and the similarity of
topics in the Twitter.
The second approach is to use social network analysis to
identify opinion leaders.
Social network analysis (SNA) is to investigate social
structures by using network and graph theories, and to be more
specific, by using nodes (individuals or things within the
network) and the ties or edges (interactions) that connect these
nodes. The most common types of social network analysis
include the survey method and the content analysis method
[52].
The survey method is to ask members to fill in questionnaire
with some questions so as to identify their relationships. For
example, members may be asked about their closest friends or
about the individuals whom they consider to be the most
prestige. After gathering the results, researchers can calculate
the data of each individuals with the number they are selected
by others and thus obtain the attribute data.
The content analysis method is to use the information saved
in the process of online communication directly, which include
the number of posts, the number of replies and others, to
calculate the attribute data of relationships among members,
and use some index to identify the online opinion leaders.
The SNA is popular for being used to identify the opinion
leaders in the social network out of two main reasons: The first
reason is that using SNA has the advantages as follows [53].
SNA, analyzing the pattern of interpersonal communication,
scrutinizes relationships with the directions and strength of the
relationships [54].
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It generates various social network maps showing
communicative relationships among members of a social
system by terms of the computer software.

It provides realistic results, because the data is gathered
from all the members inside one group, rather than from a
random sample.

It can be used to create several virtual scenarios based on
assumed changes in relationships. For example, it can be
used to identify the situation after disconnecting one
opinion leader with all other members.

It is a strongly persuasive and attractive option for
changing agents because it makes the social structure
clearly.
This second reason is that opinion leaders, acting as
influential nodes in the social network, play an important role
on affecting other members’ behavior and on the overall change
of the network. Generally, opinion leaders have three main
features: 1) They have some special personality traits, such as
being persuasive. 2) They have some professional knowledge
in the specific field. And 3) they have more network
relationships with other members than the ordinary members
[24]. Obviously, the third feature is more easily to be observed
and calculated when identifying opinion leaders, and can be
used as a criterion for many studies [24], [55]. Since the
opinion leaders in the network are always prestigious and
professional, it is reasonable to identify them by analyzing their
network relationships. Furthermore, the influence from opinion
leaders to the members is realized through the network
relationship. Hence, the network relationship is not only an
important criterion for identifying opinion leaders, but also the
basis and essence of opinion leaders' influence [56].
Out of these two reasons, SNA is widely used to identify
opinion leaders in BBS [57], in blogs [58], in Microblogs
[59]-[61], in college student groups [62]; in social networks
[63], in a virtual community of knowledge [64], [65]. In order
to identify opinion leaders, it is necessary to understand the
characteristics of opinion leaders. Previous researchers have
concluded some common characteristics of opinion leaders,
which enable them to be distinguished from other individuals.
V. DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS
According to the study above, there are three main
approaches for identifying online opinion leaders, including
user attributes analysis, text mining analysis and network
structure analysis. However, these approaches have their own
shortages:
For the researchers who choose user attributes analysis, they
mainly rely on using weight sorting and clustering algorithm,
and only consider the attributes of opinion leaders. Obviously,
they ignore the network interaction features of online opinion
leaders and thus lead to the limitations of this method.
For the researchers who choose text mining analysis, they
focus on considering the influence of the messages sent out by
the users during the process of communication, in order to
measure the influence of opinion leaders indirectly. However,
the influence of opinion leaders is not only shown in the
interaction between users, but also reflected in the attributes of
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the users, such as their number of followers. Hence, this method
has some flaws.
For the researchers who choose network structure analysis,
they focus on using this approach, which based on the network
structure analysis, to analyze the influence of online opinion
leaders. Although the SNA is the current mainstream research
approach, ignoring the attributes of the users themselves is its
shortage.
In order to identifying the online opinion leaders, it will be
better for the researchers to combine these three approaches in
the future. For example, the advantage of SNA is that it
emphasizes the relationships of every notes, rather than the note
itself and thus this approach is suitable to be used in the
situation in which the online communities become more and
more popular. Hence, when identifying opinion leaders in the
virtual communities, the user attributes analysis and text
mining analysis can be combine to the SNA. By doing so, the
researchers and companies are able to identify the opinion
leaders more accurately and thus can make full use of them for
affect the potential consumers.
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