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ABSTRACT 

 

 

The Web 2.0 environment has created a platform where the power and voice have 

shifted from organization to market.  Communities, networks and the developments in 

information communication technologies have enabled the average consumer to become an 

active participant in creating and recreating value.   

This thesis identified three categories of the Web 2.0 environment � Open Source, 

social networks and blogs � to illustrate that valuable information exists in these platforms.  
This information is at the core of the collaboration activities and provides opportunities to 

develop competence in market knowledge. New ways of doing research and creating 

dialogue are needed in these collaborative platforms. 

This thesis reports on the five studies conducted in the Web 2.0 environment and 

the impact on collaboration and communication with the market.  In the first instance, the 

nature of Open Source projects creates opportunities for organizations to collaborate and 

create value. Secondly, networks provide organizations with valuable information 

specifically with regards to structure and relationships. Lastly, this thesis discusses the 

importance of learning about blogs and the collaborative nature of these tools by including 

the perceptions of both blog readers and bloggers. Furthermore organizations need to 

understand the structure of such tools in order to leverage on its collaborative capabilities.  

The thesis concludes with the insights gained from these issues to provide organizations the 

opportunity to listen to the voice of the market in an attempt to optimize on the 

opportunities that exist.    
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CHAPTER 1  

INTRODUCTION TO THE WEB 2.0 ENVIRONMENT OF COLLABORATION AND 

COMMUNICATION  

 

1.1 Introduction 

Due to intensifying competition and saturation of upper�end markets, organizations are 

increasingly placing pressure on improving effectiveness of business, including their 

communication with customers. Traditionally, companies developed and distributed 

messages that were carefully planned, targeted and controlled. However, the internet and 

related technologies have changed the way organizations interact with their customers and 

customers interact with each other.  

 

This thesis attempts to gain an understanding of the Web 2.0 environment and related 

technologies impact on collaboration and the nature of Open Source (OS), social networks 

and blogging communities. These insights will suggest ways of engaging and interacting in an 

era where value is created by the market. This value creation process in technological 

advancements has more actors and actions involved and this process is synchronous, 

nonlinear and interactive in nature (Ramirez, 1999) which is part of the challenge 

organizations are facing.   

 

With the advent of Web 2.0, the OS movement and developments in Information 

Communication Technology (ICT) the environment in which communication takes place has 
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changed. Information about organizations (including products, services, technologies and 

brands) and the opinions and experiences of their customers are published in open 

platforms. Anyone has access to it, can add, comment, share or even change this 

information, and organizations have become observant participants in the process. The 

market has shifted in terms of power and conversation and this has created a new context 

where organizations have little power over the messages, their distribution, the audience or 

the media.  

 

Individually or collectively consumers create, publish, and distribute messages on the 

internet, which has empowered and liberated consumers (Kozinets, 1999).  This 

collaborative nature of the Web 2.0 environment (Kozinets, Hemertsberger & Schau, 2008) 

and the development of ICTs has afforded individuals the opportunity to participate in the 

co�creation of content, such as e.g. Wikipedia which has become a major source of 

information for consumers (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2008).  

 

Web 2.0 has created enhanced opportunities for individuals to generate, create content and 

collaborate with each other, and to perform tasks that previously were the prerogative of 

organizations and their marketing departments. In this thesis the following issues relevant to 

this phenomenon are explored: 

1. An opportunity has been created for large numbers of individuals to be creative and 

to contribute their creativity to a common good without an expectation of monetary 

reward. While the so�called “open�source” movement has been around for a long 
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time, Web 2.0 and its related technologies, most notably wiki’s, have put the open 

source movement into overdrive.  

2. The influence that social networks have on society has become more pronounced. 

Social media such as Facebook and Twitter are among the most used sites on the 

internet. Their impact on an array of human behaviors is profound.  

3. The advent of blogs means that anyone can now be a journalist, comment on issues 

of interest and concern, and find a ready platform to publish these opinions. The 

response of readers to these messages is of course open to debate: Will readers 

regard these messages as “word of mouth”, as the opinions of independent 

commentators or their peers, or will they view them as being biased and highly 

susceptible to manipulation by organizations whose communication they comment 

on? These issues are addressed in this thesis, using both qualitative and quantitative 

methodologies. 

Figure 1: A schematic presentation of the structure of this thesis 
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Figure 1 depicts the aspects investigated by this thesis that will be used to provide collective 

learning to assist organizations to develop ways of improving their communication in this 

environment. The purpose of the thesis is to shed light on the transfer of power and voice 

from organization to market occasioned by Web 2.0 and related technologies and how 

organizations can adapt in their conversations with markets.  The challenge however, is that 

organizations do not control these processes and this leads to the thesis problem statement:  

Web 2.0 has created a collaborative environment that is increasingly driven by digitally 

empowered consumers. This is significantly changing the nature and structure of the power 

of collaboration and communication in new media. This leads to the overall research 

question that this thesis aims to answer is: 

 

 

 

The overall problem of this thesis is enhanced by insights from each of the five articles 

included therein. Each individual article contributes specific value but as a collective the 

following will assist in reflecting on the overall problem: 

� Q1: To what extent do OS projects create opportunities for organizations in 

communities to collaborate and create value?  

� Q2: To what extent can social networks be used to assist in understanding 

the structure that exists within a community?  

How can organizations adapt their conversations with the market where 
the transfer of power and voice occasioned by Web 2.0 and related 

technologies takes place?�
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� Q3: To what extent would individuals’ relationships with blogs influence the degree 

of organizations’ communication in blogs, or use the information found in blogs? 

� Q4: To what extent would understanding the customer validate the organization’s 

ability to use blogs? 

� Q5: To what extent could organizations influence these communities by 

understanding the structure of the community and the tools they use?  

An environmental perspective was taken to learn about the nature and structure of Web 2.0 

and related technologies. When innovation and market orientation interact in facilitative 

way different modes of strategic orientation can exist. The developments in the World Wide 

Web may provide opportunities to expand the interact mode, in which a dialogue exists 

between the customer and technology. Therefore when the term conversation is used it 

refers to a two way flow between the individual and technology where ideas are offered, 

modified and evolved (Berthon, Hulbert & Pitt, 1999). Using this perspective refers to 

innovation and marketing orientations that come together, the premise is that the Web 2.0 

has created a space for ideas and value to interact in a collaborative way.  

 

Chapter 1 provides background information focusing on the nature of Web 2.0, networks 

and Web 2.0 tools and technologies illustrated in this thesis. A conceptual framework is 

discussed that may provide useful input and attempt to explain this particular space. A brief 

discussion on each of the five articles follows whereafter Chapter 1 concludes with a basic 

layout of the remainder of the thesis. The main body of this PhD thesis consists of the five 
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articles in chapters 2 to 6, and the thesis ends with Chapter 7 with concluding remarks, 

findings, managerial implications and recommendation for future study. 

This thesis has been divided into three overall categories in order to learn about the nature 

and structure of the Web 2.0 and related technologies, namely OS, networks and blogs. 

 

1.2 Introduction to the nature of the web 2.0 environment  

Information has moved to the core of societies, businesses and individuals (Castells, 2004). 

Whether it is the search for, or the contribution thereof, our lives are dominated by it. The 

ubiquitous nature of information and the advancement of technology (Watson, Pitt, Berthon 

& Zinkhan, 2002) are affecting the interaction between organizations and consumers. The 

digitization of information and the concept of connectivity which is not linear but networked 

(Ventakesh, 1999) have also affected this interaction. An alternative view on space and time, 

called U�commerce which is typified by ubiquitous networks that has been created in 

business, may help to understand the nature of the relationships between organizations and 

customers (Watson, et al. 2002). O’Reilly (2005) calls this an era where organizations and 

individuals need to “embrace the power of the web to harness collective intelligence”.  The 

constant need for accessible, digitized information and ease of use has created a new 

context for communication.  

 

The information about organizations is often created in ambiguous ways. This information 

has been created and re�created by contributors with dissimilar values (Pitt, Watson, 
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Berthon, & Zinkhan, 2006), for the users and members of a particular community. Therefore 

instead of customers destroying value, the market now creates its own value that shifts the 

power of the message from organization to the market. In organizations’ attempts to create 

value for their customers it is necessary to understand what is of value to them and to 

optimize on creating value through collaboration, i.e. the contribution of two or more 

individuals working together towards mutual benefits resulting from coordinated action 

(Marwell & Oliver, 1993).  

 

The next section will discuss the focus issues of this thesis, starting with the OS; thereafter 

the discussion moves to networks, and lastly tools and technologies are discussed with 

emphasis on blogs, as this is a core tool in the investigation of the thesis.  

 

1.2.1 Introducing the Open source (OS) movement  

The term “open source” (OS) originated in computer programming where the source code 

was open to the users for modification and viewing. This joint�production of users 

voluntarily working to develop and improve OS software is an example of an OS community 

(Hemetsberger, 2002). Although its roots are found in the computing world, the same 

philosophical roots have been used to create OS projects (Cooke & Buckley, 2008).  

 

OS communities have illustrated that an offering can create and sustain innovation without a 

formal “manufacturer” (Hemetsberger, 2003). The term “prosumer” brings the traditional 

notions of producers and consumers together (Pitt, et al. 2006). This consumer’s increased 
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power potentially intensifies the relationship between producer and consumer (Achrol & 

Kotler, 1999). In traditional organizations the power of production was centralized within an 

organization as it provided competitive advantage. In OS movements the power and control 

is decentralized and essentially non�proprietary in nature (Pitt, et al., 2006).  

 

The decentralization of power motivates and encourages the user to improve and extend 

the original product, where the focus is on the user and not on the commercial producer. 

The contributions are given to their community as well as users of other communities.  This 

creates an innovative market offering. The core of what is created and offered is essentially 

free. The principles and applications of OS are not limited to computer software; new 

opportunities and challenges have been presented in the Web 2.0 environment. These 

developments provide new insight in terms of markets that develop and the low costs 

involved in creating structures for transactions to take place.  

 

Deconstructing the OS phenomenon by separating the various actors and actions needs a 

mechanism that according to Pitt, et al. (2006) is artificial and is merely used to simplify and 

analyze the phenomenon. Collaboration and communication in new media is synchronous, 

non linear in nature and where the structure decentralizes power, which creates a new 

ecosystem for collaboration.  
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 1.2.2 Networks in a collaborative environment 

Castells (2004) refers to a “network society” as a society that is powered by ICTs, which 

determines the social structure in which interaction takes place. The business environment is 

made up of network driven organizations. Earlier reference was made to the concept of U�

commerce and an elaboration of this concept follows. U�commerce illustrates the ubiquitous 

(all consumer durable devices are on a network) nature of information; universal (devices 

work everywhere) access of information; uniqueness (it is customizable); and unison 

(sychronizable, and data is always available) of information (Watson et al., 2002).  

 

The facilitation of two�way communication (Berthon, Pitt & Watson, 1996) or more 

appropriate in new media, many�to�many communication (Hoffman & Novak, 1996) 

emphasizes a different approach to communication. It is this aggregation of the social aspect 

that forms webs of personal relationships within these communities (Rheingold, 1993). Web 

2.0 provides insight into consumer behavior. These networks consist of like�minded 

individuals that collaborate and communicate on issues that are of value and importance to 

them.  

 

1.2.3 Tools and technologies in the web 2.0 environment 

The media landscape has changed into a fourfold media revolution. Firstly, the emergence of 

user generated content makes the distinction of content created by a professional or 

amateur somewhat difficult to distinguish. Secondly, consumers enticed into new media 
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illustrate the issue of consumers’ choice of viewing and not what gets ‘dictated’ by 

organizations. Thirdly, content is mostly delivered in small parts or ‘micro chunks’ in new 

media, meaning that the consumer decides how much they wish to view and for what 

amount of time, instead of the media being defined beforehand on their behalf. Lastly, the 

value of learning from social interaction that provides consumers the opportunity to ‘rate, 

rank, comment, review and respond’ is all elements that facilitate the developments that 

occur around the content (Cooke & Buckley, 2008).  

 

New media is not merely another tool. It could be regarded as a marketing channel which 

creates value through interactive marketing activities (Stewart & Pavlou, 2002). These 

changes illustrate how power with regards to the message, media, delivery and feedback has 

moved from the organization to the market. The next discussion will focus on blogs.  

 

Blogs are websites usually owned and written by individuals, called bloggers. Blogs started as 

personal online diaries but have evolved into an information tool (Tredinnik, 2006) that can 

provide commentary on a wide range of topics covering industries, products, services, and 

special interests (Steyn, van Heerden, Pitt, & Boshoff, 2008). Tredinnik (2006) noticed that 

blogs have become participatory in form due to the ease and low cost of publishing. 

Individuals with little technical knowledge can participate and the tools used in blogging 

such as hyperlinks, parts of webpages, aggregating content, makes the blogging process 

easier and more participatory in nature.  
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Blogs can be used by and for a wide range of stakeholders, blog writers, readers, customers, 

managers, employees and others. The credibility and authenticity of the message is critical 

as it solicits a particular discussion amongst the individuals engaging in the conversation. 

Whereas traditionally public relations departments carefully crafted these messages to 

provide the desired picture in the minds of the target audience, nowadays this is in the 

hands of the community.  

 

When using a new media tool to collaborate and communicate with a number of consumers, 

it is essential to know how blog writers, readers and other stakeholders respond to this new 

media tool (Stewart & Pavlou, 2002). Insight will affect an organizations’ ability to use this 

tool. At the core of this tool is collaboration and communication and therefore if this tool is 

to be optimally effective it is important to know how to collaborate with the influential 

bloggers as part of the organizations’ communication (Steyn, et al. 2008) system and 

methods of adding value.  

 

The previous section discussed the nature of Web 2.0 and interactive and social (specifically 

referring to human relationships) environments. The three categories are all socially driven 

and provide the opportunity to investigate the social nature of these environments.  They 

also provide organizations with valuable information – as the voice of the market – which 

can be used to develop more in�depth knowledge and understanding about the market.  All 

three of these categories also address the issue decentralized power as individuals are 

digitally empowered to communicate. However, organizations are generally more familiar 



�

���

�

with hierarchy, control and power which is centralized. The self improvement practices 

engaged in by organizations to better target, communicate and achieve increased return on 

investment, are management driven. Organizations therefore wish to enforce their known 

practices onto the environment where collaboration and communication is social in nature. 

This brings us to the crux of the challenge; a ‘bottoms up’ community driven approach to 

collaboration.   

 

1.3 Theoretical foundation  

Due to its origins, the marketing discipline inevitably investigates theories from a number of 

disciplines, including but not limited to economics, psychology, sociology, anthropology and 

the law. However, studying the Web 2.0 specifically in the context of OS activities calls for a 

spectrum of theories across disciplines. Although many different frameworks can be 

applicable, three theoretical frameworks alluded to in other studies have been considered 

for this thesis, namely transaction cost economics, symbolic capital and agapic giving.  

1.3.1 Transaction Cost Economics 

Transaction cost theory has its origins in Ronald Coase’s "The Nature of the Firm" (Coase, 

1937). Coase introduced the notion of “transaction costs” � a set of inefficiencies in the 

market that add or should be added to the price of a good or service in order to measure the 

performance of the market relative to the non�market behavior in firms. They include the 

costs of searching, contracting, and enforcing. The theory has been progressed by 

Williamson (1992; 1988), and focuses on how organizations should define or set 
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organizational boundaries to maximize the efficiency of economic exchange (Jones, 1983; 

Ouchi, 1980; Williamson, 1975). Its purpose is to ascertain the sources of the costs of 

transactions. Attributes of transactions give rise to costs, either because exchange is 

problematic or prohibitively expensive; transaction cost theory attempts to identify the 

governance mechanism that will allow exchange to occur at lowest cost. Transaction cost 

theory attempts to answer the question of what the boundary of a firm is, and how hard 

that boundary should be. It has received much attention in the management literature 

generally (Jones & Hill, 1988; Tapon, 1989; Griesinger, 1990; Gurbaxani & Whang, 1991; 

Mosakowski, 1991; Williamson, 1988; Osborn & Baughn, 1990), and in marketing specifically 

(Anderson & Oliver, 1987; Heide & John, 1988, 1992; Noordewier, John & Nevin 1990; Klein, 

Frazier & Roth, 1990; Klein, 1989; John & Weitz, 1989). 

 

In the closed source environment that characterizes most firms in free market systems, 

products such as encyclopedia, windsurfers and prescription drugs, and software products 

such as computer operating systems have been conceptualized and produced within and by 

organizations, such as Encyclopedia Britannica and Microsoft. These organizations ensure 

that key resources such as product design and conceptualization and usually production are 

internal, for they are sources of competitive advantage. Brands are not only key strategic 

assets that have financial value, but are also encapsulated as outcomes in the process of 

competitive advantage the resources facilitate (Day & Wensley, 1988). Arguably, they create 

customer satisfaction and loyalty, enable firms to maintain or increase market share, and to 

enhance financial productivity. If markets, rather than hierarchies were relied upon to 
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produce and market these offerings, the transaction costs (which would include costs of 

coordination, quality assurance, communication, and enforcement of obligations), would be 

prohibitively high. However, when mechanisms exist that permit the conceptualization and 

production, quality control, and distribution of offerings to be broadly dispersed, usually 

without regard for geography, then the market can become the home of an OS enterprise. 

The Internet is one significant mechanism that allows OS participants to conceptualize, 

produce, test, communicate, and distribute offerings. While the OS brand may have 

considerable financial value, its value to its adherents may be above and beyond money, as 

the following discussion of symbolic capital theory contends.  

 

In simple transaction cost terms, if one considers OS versus traditionally branded offerings, 

then product development and distribution is moving from the hierarchy (e.g., Microsoft) to 

the market (e.g., Linux). This is because the transaction costs in the market are now lower. 

There is no need for significant infrastructure and technical systems to develop OS products. 

There is no requirement to employ and manage and motivate people in full�time jobs. 

Traditional marketing (packaging, distribution channels, and promotion) is unnecessary to 

market these products. So these brands rely far more on informal and ongoing production 

(rather than production and launch), informal distribution (give it away free, try it and see) 

and word of mouth communication rather than advertising. The brand still gets built, but the 

costs of doing so are much lower, and so are the hazards. If a major Microsoft product fails, 

huge costs and risks are involved, and brand equity suffers. If an OS product fails, people 

have all given a little of their time, and brand equity may take a dip in pride, but financial 
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consequences are generally less severe. In addition, because of the underlying altruism 

driving OS development, consumers tend to be more forgiving of OS product failure. In the 

case of minor problems, the consumers actively work to identify these and notify the 

developer. In some cases, they will even contribute code to fix a problem. 

 

1.3.2 Symbolic Capital  

Mauss’ (1925) study of relationships in Sociology argued that reciprocity is the motivation 

behind social exchanges. This provided the foundation for Social Exchange Theory in which 

Homans (1961) asserted that all human interactions could be understood as a form of social 

exchange. In the attempt to understand interaction between individuals Social Exchange 

Theory which Kotler and Levy (1969), and especially Bagozzi (1975) brought to the marketing 

discipline, was used as a base.  It is argued that most human dealings (not only those 

between for�profit firms and their customers) may be seen as a form of market.    

 

Different models of exchange exist and  Hemetsberger (2002) noted that these models differ 

in ‘what’ is exchanged and ‘how’ that exchange is influenced. Ekeh (1974) which notes that 

in an economic model the exchange is economic in value and nature but in the social model 

the symbolic value is of importance.  This social exchange differs in terms of expectations.  

The focus is not on immediate rewards but rather on social approval (Hemetsgerger, 2002).   
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In a study on OS brands Pitt, et al. (2006), OS communities are described as ‘gift economies’ 

(Raymond 2000; Bergquist and Ljungberg 2001; Zeitlyn 2003).  This framework was used to 

explain when goods, services, and developments are given as ‘gifts’ to community, there is 

no obligation to reciprocate.  Symbolic capital is therefore the benefits of such generosity 

(Bourdieu, 1977).  Organizations or individuals who ‘give away’ accumulate symbolic capital, 

normally in the form of status or reputation may apply to i.e. influential bloggers in the 

blogging community.   Therefore within communities members share in the symbolic capital 

in terms of the contributions they make towards the community.   

 

Social giving that takes place is sometimes done as a ‘social indebtedness’ (Haas & Deseran, 

1981) towards the community, illustrating a moral obligation. However, there is a type of 

giving which is an altruistic act where ‘the greater good’ is the main motivation. This kind of 

exchange in the social model is what Belk and Coon (1993) introduced as agapic love. A 

different framework of giving is where the focus is to give away without any expectation to 

gain something in return; the focus remains on doing good for others.  

 

1.4.2 Agapic Giving 

The concept of agapic1 giving assumes that a person gives something to another without the 

anticipation of receiving something in return. The giver does not expect to benefit from any 

type of exchange, but does so completely for the benefit of the recipient. This behavior is 

��������������������������������������������������������
1 From the Greek work agape, meaning “love of one’s fellow man” (from Encyclopædia Britannica. Retrieved October 7, 2010, from 

http://www.britannica.com/eb/article?tocId=9003983) 
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fully altruistic, unselfish, sacrificial, and nonbinding (Belk & Coon, 1993). As such, agapic 

relationships transcend the materialism or self�interest that is typical in the majority of 

exchange�based relationships. In fact, attempts to monetize or value these contributions 

often lead to the reliance on more economic exchange based relationships (Belk & Coon 

1993). The communality that results from this behavior is typified by a heightened concern 

or obligation for the needs of others (Clark, Dubash, & Mills, 1998; Clark & Mills, 1979). 

Agapic giving provides another perspective to the social exchange theory on which much of 

the study of relationships in sociology is predicated, beginning with the work of Mauss 

(1925), who argued that reciprocity is the motivation behind all social exchanges. Homans 

(1961) established the base of the theory in sociology, asserting that all human interactions 

could be understood as a form of social exchange. Kotler and Levy (1969) and especially 

Bagozzi (1975) brought social exchange theory to the marketing discipline, and have argued 

that most human dealings (and not just those between for�profit firms and their customers) 

can be understood as a form of market exchange. While exchange theory is an apposite 

framework for studying conventional brands in closed source environments, we contend 

that a theory of agapic giving will provide fresh insights into the future study of the OS 

phenomenon in general and OS brands in particular.  

 

This can be expressed from the perspective of either the community itself or the individual 

members. The community provides goods, services, or information for the benefit of 

themselves and any future interested party. Individuals often provide information or 

services to the community not in anticipation of any reciprocity but out of a sense of 
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brotherhood or emotional affinity. This is not done with the expectation of any future 

contributions by anyone who accesses the community’s outputs (although they will certainly 

be accepted).  

 

Numerous examples demonstrate this behavior. For instance, experienced travelers on 

Flyertalk.com share information about inexpensive fares (especially errantly mispriced ones), 

frequent flyer programs, mileage accumulation tips and tricks, and travel information. This 

information is not necessarily provided by individuals for personal gain or future reciprocity. 

Instead members share the information freely and publicly with little opportunity to profit 

from their submissions. The administrators of Flyertalk have the ability to control the 

information on the site by moderating and removing discussions and specific posts, but the 

benefits of the site are provided by and appropriated by unaffiliated community members 

for the good of others. 

 

Charitable contributions or volunteering can be considered agapic, especially when made 

without regard to self or for financial or social gain. These donations are typically made by 

those who have the time or resources to do so without regard for reciprocity from those 

who stand to benefit. Cynics will point out that charitable donations can provide anticipated 

economic (e.g., tax deductions) or social benefits (e.g., contributing to the charitable efforts 

of a political or social organization). However, these gains are neither absolutely true nor 

required, especially when the donations are anonymous and unpublicized, as indeed are 

many giving behaviors. Or example, thousands of individuals donated millions of dollars the 
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Asian tsunami disaster appeal, online, without receiving much more in return than an 

automated email acknowledgement.  

 

The selfless nature of agapic relationships may prove to be a valuable lens through which to 

examine the brand�consumer relationship. To the extent that each provides the necessary 

services that meet the needs of the other (especially as the distinction is blurred between 

them), the potential exists for a deeply emotional attachment that is in many respects more 

romantic and self�reinforcing than economic relationships. 

 

1.5 Introducing the different studies related to this thesis 

This section introduces the main body of this thesis, the five articles. Each of the articles has 

been developed into a chapter; each of these articles provides insight into the problem 

stated in the beginning of this chapter.  

 

In Chapter 2 a case study of a wiki OS project is used as illustration to explain collaboration 

between the organization and various stakeholders, illustrating the importance of taking a 

more holistic view on the dynamic nature of communication in the context of the Web 2.0. It 

further illustrates how a different value chain develops in OS emphasizing the importance of 

this context by fulfilling more than one role. Concepts like ‘collaborate, contribute and 

community’ relate to Web 2.0 and this also explains the second generation of Web 
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development � the fact that it “facilitates communications and secures information sharing, 

interoperability, and collaboration on the World Wide Web” (Harris & Rea, 2009). These like�

minded communities can be a valuable opportunity for organizations to obtain information 

that is filtered by individuals due to their increased power, and can therefore provide an 

effective way for organizations to learn more about the structure and the community itself.  

This article will provide insight into the OS phenomenon and contribute to the collective 

learning of this thesis; however its own individual contribution is of importance. The 

following question was therefore developed for this article: 

� Q1: To what extent do OS projects create opportunities for organizations in 

communities to collaborate and create value?  

 

Article 1: Web 2.0 and the Open Source Movement: The case of Global Text (Fully stated in 

Chapter 2) 

Pitt, L.F., Nel, D., & van Heerden, G. (2009). Web 2.0 and the open source movement: The 

case of Global Text, International Review of Entrepreneurship, 7(1), pp. 33�56. 

The open source movement is a prominent aspect of the Web 2.0 phenomenon, driven as it is 

by the ability to network and collaborate easily, seamlessly and at low cost. This article 

considers open source production and distribution in the Web 2.0 environment from the 

perspective of stakeholders – all those who are part of, or who are impacted upon by an open 

source initiative. These include users, producers, collaborators, distributors and competitors. 

A simple framework is introduced for the analysis of stakeholder impact using a force field 



�

���

�

analysis, and this is illustrated by reference to the case of the Global Text Project. The Global 

Text Project is a venture designed to expand the opportunities for education, especially in 

developing countries, by the creation, publication and distribution of free (or close to free) 

textbooks. The force field analysis of the stakeholders to the project permits an identification 

of the actors who will respectively support and resist the initiative, and what their impact on 

it will be. Managerial implications are identified, and avenues for future research in this area 

are outlined.  

 

Chapter 3 discusses the importance and relevance of social networks. The focus is on using 

social network analysis as a means to understand the structure within these social networks. 

The identification of positions of individuals within a network will assist the organization in 

their engagement with the community. Since social networks have changed the nature and 

the structure of collaboration and communication, the structure of the network may provide 

organizations with valuable information.  The following question was therefore developed: 

� Q2: To what extent can social networks be used to assist in understanding 

the structure that exists within a community?  
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Article 2: Finding and utilizing opinion leaders: Social networks and the power of 

relationships (Fully stated in Chapter 3) 

Van der Merwe, R. & van Heerden, G. (2009). Finding and utilizing opinion leaders: Social 

networks and the power of relationships, South African Journal of Business Management, 

40(3), pp. 65�76 

Research suggests that consumer choice is sub�optimal: simply we satisfy. Limited data, time 

and expertise render our rationality ‘bounded’. The opinion leader offers a solution to this 

problem: when faced with a complex choice, we often seek the opinion of an expert. The Web 

has fueled an unprecedented expansion of this strategy by enabling ‘virtual’ opinion leaders 

(see Web sites such as Epinions.com and Amazon.com). However, despite its rise in 

popularity, opinion leadership has received limited attention in the advertising literature. 

 

It is this hiatus that we address and in doing so seek to make two potentially important 

contributions to the wider research on opinion leadership. First, we link opinion leadership to 

social network theory and show that, those at individuals who are central to social networks 

serve as opinion leaders. Second, we challenge the assumption that opinion leadership is 

monomorphic (topic specific) by showing that domain�specific opinion leadership is strongly 

related to general opinion leadership. 
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The following three Chapters 4, 5 and 6 are grouped together as they refer in particular to 

one of the most popular and fastest growing tools in new media, namely blogs. Of 

importance in these studies is the relationship between the individual and the blog. 

Organizations will find this useful in deciding if and how they would like to use blogs as a 

platform to either get information from, or share information with their customers. These 

studies provide insight into both the blog reader and the blogger and their relationship with 

blogs, which provide different perspectives of this tool to be taken into consideration. 

�

Chapter 4 focuses on the relationship between individuals and blogs. Collaboration and the 

development of ICT have enabled customers to increasingly become ‘creative agents’ in co�

production not only for their own community but for the organization as well. Blogs can be 

used by specialized bloggers to differentiate themselves from mainstream media, but some 

bloggers view themselves as traditional journalists who use their blogs as an alternative 

communication channel (Steyn, et al., 2008). Pitt, et al. (2002) suggests that marketers must 

be prepared to embrace the newly empowered consumer.  

 

Organizations should understand what these individuals have to say and the technologies 

that allow them to say it so effectively, if they are to manage pro�actively. It is important for 

organizations to learn from and be part of the tools and technologies used in the Web 2.0 

environment. The relationship between individuals and these tools will provide 

organizations with valuable insight into these tools and technology. Therefore the following 

question was developed: 
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� Q3: To what extent would individuals’ relationship with blogs influence the degree to 

which organizations communicate, using blogs or use the information found in blogs? 

 

Article 3: Do B2B bloggers believe blogs? PR insights on blogger skepticism (Fully stated in 

Chapter 4 

Van Heerden, G., Salehi�Sangari, E., Pitt, L.F., & Caruana, A. (2009) Do B2B bloggers believe 

blogs? PR insights on blogger skepticism, Asia Pacific Public Relations Journal, 10(December), 

pp 123�132. 

Research and practice have given a lot of attention to blogs which illustrates their increasing 

importance as PR tools. When blogs comment on the activities, products, services and 

technologies or organizations they become an important communications tool. Blogs can be 

used as credible professional communication but they can also be subject to the same type of 

skepticism that traditional mass media encounters. This article presents the responses of 333 

international active bloggers in the business�to�business (B2B) environment. The responses to 

blogging ethics as well as their skepticism towards blogging are discussed. We adapted a 

skepticism scale initially used to measure skepticism towards advertising to reflect skepticism 

towards blogging. We then relate skepticism towards blogging with the blogger’s view on 

ethical issues. We also determine if skepticism varies among bloggers from different regions. 

The article concludes by identifying managerial implications and avenues for future research.  

 

Chapter 5 discusses the relationship between the consumer or blog reader and the blog 

where an interactive context is driven by a digitally empowered consumer. The democratic 
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nature of the internet has enabled individuals to participate in the development and 

production of knowledge within the societal and economic processes (Hemetsberger, 2003) 

through collaboration, which has given rise to new innovative market offerings. These 

offerings created and recreated by and for the market fulfill the actual need of the consumer 

rather than what the organization would like consumers believe they need, by persuading 

them through marketing communications activities. Of particular interest for organizations 

would be to understand the consumer better and therefore learning about them and their 

needs will assist in this regard. Therefore the following question was formulated: 

� Q4: To what extent would understanding the customer validate the organization’s 

ability to make use of blogs? 

 

Article 4: Product, Services and Technology Review Blogs: A Proposed Model to Explain 

Consumer Skepticism (Fully stated in Chapter 5) 

Van Heerden, G. (2010). Product, Services and Technology Review Blogs: A Proposed Model 

to Explain Consumer Skepticism, Submitted to Communicare 

While much research has been conducted on consumer skepticism about advertising, limited 

attention has focused on the relationship between gender and skepticism. As the internet 

and new technologies continuously transform corporate communications, the relationship 

between gender on skepticism in new media such as the blogosphere implores further 

research. This article focuses on consumer skepticism of blogs that review products, services 

and technologies. Demographic variables, in particular gender, are commonly employed to 
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segment target audiences in the attempt to fit appeals specifically directed at males, 

females, or both. This article investigates three related relationships. First, whether gender is 

a significant predictor of consumer skepticism of blogs. Second, whether a relationship exists 

between skepticism as a predictor of the frequency of blogs accessed, and lastly whether 

skepticism is a predictor of the number of blogs visited. Data from Australia and South Africa 

provide the findings and offer guidance to practitioners for their new media selection and 

gender based communication messages.  

 

Chapter 6. The new media landscape has created a proliferation of media where a desire to 

socially interact is most evident. In the 1960s McLuhan said that “the medium is the 

message”, Castells (2004) said that in an interactive environment it is more appropriate to 

think along the lines of the “message is the medium”. The blogosphere has the power to link 

pages and therefore shape the results of search engines. When bloggers pay attention to 

each other it increases the visibility and power they have. Web 2.0 allows for the creation 

and exchange of user generated content (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2008). Blogs provide the 

opportunity for readers to leave comments on blogs and the owners, or bloggers, to control 

the published information (Bruns & Jacobs, 2006).  It is not merely a medium for information 

purposes but it has become a channel for sharing information which inevitably affects the 

process of communication. Organizations need to determine how communities obtain 

information and thereby understand which tools can be used to share information. This may 

be included on the platforms which could assist the organization to contribute to the 
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conversations that take place and add value to the members of that particular community. 

Therefore the following question was formulated: 

� Q5: To what extent would organizations be able to influence these communities by 

understanding the structure of the community and the tools they use?  

 

Article 5: B2B blogger skepticism and the social media release: A Multi�country perspective 

(Fully stated in Chapter 6) 

Steyn, P.G., van Heerden, G., & Pitt, L.F. (2010). B2B blogger skepticism and the social media 

release: A Multi�country perspective, Submitted to Corporate Communication: An 

International perspective (Submitted for the second round of reviews) 

This paper investigates the impact of skepticism among product review bloggers with regard 

to their perception of the effectiveness, as well as their current and future intended use, of 

the Social Media Release. An online survey across Asia Pacific, Europe and North America 

was conducted among corporate bloggers who offer product reviews. The survey measured 

six constructs, but the focus of this paper is on skepticism, perceptions and use of SMRs. 

Blogger’s intentions to use SMRs in the future is positively and significantly related to their 

current use of it, their perceptions of the effectiveness of SMRs, the use of SMRs by others, 

and their own skepticism toward blogs maintained by their peers. This study approximates, 

rather than replicates TAM studies grounded in the theories of planned behavior and 
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reasoned action. Opinions about the SMR were limited due to low awareness and usage of 

this new communications tool.  

The challenges are to decrease skepticism, increase blogger’s awareness and usage of SMRs, 

educate bloggers concerning the effectiveness of SMRs, inform bloggers about the popularity 

of SMRs among corporations, and provide education and training on the effective use of 

SMRs. Corporate communications through blogging communities is an area of growing 

interest and new media tools such as SMRs are gaining popularity. Limited research has been 

conducted on blogger skepticism and the prediction of future usage of SMRs. 

 

1.6 Conclusion 

Web 2.0 and related technologies are driven by the social nature and structure of 

collaboration that takes place in new media. Together with the ease of connectivity and the 

ability of individuals to participate in business and social processes, markets can create the 

offering which is given away at no monetary cost. In this market space where value is 

created, organizations formerly using hierarchical approaches to marketing, production, 

distribution, and promotion may need to adapt to the Web 2.0 environment so as to 

optimize on these insights and endeavor to create value for this new space.  

 

Chapter 1 introduced the thesis by discussing the nature of the Web 2.0 environment, OS, 

networks, and tools and technologies. The challenges provided by these aspects, and the 
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conceptual explanation of the theoretical framework of exploring this phenomenon were 

discussed. Each of the five articles was then briefly introduced by alluding to the overall 

learning that each article will contribute towards the problem presented in this thesis. Each 

article contributes, but collectively the learning that is taken from each is aimed at 

answering the overall research question.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Schematic presentation of the layout of thesis 

 

Figure 2 depicts the different chapters as laid out in the rest of the thesis. Chapter 7 

concludes with an overall conclusion, managerial implication, limitations and future 

research. With the knowledge gained from each of these studies reference will be made in 

an attempt to address the overall problem of this thesis. 

Chapter 1:  

INTRODUCTION TO THE WEB 2.0 ENVIRONMENT AND COLLABORATION AND COMMUNICATION 

Chapter 7: 

CONCLUSION, MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS, LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

Chapter 2: 
Web 2.0 and the Open Source Movement: The case of Global Text 
 
Chapter 3:   
Finding and utilizing opinion leaders: Social Networks and the power of relationships 
 
Chapter 4: 
Do B2B bloggers believe Blogs:  PR insights on blogger skepticism 
 
Chapter 5: 
Product, Services and Technology Review Blogs: A Proposed Model to Explain Consumer 
Skepticism 
 
Chapter 6: 
B2B Blogger skepticism and the social media release: A Multi�country perspective 
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CHAPTER 2 

Article 1:   Web 2.0 and the Open Source Movement: Liberating Text Books 

 

Pitt, L.F., Nel, D. & van Heerden, G. (2009). Web 2.0 and the Open Source Movement: 

Liberating Text books, International Review of Entrepreneurship 

 

 

Abstract 

The open source movement is a prominent aspect of the Web 2.0 phenomenon, driven as it 

is by the ability to network and collaborate easily, seamlessly and at low cost. This article 

considers open source production and distribution in the Web 2.0 environment from the 

perspective of stakeholders – all those who are part of, or who are impacted upon by an 

open source initiative. These include users, producers, collaborators, distributors and 

competitors. A simple framework is introduced for the analysis of stakeholder impact using a 

force field analysis, and this is illustrated by reference to the case of the Global Text Project. 

The Global Text Project is a venture designed to expand the opportunities for education, 

especially in developing countries, by the creation, publication and distribution of free (or 

close to free) textbooks. The force field analysis of the stakeholders to the project permits an 

identification of the actors who will respectively support and resist the initiative, and what 

their impact on it will be. Managerial implications are identified, and avenues for future 

research in this area are outlined.  
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THE IDEA: WHEN EDUCATION IS PROHIBITIVELY EXPENSIVE…. AND OTHER PROBLEMS    

FOR THE OPEN SOURCE MOVEMENT 

 

University textbooks, as most students will tell you, are not inexpensive. In North America, 

for example, it is not unusual to find that the price of a single textbook can be around $150 

at 2008 prices, and Europe is not that different. While many publishers attempt to 

contribute to education in developing countries by selling the same text at a far lower price, 

textbooks remain far beyond the reach of the great majority of potential students. The same 

$150 text might sell for around $50 in a country like Uganda. However, whereas Gross 

National Income per capita in the United States is $41,400, the same figure for Uganda is 

USD $250(World Bank, 2007). While a $150 textbook might be reasonably affordable in the 

USA, the same book at $50 is beyond the reach of most Ugandans.  

Calculating the return on investment in education has long fascinated economists since early 

this century. Most estimates show rates of returns on education that are favorably 

comparable to rates of return on investment in physical capital. Long ago, Becker (1964) 

estimated returns to white males in 1949 of 20 percent for high school graduates and 13 

percent for college graduates, comparable to results found by Carnoy and Marenbach (1975) 

over a similar period. Using a different methodology, Ashenfelter and Rouse (1999) found 

that the return to an additional year of education had risen from 6.2% in 1979 to nearly 10% 

in 1993. There seems little doubt that investment in education is one of the surest ways for 

developing countries to break free from the awful trap of poverty. Yet, with textbooks at 

even the current, substantially discounted prices, the battle ahead would seem uphill all the 

way. 
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The advent of Web 2.0 may provide the long sought solution to the problem of expensive 

basic investments in education into material such as text books. “Web 2.0” is probably best 

viewed as a series of application progressions over Web 1.0, rather than as something new 

in and of itself. Web 2.0 is the internet’s “now” to Web 1.0 as the Internet’s “then” – it is 

much more to do with what people are doing with the technology than the technology itself. 

Rather than merely retrieve information, users now create and consume it, and hence add 

value to the websites that permit them to do so. These websites usually provide a richer 

context to users, by means of user�friendly interfaces that encourage and facilitate 

participation. Tapscott and Williams (2007) contend that the economy of "the new web" 

depends on mass collaboration, with economic democracy as an outcome. The notion of 

individuals simultaneously creating value for themselves and others through profound 

network effects has not gone unnoticed by entrepreneurs – both for�profit business people, 

and social entrepreneurs, who see the technology as a way of being innovative and 

proactive.  

One of the phenomena that have been spurred on by Web 2.0 is that of the open source 

movement. While open source preceded Web 2.0 by many decades, since the advent of 

Web 2.0, open source has been put into overdrive. In this paper, we give attention to the 

open source movement with particular reference to its effects on stakeholders. We illustrate 

this by means of the case of the Global Text Project (GTP), an open source movement 

dedicated to providing free textbooks. We begin by describing the open source movement in 

brief detail and identify the main stakeholders associated with any OS project, and then 

outline the GTP case. We then raise the issues the GTP case holds for a wide range of 
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stakeholders, and conclude by identifying the managerial implications this holds for some of 

the stakeholders, and the avenues for future research the situation (and ones similar to it) 

present to academics and scholars.  

 

THE OPEN SOURCE MOVEMENT 

In its broadest meaning, Open Source (OS) offerings describe products, services and ideas 

where the intellectual input of the inventors and producers is non�proprietary in nature (see 

Pitt et al., 2006). In the case of computer software, OS typically describes software projects 

where the source code is freely distributed. There is no charge to download and install the 

code on one’s personal or corporate computers. Another feature of OS is that some of the 

licenses under which it is released, such as GNU General Public License (GPL), require that 

modifications to the code also remain free and are placed in the public domain. Thus OS 

encourages customers to improve and extend the original product. The OS model is 

particularly effective at finding software logic errors and fostering innovation because 

customers can see the source code and contribute modifications. 

The term OS has gained common currency for broadly describing projects that have the 

same philosophical underpinnings of open source software but extend beyond software. 

Wikipedia is an example of a project in which thousands share their creative work to 

generate a free online encyclopedia. Strictly speaking Wikipedia is open content, but it is 

often lumped into the generally rubric of OS.   
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OS is not limited to soft, or digital products but can also include hard products (e.g., 

surfboards). It is important to note two fundamentals. First, the OS approach to offering 

development and distribution is by no means a recent phenomenon. Winchester (1999) 

describes the compilation of the first Oxford English Dictionary as a vast cooperative project 

between scholars and individuals throughout the English speaking world, beginning in 1857. 

None of the contributors was financially rewarded for their efforts, and even the editor, 

James Murray performed his work as part of other appointments and commitments. Second, 

the application of open source principles occurs in a far wider range of applications than 

computer software alone. It is widely touted as a way of revitalizing medical research, 

particularly in the field of “orphan” drugs, where markets are relatively small (because the 

incidence of certain diseases is very low) but suffering is acute (The Economist a, 2004). In 

the service and leisure industry protagonists attack entrenched providers of services such as 

the “branded yoga” of Bikram Choudhury (www.brkramyoga.com) by demanding and 

asserting that an age�old pursuit such as yoga be available to all, and establish an alliance 

dedicated to this called Open Source Yoga Unity (The Economist b, 2004). While open source 

offerings may seem most effective in non�tangible settings where the effects of intellectual 

capital are obvious, open source approaches have even been observed and explained in 

physical goods in consumer markets. For example, both Shah (2000) and von Hippel (2001) 

describe the development of innovations in skateboarding, windsurfing and snowboarding 

products, where an essentially similar methodology to that of open source software 

offerings is followed.   
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OS OFFERINGS: WHAT THEY MEAN TO STAKEHOLDERS 

A diffuse postmodern phenomenon like OS offerings means different things to different 

stakeholders, and scholars should bear this in mind in considering approaches to 

researching OS issues. The major stakeholders and their interaction with OS offerings are 

summarized in Figure 1. 

 Figure 1: Stakeholders and their interaction 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The first major stakeholder in the OS offering is its community, which will consist of 

producers as well as users, or indeed, the “prosumers” (Berry, 1980; Kotler, 1986; Sicca, 

2000) of the OS offering. Its stake lies in producing the offering, improving, distributing it 

and using it. As producers, the incentives of this community have been explained by various 

theories (cf. Chakrabarti et al., 2007), while as consumers of the OS offering the OS brand 
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search costs, reduction of perceived risk (the risk of making a bad decision), and reduction of 

psychological risk (the risk of injuring one’s reputation or social standing) (Berthon, Hulbert 

and Pitt, 1999).  

Second, there are the conventional competitors of OS offerings, such as Microsoft in the 

case of Linux, and Encyclopedia Britannica and Microsoft’s Encarta in the case of Wikipedia. 

Whereas traditional competitors strive after conventional financial returns, and are used to 

competing against similar rivals with comparable objectives, in the case of OS offerings they 

find themselves up against an amorphous producer(s), with very different objectives. These 

competitors have a vested interest not only in understanding how OS producers operate and 

function, but very specifically in how the OS offering will stack up as a rival. 

Next, there are the distributors of OS offerings. In the software industry, the best known of 

these is RedHat in the case of the OS operating system Linux. These are typically for�profit 

firms that retail OS brands and also provide the necessary service such as installation, 

consulting, and training that may accompany them. They face a number of considerations, 

including the fact that supporting an OS offering may deny them access to traditional 

suppliers, and the uncertainty of vending an offering not supported by a conventional firm 

but a group of volunteers who don't necessarily have a profit motive. 

Fourth, there are the collaborators of OS offerings, who may be governments, nonprofit 

institutions such as universities and funding agencies, and for�profit firms. These 

collaborators support OS offerings for a number of reasons. Some governments and 

nonprofit institutions may provide material support to OS offerings in order to reduce 

dependence on the conventionally branded alternative or simply to reduce the costs of a 
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product, service or software. For�profit firms may support OS projects so that they can 

reduce their dependence on a traditional branded supplier, or as a way of restoring the 

balance of supplier power in a market. It is no secret that firms like IBM and Hewlett�Packard 

are major supporters of the Linux brand in order to reduce their dependence on, and the 

power of, Microsoft. 

Finally there are the customers or users of OS offerings (and here we distinguish this group 

from prosumers). Whilst there may be an element of free riding among these users, many of 

these will be using the OS offering for good traditional branding reasons, which will include a 

reduction of search costs, perceived and psychological risk, as well as lower prices. While 

this grouping may welcome the free availability and free good provided by the OS offering, 

this is not to say they might not be susceptible to brand extensions and other manifestations 

of OS brand equity. Linux T�shirts and penguin mascots are as highly sought after by some 

members of this group as are shirts and other paraphernalia by fans of Manchester United 

and the Dallas Cowboys, which suggests that OS brands are firstly just as popular as 

commercial brands, and second, that they can be extended in commercially viable ways. 

Next, we outline the case of the Global Text Project. 

 

THE OPPORTUNITY: NEW HORIZONS IN TEXT BOOK PUBLISHING AND DISTRIBUTION 

In early 2006, Rick Watson, an Information Systems professor at the University of Georgia’s 

Terry College of Business, was looking for a suitable textbook for a recently introduced 

graduate course in XML Data Management that he was scheduled to teach. He had taught 
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the class twice before and had not found a suitable text. He spent long hours online 

searching for an appropriate book to prescribe, as well as perusing the catalogs of all the 

major academic publishers, but was unable to find anything that met his requirements. By 

the time the course began, he still hadn’t found a text. Almost in desperation, in his first 

class he announced that the textbook for the course would be written by the course 

members, reviewed, and edited by the course members, and then used by the course 

members. Each student was required to write a chapter, teach the class the material in the 

chapter, and also develop an exercise to test the key concepts of the chapter. By the end of 

the course, the class would indeed have an appropriate text book: one that they had written 

themselves. The book was written using wiki software and made available as a Wikibook. 

Part of the final course grade for each student depended on the quality of their chapter, and 

on their contributions to improving the chapters of others. By the end of the course, the 

class had indeed produced a text book that met the course’s needs quite admirably. The 

Global Text Project was born. 

Professor Watson now had a ready�made text for the course when he taught it the following 

semester, and the next class of students was also encouraged to add to and improve their 

prescribed text. Needless to say, they were delighted that their course in XML Data 

Management came with a free textbook. However, the news of “his” text book had spread 

beyond his home institution, and he began to receive inquiries from faculty at other 

institutions who wanted to teach a similar course. He was asked things like, how could they 

get the book, and what would it cost? His reply was, “You can download it from our server, 

and its free. The only conditions are that you also help add to, and improve it”. 
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At about the same time, Don McCubbrey, an Information Systems Clinical Professor in the 

Daniels College of Business at the University of Denver was teaching an IS class for MBAs 

without a textbook.  He prepared a syllabus, and then assigned readings that were freely 

available to students either through articles available in databases subscribed to by the 

University library or available at no cost on academic and practitioner Internet sites.  

Students appreciated a classroom environment in which current issues were presented using 

content that was free.  Don had co�authored textbooks too and was well aware of the 

process followed by most publishers to encourage authors to publish new editions to cut the 

feet out from under the used book market.  He was also well aware of the XML text project 

Rick had underway. They talked at an ICIS Conference, and after a bit of brainstorming, 

decided to collaborate.  

It was at this point that Rick Watson realized that they were on to something far larger than 

ad hoc text books for courses without suitable texts to prescribe. The market was far larger 

than that for relatively specialized courses, designed for comparatively affluent students at 

well�established schools in developed nations. If one considered general introductory 

courses across a wide range of subjects and disciplines, for students in developing countries 

who would otherwise not be able to afford an education, then the potential market was 

immense. He began to develop a vision for the project: 

“The project will create open content electronic textbooks that will be freely available from a 

website. Distribution will also be possible via paper, CD, or DVD. Our goal initially is to focus 

on content development and Web distribution, and we will work with relevant authorities to 
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facilitate dissemination by other means when bandwidth is unavailable or inadequate. The 

goal is to make textbooks available to the many who cannot afford them. 

Mass education has created tremendous opportunities and wealth for people in developed 

countries. It has enabled many to escape poverty, albeit a level of poverty that is not 

comparable to that of many in the developing nations. Mass education for the developing 

world is dependent among other things on finding low costs means of delivering free quality 

content to many. We believe we have the means for developing the necessary content and 

seek support to start an endeavor that can engage many for the benefit of many more. We 

will work through universities, world development agencies (e.g., World Bank, United 

Nations), and other appropriate bodies to promote adoption of the texts.  

Furthermore, we will work on creating a community that contributes to enhancement of the 

texts. It is not enough, we believe, to have a simple transfer of knowledge. Rather, we want 

to engage those who use the books, both instructors and students, to engage actively in 

improving the quality of the book. For example, cases and exercises based on local events will 

help to make a text global. Many current texts usually draw heavily on North American 

situations. Our plan is to work closely with academic opinion leaders in target countries to 

foster adoption. We think that local champions will be key to spreading adoption. (From 

http://globaltext.terry.uga.edu/) 

Rick Watson realized that the project could ultimately threaten existing models of textbook 

publishing, under which for�profit publishing firms commissioned books from authors, and 

then produced and distributed them. These firms commanded good margins on the books 

they published, some of which was passed on to the author(s) of a text in the form of 
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royalties. While the nature of royalties usually depended on the contract the author(s) could 

negotiate with their publisher; typically this was in the range of 15% on gross wholesale sales 

of a book, and royalty checks were mailed to authors annually or semi�annually. For some 

academics this meant considerable earnings. The author of a successful textbook – for 

example one selling 20 000 copies a year – could receive an excellent income. If the 

wholesale price of the book was $50 an author might earn around $150 000 in royalties in 

any given year. However, there is a flourishing market in second hand text books, so 

royalties tended to peak in the first year of a text’s release, and then decline sharply. In 

order to overcome this, many authors and publishers regularly updated and changed texts, 

so that the second�hand market effect was not too strong.  

Rick Watson was himself the author of a number of successful texts, in the fields of e�

commerce and database management. He was also a series editor on texts in the 

information systems area for the publisher, Wiley. To avoid any conflict of interest, he 

offered to step down from this role. However, Wiley declined this, and agreed that he could 

stay on as series editor while heading up the Global Text Project. “They felt they’d rather be 

closer to the phenomenon than simply ignore it altogether”, says Watson. “In fact they have 

been very supportive and helpful.”  

Further Progress 

Initial response to the project was even more enthusiastic than Rick Watson had hoped for. 

He was inundated with emails from all over the world, with inquiries as to how “free” books 

could be obtained, and also, with offers of help and assistance from academics in many 

countries. He immediately began to solicit help and contributions from his wide network of 
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contacts in institutions on all the continents. What he found was that while few academics 

were prepared to write and then give away an entire text book for free, the great majority 

were quite happy to donate a single chapter, contribute to the review process, or act as 

editors or associate editors to a co�authored text book.  

Rick Watson then made the following commitment: “As proof of the concept, we will 

produce two new books: a Business Fundamentals text and an introductory Information 

Systems text. In both cases, we will seek participation from the academic, business, and 

student communities in the development and continuous evolution of the text. These books 

should never be out�of�date because they will be subject to continuous improvement. Each 

class using one of the books will be asked to add value to the book. They should leave a 

better book for the next class. Both books will be initially written in English and then 

translated to Arabic, Chinese, and Spanish, an approach that has already been applied to 

some of the chapters of the first edition of the XML book (partially translated into Chinese).” 

All of the books would be released under a Creative Commons Attribution 3.0 License. This 

license allows for the ready distribution of texts in a variety of formats. The chapters for all 

books are maintained in open document format with extensive use of style sheets so that 

they could quickly be converted into different media or formats. Within a short time, the 

books in Exhibit 1 had been produced and were available to adopters. There were also more 

than 12 books in various stages of preparation and completion. 

The Global Text Project is now a joint project of the Terry College of Business of the 

University of Georgia and the Daniels College of Business of the University of Denver. Don 

McCubbrey joined Rick as co�leader. Prior to becoming an Information Systems professor, 
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Don had been a partner in a major consulting firm and had extensive international 

experience.  

The project is housed in the Terry College of Business, which also handles administrative 

matters. The project has also gained widespread media attention, and has been mentioned 

and discussed on radio and television, as well as in well known publications such as the 

Atlanta Journal Constitution, The Chronicle of Higher Education, Christian Science Monitor, 

Business Week, Der Spiegel, and New Scientist.  Don and Rick have also been invited by the 

Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business and the European Foundation for 

Management Development to give keynote addresses at their major conferences. 

Partnerships 

The Global text Project made extensive efforts early on to engage in a number of alliances in 

various parts of the world, all directed at increasing access to educational material. The 

Global Text Project formed working partnerships with several of these, including: 

• Alternative Media Access Center, an initiative of the University System of Georgia, is 

committed to removing barriers and providing access to knowledge for individuals 

with physical, sensory, and learning print�related disabilities. 

• Global Learning Portal (www.glp.net), a network for educators to collaborate with 

colleagues, access resources, and to browse through education materials, studies and 

courses.  

• MERLOT Africa Network (http://man.merlot.org/), a networked partnership between 

African and US educational institutions affiliated with the Multimedia Educational 
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Resource for Learning and Online Teaching (MERLOT) and leading global eLearning 

providers with development programs targeting Sub�Saharan Africa. Network 

members work in partnership to develop collaborative projects for development and 

innovations in the best practices in eLearning solutions. Partners meet twice annually 

during the MAN Forum, organized as part of eLearning Africa, held in different 

African countries each year, and the MERLOT Africa Panels, during the annual 

MERLOT International Conference. 

Funding 

The Global Text Project achieved an important milestone when it obtained funding from the 

Jacobs Foundation in 2007. The Jacobs Foundation was established by Klaus J. Jacobs in 

December, 1988, in Zurich, Switzerland. In 2001, the founder surrendered his entire share of 

the Jacobs Holding AG to the Jacobs Foundation, with an effective value of 1.5 billion Swiss 

Francs. The mission of the Jacobs Foundation is to contribute to productive youth 

development by bringing together basic research, application and intervention projects and 

through dialogue and network building. It supports research and projects worldwide. 

According to Rick Watson, it was imperative that adequate funding be obtained, and there 

will be an ongoing necessity to fund the Global Text Project. “Just because this initiative 

doesn’t have profit as a motive doesn’t mean that money isn’t critical”, he says, “in many 

ways this is like any start up business. We may not have the backing of banks, or venture 

capital angels, but that doesn’t mean we don’t look for money at every opportunity.” Like 

any start�up venture, the Global Text Project will face internal financial constraints and have 

different costs of debt and capital (Gompers and Sahlman, 2002). Similarly, like any start�up 
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venture, the Global Text project is an example of entrepreneurship, albeit in a social sense – 

what has recently been termed “social entrepreneurship” (Certo and Miller, 2008; Townsend 

and Hart, 2008). Entrepreneurship is not just something that small, start�up firms do, it is a 

form of organizational behavior that large and small institutions, for�profit and not�for�profit 

institutions should all attempt to instill as a way of pursuing opportunities, maintaining a 

state of excitement, and striving to grow. An open�source initiative represents one way of 

doing this. 

Quality Assurance 

Issues surrounding quality are of major concern to the Global Text Project. Says Rick Watson: 

“There is a nagging doubt in many peoples’ minds about the quality of the material the 

Global Text Project will distribute. Some worry about whether authors will really give away 

their best work “for free”. Others think that the Global Text Project will simply publish 

anything that’s submitted. I think we are as concerned about standards as any for�profit 

publisher, perhaps more so. Many people are in fact prepared to give away their best work 

for free – perhaps as a way of giving back to society, perhaps as a way of making some 

impact, I’m not sure. We don't simply publish anything that’s submitted. Whatever is sent to 

us goes through a review and editing process.”  

The Global Text Project established a Quality Assurance Board to oversee and advise on 

quality issues, with members from major academic institutions from different parts of the 

world (see Exhibit 2). The Quality Assurance Board oversees all aspects of the project related 

to quality. There are four broad phases to quality control: 
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1. Selection of books to include in the library  

2. Development and enhancement of a book  

3. Development and enhancement of a chapter  

4. Translation of a book 

Phases 2 and 3 (development and enhancement of a book, and development and 

enhancement of a chapter) are illustrated graphically in Exhibit 3. In order that each 

textbook has the necessary degree of consistency and quality to meet educational 

objectives, an editorial board is created for each book. The goal is to balance the community 

involvement (i.e. faculty, students, and practitioners) with the need for content currency and 

accuracy. Texts are managed as if they were peer�reviewed journals, with an editor�in�chief 

(EIC) for each book as well as chapter editors. Guidelines for the various roles are made 

available to prospective contributors. 

The Global Text Project also intends to offer scholarships to students who make a valuable 

contribution to a book. For example, a student who contributes a particularly useful exercise 

or adds a good example to a chapter might receive $100, which could be a significant reward 

in many developing countries. Students could also be used to localize a text. For example, a 

student in Kenya could add an example of a local small business' marketing success. This 

would give local readers more connection with the text and also readers in other countries 

would extend their knowledge of regional and cultural differences.  
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THE GLOBAL TEXT PROJECT CASE: AN OS STAKEHOLDER ANALYSIS 

The Global Text Project case provides an effective and appropriate vehicle for a stakeholder 

analysis in an OS environment. All of the actors (and perhaps a few more) in Figure 1 are 

present to a greater or lesser extent in the Global Text Project case, and the framework in 

the figure can be used by any or more of the stakeholders to undertake a force field analysis 

of the implications of the Global Text Project phenomenon. A force field analysis (Lewin, 

1951; see also Wilson and Thomson, 2006) ) provides a framework for looking at the factors 

(forces) that influence a situation, especially a social situations, by examining forces that are 

either driving movement toward a goal (helping forces) or blocking movement toward a goal 

(hindering forces). A simple force field analysis for the Global Text Project is shown in 

summary in Table 2, and then discussed in more detail below: 

Table 2: A Force Field Analysis of the Global Text Project 

Forces That Are Driving the 
Movement 

Global Text Project Forces That Are Blocking the 
Movement 

Distributors �       � Distributors 

Users/Customers  �  

Collaborators �  

OS Community �  

Competitors �  

 

Distributors might be expected to both support and resist the Global Text Project. Currently, 

there are no dedicated distributors of OS textbooks as there are in the case of some OS 
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software products, for example Red Hat, in the case of Linux. If the content is simply 

downloaded from the Global Text Project website, and then printed by students themselves 

if they so desire, then the issue of “distributor support” is not critical. If the distribution is 

done by universities themselves (for example, an instructor downloads the content, has it 

printed in hardcopy, and then arranges for it to be distributed, as might well happen in less 

developed countries, where students might not have ready access to either internet or own 

printers), then the distributor would support the Global Text Project. In some cases, a 

university’s bookstore might distribute hard copies of the OS content, and here the 

support/resist conundrum might depend on whether the bookstore is wholly owned by the 

university or the student body without a profit motive, or is an outsourced, for�profit 

operation. In the case of the former, support could be expected, whilst in the latter instance 

the operation would resist OS content.  

Users/customers would most likely support the Global Text Project. In the case of students 

as users, the reasons would be reasonably clear cut – free, or extremely low costs textbooks 

would always be better than expensive alternatives. However, in the case of instructors, the 

case might not always be as clear cut, and it might even be feasible to add a blocking arrow 

to the force field analysis in Table 2. Most instructors would welcome a free or low cost text 

book that did an equally effective job as an expensive one, and also like the fact that the text 

could be customized and edited in real time. However, others might resist the Global Text 

Project in their particular subject area. While this might be because of doubts concerning the 

quality of OS textbooks, a more rational reason would be that as authors, or potential 
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authors of textbooks, they would see the Global Text Project as a threat to their future 

royalties.  

Collaborators would naturally support the Global Text Project, and the more pressing issues 

from the perspectives of those who manage the project would be to identify and classify 

collaborators, and then develop strategies for engaging their maximum support. It would 

also be important to realize that different collaborators would have different objectives and 

priorities, and would support the project in a range of different ways. Philanthropists such as 

the Jacobs Foundation, have the broad objective of making a difference to society, but will 

also want to see the funds they provide used well. Philanthropists might also have different 

priorities with regard to proprietary issues – some might be quite satisfied to be one of a 

range of funders of a project, while others might want priority positioning and naming rights. 

Other collaborators might have different priorities – for example, the universities of Georgia 

and Denver might support the initiative because they see it as making an important 

contribution, but also because the novelty of the innovation adds prestige to their 

reputations, and the same might be true for other universities in the developed world who 

are part of the project. Universities in the developing world will collaborate because they 

benefit from it directly, but will also contribute not only because they view the project as 

beneficial, but because they can build networks and be associated with whatever prestige 

the project garners. Other collaborators such as the MERLOT project and the Global Learning 

Portal will support the Global Text Project because they benefit directly from it, and because 

it has similar objectives to their own. However, it is possible that in the future they might 

resist it, if they view it as a competitor for support and resources – a case of collaborators 

now becoming competitors in the future.  
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The OS community (in the Global Text Project case this means academics and scholars) have 

already, and will continue to, demonstrate their support of the initiative. However, it might 

be useful for the project’s managers to gain insights into the motivations of the various 

contributors. Some might be contributing for altruistic reasons; some because while they 

don’t wish to contribute an entire book they view a single chapter contribution as a 

donation; yet others might see a contribution as a way of “getting back” at publishers who 

are seen as inefficient and over�priced.  

Finally, a number of competitor groups will resist the Global Text Project. First and foremost 

are the publishers of textbooks, who will see it as a threat to their business and financial 

models. When an instructor prescribed a free textbook to a large class rather than one 

marketed by a publisher at $150, a lot of revenue and profit is threatened. While the 

publisher referred to in the case indicates interest in the project, this may simply be because 

the phenomenon is still in its infancy, and not a major threat, yet. There may be similarities 

to the music industry here – recorded music publishers have dealt badly with the digital 

music phenomenon because all the evidence points to them not having understood it very 

well. It took a computer company (Apple) to realize the full potential of the technological 

changes and proceed to extract revenues from it (in the form of iTunes). There are also 

lesser competitors already referred to – academics who publish texts that are prescribed and 

sell well, and view this as an important income stream; and for profit book stores and 

distributors (who may see themselves going the same way as high street music stores).   
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RESEARCH AVENUES AND MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS 

The OS phenomenon in the age of Web 2.0 raises many issues for scholars and practitioners 

alike. The case of the Global Text Project highlights a number of areas that require further 

examination by researchers as well as several problems and opportunities that will face 

managers in today’s OS environment and beyond.  

It would of course be beneficial both to scholars and practitioners to gather information on 

the profiles of OS offering users, free riders, and contributors in order to better understand 

the underlying structures of the communities behind OS brands – and there is no doubt that 

the Global Text Project is a “brand” in the conventional marketing sense. Studies of branded 

communities behind more conventional brands (e.g., McAlexander, Schouten, and Koenig 

2002; Muniz and O’Guinn 2001) could provide a solid backdrop against which such work 

could be conducted. In the case of OS offerings, the extensive open electronic forums 

supporting their development and use provide a rich data source. Thus, researchers can 

learn a great deal about OS phenomena without the need to collect data directly from 

producers and consumers.  

More specifically, each of the stakeholder groups provides an excellent backdrop to further 

investigation by organizational scholars. With regard to users and customers, researchers 

will need to study their perceptions of OS offerings as alternatives to conventionally branded 

alternatives. Here questions arise such as, “Because OS offerings are free or cheap, are they 

seen as inferior to alternatives?”; “Does a lack of conventional supplier and distributor 

support deter customers and users from OS offerings in any way?” 
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In the case of producers of conventional offerings as competitors (and this might incorporate 

distributors as well), researchers will undoubtedly be interested in studying the competitive 

strategies these players adopt. It is unlikely that traditional providers will be able to compete 

against OS offerings in the same ways they have vied against similar rivals. OS producers 

have different incentives and very different cost structures, which means that they do not 

have the same profit motives and market share objectives as conventional operators, and 

can therefore, follow very different pricing and distribution strategies.    

Without doubt, the motivations, coordination and production procedures of OS producers 

present the most interesting and challenging research opportunities to organizational 

scholars. In the case of the Global Text Project for example, those who contribute do so 

under an intriguing and unique combination of private and collective investment, or what 

von Hippel and Von Krogh (2003) have termed a “private�collective innovation model”. In 

essence, academic authors who contribute to the Global Text Project use their own 

resources to create and indeed “invest” in, academic works such as text books. While they 

could choose to exert proprietary rights over this work (and could conceivably sell it for 

private gain), they choose instead to make it available as a public good. In a sense they 

create the best of both worlds – private investment and public gain, but the intriguing 

question remains, why, and under what conditions, do they choose to do it? As Lerner and 

Tirole (2002) wrote of OS software, “Why should thousands of top�notch programmers 

contribute freely to the provision of a public good?”   
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While many OS projects, including the Global Text Project, have been hugely successful, 

there is no doubt that those who manage them also face unique problems and challenges. 

One of these is the problem of structure. OS projects frequently start their lives as informal 

unstructured endeavors (witness Professor Watson simply organizing the first efforts in his 

class of students), and then develop (and indeed require) more structure as they grown and 

gain momentum (Watson’s fledgling project soon acquired boards of advisors, quality 

assurance mechanisms and the like). While OS initiatives undoubtedly have benefits to their 

communities, the frequent lack of structure and systems within these projects is not without 

its drawbacks. More work is necessary to understand what paths these initiatives might take 

when they no longer meet the needs (especially emotional) of all their constituents. Over 

the years for example, the structure behind Linux has become more formal, and one might 

question what this means for those whose aspirations of freedom, creativity and serving it 

up to Microsoft are thwarted. In the organizational behavior literature for example, it has 

been noted that “team” cultures (where individuals thrive on working together as a team) 

inevitably become bureaucracies (with more formal rules) as organizations grow in size, and 

the requirements for control increase (Handy 1991). Already Microsoft is noting that their 

view of Linux is that it will “fragment over time” (Business Week Online, 2005) – whether 

true or not, the observation merits future study by researchers, and consideration by 

managers. The problem those who manage OS projects will face is deciding on just how 

much structure to impose – while some structure will undoubtedly be necessary, too much 

will create similar disincentives to conventional operation, which drove participants to the 

OS alternative in the first place.   
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In many ways, the development of an OS initiative like the Global Text Project follows the 

classic five stages, and in many ways the phases, of small business growth identified by 

Churchill and Lewis (1983). In terms of the phases, the Global Text Project has already gone 

through the phase of growth by creativity (Watson’s “big idea” got it off to a good start), 

then growth through direction (the path the project was to take was decided upon, and 

implemented), then growth through delegation (Watson was able to identify a number of 

parties willing to assist and help), and is probably now in a stage of growth through 

coordination (working with other organizations and institutions. In a time the project will 

enter the phase of growth through collaboration. Of course, these phases are not without 

their crises – which parallel them: crises of leadership, autonomy, control, and red tape, in 

that order.  

Churchill and Lewis (1983) also identify five growth stages for startup organizations, and the 

Global Text Project can also be distinguished as moving through these stages. Stage 1 is 

existence: in simple terms, can the fledgling organization find customers? In the first stage of 

the project, Watson wondered whether there would be life for it after his first course. The 

second stage of the process is survival – at this stage of the project, Watson had the 

customers, but was worried whether there would at least be sufficient income and resources 

from donors and supporters to keep the project going in order to be able to serve its 

customers. The third stage or the growth process, and most likely the one in which the 

Global text Project currently finds itself, is that of success – it has both customers and 

resources, and the main decision facing Watson and McCubbrey is whether, and how to 

exploit the organization’s accomplishments and expand, or to keep it stable and successful. 
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Further stages identified by Churchill and Lewis (1983) are take�off and resource maturity, 

and there will inevitably come a day when those who lead and manage the project will 

encounter the decisions required by those phases.  

Those who manage OS initiatives also need to think about approaches to the not�

inconsiderable opportunities that present themselves in the form of their customers/users, 

beyond the core OS offerings themselves. These markets can represent sizable prospects in 

terms of databases and indeed future sales from which real revenues can be garnered. For 

example, Linux’s portly penguin mascot has become a brand icon nearly as well known as 

Ronald McDonald or the Pillsbury Doughboy (Pitt et al, 2006), and those who use the OS 

software happily part with cash for a range of tangible products sporting Tux the penguin.  

Collaborators also represent important stakeholders to those who manage OS projects. Their 

support can sometimes be indispensible (as in the case of the universities behind the Global 

Text Project), sometimes very valuable (as in the case of funders such as the Jacobs 

Foundation), and always nice to have (as in the case of the Global Learning Project and 

MERLOT). However, frequently these collaborators will have different and potentially 

conflicting agendas, and managers will need to prioritize and balance these.  

In this article we have addressed the OS phenomenon as an important feature of the Web 

2.0 environment. Whereas open source can be approached from a number of perspectives, 

including economics, sociology, law, and organizational science, the simple line that we have 

taken focuses on identifying the stakeholders to an OS project. We have used the Global 

Text Project as a case study to both examine and illustrate the issues involved in 

conceptualizing and managing an OS initiative. While the Global Text Project is rather 
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unique, the principles surrounding it are generalizable from an OS perspective, and the 

research avenues and managerial implications it raises are germane to a wide�ranging study 

of the OS phenomenon.     
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Exhibit 1: Books Available under the Global Text Project (see 

http://globaltext.terry.uga.edu/) 

� Basic Political Concepts (Paul deLespinasse) (This short text introduces the basic ideas 

of political science.) 

� Electronic Commerce: The Strategic Perspective (2nd edition, release 1) (Editor�in�

Chief: Dr. Saurabh Gupta of the University of North Florida) 

� Information Systems (1st edition, release 6) An introductory text for Information 

Systems. 

 

Scanned books 

These editions have been scanned and converted to text using Optical Character 

Recognition. We are in the process of converting them into the Global Text Project standard 

format. When this is complete, a new edition will be posted to this page. 

� Core Concepts of Marketing (14MB) by John Burnett This text introduces students to 

the marketing strategies and tools that practitioners use to market their products. 

� Global Business Strategy: A Systems Approach (18MB) by Asterios G. Kefalas A 

systems approach to understand globalization and managing a global organization. 

� The New Software Engineering (47MB) by Sue Conger Blends theory and project 

management skills with systems design and analysis methodologies so students can 

learn how to become successful software engineers. 

 

Other open texts 

As well as promoting the development of new textbooks, Global Text is a portal for existing 

books and other educational resources that have been contributed and are freely available. 

The plan is to move some of these books, with the permission of the authors, into the Global 

Text library as resources become available. 

Computing 

� An introduction to programming and programming concepts, using VB.NET A 

complete, modular course geared to undergrads who will not be making a career as 
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programmers, but will have to write small scripts and also communicate effectively 

with programmers. Contributed by Larry Press (California State University, 

Dominguez Hills). 

� Discovering information systems by Jean�Paul Van Belle, Jane Nash, and Mike Eccles 

(University of Cape Town) (released under the creative commons by�nc�nd license) 

� History of Programming Languages by Dennie Van Tassel (Gavilan College) 

� Network applications, technology and implications This resource consists of 235 

modules: Network applications (26 modules), Introduction to Web development (48), 

Image processing (15), Audio processing and VOIP (17), TCP/IP network technology 

(45), Wireless networking technology, theory and applications (48), Home, 

organizational, mobile and backbone connectivity (29), and History (7). Contributed 

by Larry Press (California State University, Dominguez Hills). 

� Office XP for business by Jean�Paul Van Belle (University of Cape Town) (released 

under the creative commons by�nc�nd license) 

� XML � Managing Data Exchange by Richard T. Watson et al. (This is the book that 

spawned the Global Text Project. It was initially written by a class a University of 

Georgia and revised by another class) 

 

Education 

Education for an Information Age by Bernard John Poole (University of Pittsburgh at 

Johnstown), Elizabeth Sky�McIlvain (Least Tern), and Lorrie Jackson (Lausanne Collegiate 

School) 

Social & Cultural Foundations of American Education by Dwight W. Allen, Patrick M. O'Shea, 

and Peter Baker 

 

Health 

Physical Health Hazards by Paul Héroux (McGill University). The materials for the course are 

in PHH6.zip (720 Mb). PHHVid6.zip (1 Gb) contains video material that illustrates the course, 

but it is not absolutely essential. For students who have a slow Internet connection or who 
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wish a permanent and portable archive of the material, a DVD containing the material in 

both files above can be obtained ($5 , $15 by mail) by contacting Paul Héroux. 

Principles of Toxicology by Paul Héroux (McGill University) 

 

Humanities 

Principles Of Orchestration by Nikolay Rimsky�Korsakov and augmented by Garritan 

Interactive. The original Principles of Orchestration was published about a hundred years 

ago in Russian. Garritan has taken the original English translation, and incorporated 

multimedia. As the English translation is in the public domain, it could become the 

foundation for a Global Text. 

 

Natural sciences 

A First Course in Linear Algebra by Robert A. Beezer (University of Puget Sound) 

An Introduction to Energy Sources by B Viswanathan (Director, National Centre for Catlysis 

Research, Indian Institute of Technology Madras)  

An Introduction to Formal Logic by P.D. Magnus (University of Albany, SUNY) 

An Introduction to Physical Oceanography by Matthias Tomczak (Flinders University of South 

Australia) 

Classical Mechanics by Jeremy Heyl (University of British Columbia) 

Computational and algorithmic linear algebra and n�dimensional geometry by Katta Murty 

(University of Michigan) 

Frontiers in Chemistry by B Viswanathan (Director, National Centre for Catalysis Research, 

Indian Institute of Technology Madras)  

Introduction to Physical Oceanography by Robert R. Stewart (Texas A&M University) Also 

available in pdf. 

Linear Complementarity, Linear and Nonlinear Programming by Katta Murty (University of 

Michigan) 

Nanomaterials — A Sojourn by B Viswanathan (Director, National Centre for Catalysis 

Research, Indian Institute of Technology Madras)  
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Oceanography in the 21st Century: Our Ocean Planet by Robert R. Stewart (Texas A&M 

University) 

Optimization Models for Decision Making: Volume 1 by Katta Murty (University of Michigan) 

Regional Oceanography: An Introduction by MatthiasTomczak (Flinders University of South 

Australia) & J. Stuart Godfrey (CSIRO) 

Synthetic Strategies Chemistry by B Viswanathan (Director, National Centre for Catalysis 

Research, Indian Institute of Technology Madras)  

 

Social Sciences 

Freedom from Want: The Human Right to Adequate Food by George E. Kent (University of 

Hawai'i) 

Introduction to Economic Analysis by R. Preston McAfee (California Institute of Technology) 

Introduction to Text Linguistics by Robert de Beaugrande (Univerza na Primorskem in Koper, 

Slovenia) 

New Introduction to the Study of Text and Discourse by Robert de Beaugrande (Univerza na 

Primorskem in Koper, Slovenia) 

The Metaconstitutional Manifesto: A Bourgeois Vision of the Classless Society by Paul 

deLespinasse 

Thinking About Politics: American Government in Associational Perspective by Paul 

deLespinasse 

Wrong Turn: A Sympathetic Critique of the Civil Rights Movement by Paul deLespinasse 
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Exhibit 2: The Global Text Project Quality Assurance Board 

The Quality Assurance Board (QAB) oversees the quality of the plans, processes, and 

products of the Global Text Project. 

Person Affiliation 

Raffaella Bianchi Consultant, Italy 

Michael Dowling University of Regensburg, Germany 

Michael Page 
Rotterdam School of Management, Erasmus University, The 
Netherlands 

Ursula Staudinger Jacob Bremen University, Germany 

John Taylor " Ike" 
Williams 

Fish & Richardson, PC (one of the largest law firms in the US 
specializing in intellectual property) 

Advisors 

Dr. Thomas D. Clark, Jr. is President of Strategy Associates, LLC and Former Dean of the 

Ourso College of Business at Louisanna State University. 

Stephen W. Goodroe is the former Vice President�Global Customer Marketing for The 

Procter & Gamble Company. He is an executive�in�residence at the University of Georgia's 

Terry College of Business. 
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Exhibit 3: Aspects of the Quality Assurance Procedure 

Development and enhancement of a book   Development and enhancement of a chapter 
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CHAPTER 3 

Article 2:   Finding and utilizing opinion leaders: Social networks and the 

power of relationships 

 

van der Merwe, R. & van Heerden, G. (2009). Finding and utilizing opinion leaders: Social 

networks and the power of relationships, South African Journal of Business Management 

 

Abstract 

Research suggests that consumer choice is sub�optimal: simply we satisfice. Limited 

data, time and expertise render our rationality ‘bounded’. The opinion leader offers a 

solution to this problem: when faced with a complex choice, we often seek the opinion 

of an expert. The Web has fueled an unprecedented expansion of this strategy by 

enabling ‘virtual’ opinion leaders (see Web sites such as Epinions.com and Amazon.com). 

However, despite its rise in popularity, opinion leadership has received limited attention 

in the advertising literature. 

It is this hiatus that we address and in doing so seek to make two potentially important 

contributions to the wider research on opinion leadership. First, we link opinion 

leadership to social network theory and show that, those at individuals who are central 

to social networks serve as opinion leaders. Second, we challenge the assumption that 

opinion leadership is monomorphic (topic specific) by showing that domain�specific 

opinion leadership is strongly related to general opinion leadership. 

Our paper is set out as follows. First, we provide overviews of the literatures on opinion 

leadership and social networks. Second, we outline our methodology and present the 

results of an empirical study. Finally, we delimit the research, present a framework for 

identifying opinion leaders, identify key implications, and explore potential avenues for 

future research. 
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Introduction 

When consumers choose between different products or services, we know that they will not 

make their decisions by evaluating every alternative available to them and choosing the 

best. Herbert Simon’s (1982) theory of bounded rationality proposes two reasons for this. 

First, only limited information is available regarding the range of alternatives and their 

consequences. Second, people have limited ability to process and evaluate even the 

information that is available to them. Bounded rationality states that people will therefore 

make decisions by ‘[choosing] the first satisfactory alternative to emerge’ (Abercrombie, Hill 

& Turner, 2000). It seems that in recent times we place even more bounds on our 

rationality—we have less time available and less money to spend on the evaluation of 

alternatives. We want to find out all there is to know about a particular product or service as 

quickly as possible and then make our decisions. 

The Internet is a medium that by definition makes it possible to assimilate large amounts of 

information in a very short time and with virtually no cost to the user. An example of a web 

site that utilizes how important the quick evaluation of alternatives has become to 

consumers is Epinions.com [www.epinions.com]. Epinions was founded in May 1999 by 

executives of leading Internet companies such as Yahoo!, Netscape, and Excite@Home. They 

created Epinions to help consumers make informed buying decisions by providing them with 

unbiased reviews and advice that they can trust, and by doing comparison shopping to find 

the best prices available. They nominate reviewers whose opinions can be trusted by the 

community, reviewers who influence the buying behavior of consumers significantly. They 

create opinion leaders.  
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The study of opinion leadership has escalated recently as its importance for e�business 

became evident. ‘Find out where your users are going on the Web – specifically the opinion 

leaders who are going to spread the word,’ is the advice of Michele Pelino, e�commerce 

analyst for Yankee Group [www.yankeegroup.com]. In an interview with the E�commerce 

Times [www.ecommercetimes.com], Pelino emphasizes that relying on viral marketing to 

spread the word about new products is not enough. E�commerce companies need to identify 

who the opinion leaders among customers are, and they need to find out where these 

leaders gather online—that’s where their products need to be advertised (Hirsh, 2001). A 

Roper Starch Worldwide study recently found that 8 percent of the US Internet population 

are so�called ‘e�fluentials’, or ‘people who are very likely to influence the surfing habits of 

other users’ (Starch, 2000). 

While opinion leadership is an important phenomenon, it has actually not received a great 

deal of attention in the advertising literature of the past decade. While research on opinion 

leadership is published in the business and marketing literature, it mainly deals with the 

development and refinement of measurement scales (e.g. Flynn, Goldsmith & Eastman, 

1996; its importance in the social sciences (e.g. Burt, 1999); and its application to various 

areas related to marketing, such as the health care industry, political science and public 

relations (e.g. Locock, Dopson, Chambers & Gabbay, 2001; Howard, , Rogers, Howard�Pitney 

& Flora, 2000; Hoekstra, 1995; Kern�Foxworth, 1992). This paper aims to identify some 

popular misconceptions about opinion leadership in order to affirm its usefulness beyond 

sociology and into the world of advertising. We show how social network theory can be used 

in conjunction with opinion leadership to identify the opinion leaders in a community. We 



�

	��

�

further show how important these opinion leaders can be in the successful marketing of 

new/existing products or services.  

In most consumer behavior texts, opinion leadership is assumed to be largely domain 

specific— that is, if someone is an opinion leader about a certain product or idea, he or she 

is somewhat of a specialist, and is not necessarily considered to be an opinion leader in 

general, concerning all products, services and subjects (Flynn, Goldsmith & Eastman, 1994; 

Schiffman & Kanuk, 1999; Grewal, Mehta & Kardes, 2000). More recently a counter�position 

to the above school has involved the identification of the ‘market maven’, and individual 

who, in opinion leadership terms is more general. Furthermore, the identification of opinion 

leaders is usually a very tedious process involving extensive survey research and complex 

statistical analysis. In this paper we use empirical data from five distinct groups to show that: 

� Domain�specific opinion leadership might be strongly related to General opinion 

leadership. If a person is an opinion leader on a specific subject, it is in fact likely that 

they will be an opinion leader on all subjects in general. 

� The identification of opinion leaders can be simplified through the use of social 

network theory. Social networks can be used to construct relational networks, and 

the individuals who are central to these networks can be considered to be the 

opinion leaders in a specific group/network. 

We begin with an overview of the literature on opinion leadership and social networks, 

including different tools used for measurement. Next we outline the methodology used and 

present the results of an empirical study designed to identify the opinion leaders in 5 

different groups of university students, as well as the nature and strength of relationships 
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within these groups. Finally, some conclusions and managerial implications are drawn, the 

limitations of the approach identified, and avenues for future research are outlined. 

 

Opinion leadership and its measurement 

The study of opinion leadership has its origins in work by Lazarsfeld, Berelson and Gaudet 

(1948) in which they discovered that voting decisions were heavily influenced by relatives, 

friends and co�workers. Rogers (1962) defined opinion leadership as ‘the degree to which an 

individual is able to influence other individuals’ opinions or behavior in a preferred way with 

relative frequency’ (Jamrozy, Backman & Backman, 1996). Burt (1999) provided the business 

perspective by defining opinion leaders as ‘people whose conversations make innovations 

contagious for the people with whom they speak’. Flynn et al. (1994) applied the concept to 

marketing as follows: ‘as consumers frequently rely upon other people as sources of 

information, in addition to advertisements and media, opinion leaders exert a 

disproportionate amount of influence on the decisions of other consumers.’ 

All these definitions echo and expand on the central idea of opinion leadership as defined by 

King and Summers (1970), who made the point that ‘influence through communication is the 

hallmark of the opinion leader’ (our italics). They distinguished between influence and 

communication by saying that ‘personal influence refers to an effect, while interpersonal 

communication refers to an exchange of information between individuals’, and went on to 

develop a seven�item, self�reporting scale for opinion leadership that is still widely used 

today, albeit with some refinements (see Childers, 1986; Flynn et al., 1994). 
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Opinion leaders can influence their peers in several ways. Chau and Hui (1998) identify three 

main ways in which opinion leaders ‘exert an unequal amount of influence on the decisions 

of others’. They are ‘(1) acting as role models who inspire imitation; (2) spreading 

information via word of mouth; and (3) giving advice and verbal direction for search, 

purchase, and use’. It seems that consumers often trust the opinions of others more than 

they do formal marketing sources of information such as advertising (Flynn, et al., 1996). 

Opinion leadership is almost always perceived to be domain�specific or monomorphic—in 

other words, related to a specific area of influence in which the opinion leader is perceived 

to be knowledgeable. This idea is reinforced in most consumer behavior texts. Schiffman and 

Kanuk (1999) state that ‘[the opinion leader] usually offers advice or information about a 

product or service, such as which of several brands is best, or how a particular product may 

be used.’ Even more recently, Grewal et al. (2000) defined opinion leadership as ‘an 

individual’s ability to influence other individuals’ attitudes or overt behavior in a desired way 

in a particular domain’ (our italics). 

Going back much further to the origins of opinion leadership, we find that Katz (1953) and 

Lazersfield et al. (1948) assume domain specificity throughout their research and writing on 

opinion leadership, referring to ‘marketing leaders’, ‘fashion leaders’ and ‘public affairs 

leaders’, among others. They go on to say that ‘it is reasonable to suspect that a person who 

becomes sufficiently interested in any one of these [above�mentioned] areas and/or an 

active participant in it will be turned to for advice by others. This would suggest that interest 

in a given arena might be enough to make for opinion leadership’. Cartwright and Zander 

(1968: 216) picked up on this idea when they developed a model for personal influence. 
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They stated that ‘one cannot meaningfully speak of influence or power without specifying, at 

least implicitly, its ‘content’… a foreman may be able to influence a worker’s behavior on the 

job and yet be powerless when it comes to his political activities’. 

Consumer behavior literature does provide room for a counter�argument in the form of so�

called ‘market mavens’. Market mavens are defined as ‘individuals who have information 

about many kinds of products, places to shop, and other facets of markets, and initiate 

discussions with consumers and respond to requests from consumers for market 

information’ (Feick & Price, 1987). In essence they are opinion leaders on a wide range of 

subjects. Williams and Slamal (1995) contend that market mavens are ‘likely to influence the 

buying decisions of a variety of people who seek and/or receive their advice… they are heavy 

media consumers, so they are easily reachable through advertising media’. Research has 

shown that market mavens can influence a wide range of buyer behavior (e.g. Walsh & 

Mitchell, 2001; Williams & Slama, 1995; Feick & Price, 1987). However, there is not a large 

knowledge base on the subject beyond a few empirical studies and a brief discussion in most 

consumer behavior textbooks. The domain�specific view of opinion leadership is still widely 

accepted (see Langeard, Crousillat & Weisz, 1978; Myers & Robertson, 1972; Silk, 1966). 

As mentioned earlier, the measurement of opinion leadership is usually a very tedious 

process. Common literature suggests three main ways to identify opinion leaders (Engel, 

Blackwell & Miniard, 1987).  Respondents can be asked to evaluate their own ability to 

influence others. This is called the Self�Reporting Method, and the King and Summers (1970) 

scale is a case in point. Respondents can be asked from whom they get advice and to whom 

they turn to seek advice on a particular topic or specific setting. We used both this method, 
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called the Sociometric Method, and the Self�Reporting method in this research. Informed 

individuals can be asked to identify the people they think are opinion leaders. This is called 

the Key Informant Method. 

The applicability of opinion leadership in marketing has always been apparent. The 

consumer behavior discipline often encourages marketers to use their knowledge of opinion 

leaders to their advantage. Hawkins, Best, Coney & Carey (1995) suggest four possible 

courses of action: 

� Marketing Research. Opinion leaders relay information to others, and marketing 

research should therefore focus on samples of individuals likely to be opinion 

leaders. 

� Product Sampling. Sending product samples to opinion leaders can create powerful 

word�of�mouth marketing. 

� Retailing/Personal Selling. Retailers and sales personal can encourage current 

customers to spread the word about particular products/services. 

� Advertising. Advertising should aim both to encourage and to simulate opinion 

leadership. It can encourage opinion leaders to talk about products, and it can also 

simulate opinion leadership by using acknowledged opinion leaders to promote 

products (e.g. Michael Jordan for basketball shoes). 
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This paper’s main concern is with general vs. domain�specific opinion leadership, as well as 

the contribution that social networks can make to this field of study. We now turn our 

attention to the social network theories relevant to the topic. 

 

Social network theory and opinion leadership 

The foundations of both opinion leadership and social network theory have often been used 

together in literature related to the diffusion of innovation. Opinion leadership is seen as a 

relational model of innovation diffusion, while social networks are seen as a structural 

model2 to describe the phenomenon. Valente (1995) defines social network analysis from 

this perspective by saying it ‘is a technique used to analyze the pattern of interpersonal 

communication in a social system by determining who talks to whom. Network analysis can 

be used to understand the flow of personal influence by enabling researchers to define who 

influences whom in a social system’ (our italics). This definition clearly talks about influence 

through communication, which relates to the Flynn et al., (1994) definition of opinion 

leadership, as mentioned earlier in this paper. Weimann (1991) also argued for the link 

between opinion leaders (or ‘influentials’) and social networks: ‘The role of interpersonal 

relations in the flow of information and influence, as revealed by [previous] studies, caused a 

growing interest in personal networks and in key positions in these networks’ (Weimann, 

1991). Interestingly enough, although ‘countless studies have attempted to identify the 

characteristics of opinion leaders in terms of demographic and socio�economic variables, 

��������������������������������������������������������
2Relational models deal with ‘patterns of friendship, advice, communication, or support that exists among members of a social 

system’ (Valente, 1995). On the other hand, a network’s structural properties have to do with ‘the configuration of linkages between 
people or units’ (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1994). It describes ‘the overall pattern of connections between actors—that is, who you reach 
and how you reach them’ (Burt, 1992).  
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media exposure, social positions, and personally traits’ (Weimann, 1991), the relationship 

between opinion leadership and the structural properties of networks has not been pursued. 

A natural question to ask is thus: can network analysis be used as an indicator for, or an 

identifier of, opinion leadership? 

One of the main social network tools used in innovation diffusion research is network 

centrality. Centrality measures aim to identify prominent actors in a network by finding 

those actors that are extensively involved in relationships with other actors, and therefore 

more visible to others. In general then, ‘a central actor [is an actor that is] involved in many 

ties’ (Wasserman & Faust, 1994). Once again, Valente (1995) makes the connection with 

opinion leadership: ‘In essence, the opinion leader model is a simplified model of the role of 

centrality in the diffusion of innovations. In the language of network analysis, opinion 

leaders, measured as those receiving the most nominations, have a relatively high 

[centrality].’ Although this link has therefore been established in theory, empirical research 

to support this assumption has not been forthcoming. One of the aims of this paper is to fill 

this gap in the research. It is important to note that our focus is primarily on opinion 

leadership, and the reference to innovation diffusion theory is used purely as a means to 

that end. 

Network centrality can be measured in several ways. Degree centrality measures the 

proportion of actors that are adjacent to a particular actor. This can be divided further into 

in�degree centrality (the number of nominations received by a particular actor from other 

actors) and out�degree centrality (the number of nominations sent by a particular actor to 

other actors). Closeness centrality measures how close an actor is to all the other actors in 
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the network, while betweenness centrality identifies actors that are between many actors in 

their linkages with each other (Wasserman & Faust, 1994). All these measures are significant 

in their own right, but we felt that a stronger, overall measure of centrality was needed. We 

tested correlations with opinion leadership using several measures, including in�degree, out�

degree, in�closeness, out�closeness and betweenness centrality. Eventually we opted for the 

Power measure found in Burt’s (1991) social network analysis software called STRUCTURE. 

Along with simple degree centrality measures, STRUCTURE also computes a sophisticated 

centrality measure that Burt calls Power, which measures ‘the extent [to which an actor] is 

the object of exclusive relations from people whose interaction is highly valued’ (Burt, 1991). 

This measure has its origins in groundbreaking work done by Katz (1953); Hubbell (1965); 

and Bonacich (1972), and relies on the assumption that simply counting the number of 

nominations an actor receives is not enough, because ‘power comes from exclusive relations 

with powerful players’ (Burt, 1992). This is therefore the measure used throughout the study 

to compute prominence and centrality in a network. 

 

Hypotheses and methodology 

Based on the literature and the nature of this study we formulated the following three 

hypotheses: 

H1: A high correlation exists between domain�specific opinion leadership and non domain�

specific opinion leadership. 
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H2: A high correlation exists between self�reported opinion leadership and opinion 

leadership as reported by others. 

H3: A high correlation exists between centrality in a relational network and opinion 

leadership. 

In order to perform this research, we needed to collect data relating both to opinion 

leadership and to network properties. The data was collected through survey questionnaires 

distributed to five different groups of college students, each consisting of approximately 25 

undergraduate students. These students had spent a full semester in the same group, 

meeting on a regular basis for classes and to discuss group assignments as well as individual 

assignments. Within each class, a survey questionnaire was distributed to every student to 

collect data related to three areas: 

� A self�reporting measure of opinion leadership. 

� A measure of opinion leadership as reported by their classmates. 

� Sociometric friendship data to measure the structural properties of the networks. 

The groups were analyzed separately to demonstrate the consistency of the results.  By 

using five different groups and analyzing them separately we are able to show that the 

results will be dependable when performed multiple times.  Obviously, analyzing the group 

as a whole would make the results less generalizable. 

An example of the questionnaire used for group 4 is attached. For the self�reporting 

measure of opinion leadership, we used Flynn et al., (1994) 6�item scale, as they adjusted it 

from the original 7�item King and Summers (1970) scale. This 6�item scale deals with both 
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domain�specific leadership (Question 1 – 5) as well as non domain�specific opinion 

leadership (Question 6), using a 5�point Likert scale. To measure domain�specific opinion 

leadership, students were asked to comment on the gaming consoles product category, i.e. 

products such as Microsoft’s Xbox and Sony’s Playstation 2. Students had spent a 

considerable amount of time working with this topic in group and class assignments, and it is 

therefore reasonable to assume that they would all be knowledgeable in this particular area. 

To measure opinion leadership as reported by their classmates, we presented each student 

with a list of all their classmates, and asked them to indicate whom they would generally ask 

for advice on the particular topic (domain�specific). To collect sociometric friendship data 

within each group, we again presented students with a list of all their classmates, and asked 

them to indicate the nature of their relationship with each person in the class (non domain�

specific). Students could choose from five relationship categories, as used in the work of 

Krackhardt and Stern (1988): ‘trust as a friend’, ‘know well’, ‘acquaintance’, ‘associate name 

with face’, and ‘do not know’. 

It is important to note why we chose to use relational friendship data to construct the social 

networks and find the structural properties in the network. These relational factors describe 

the kind of personal relationships people have developed with each other through a history 

of interactions (Granovetter, 1992). Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1994) go on to say that ‘this 

concept focuses on the particular relations people have, such as respect and friendship, that 

influence their behavior’ (our italics). Again, the basic premise of opinion leadership is 

apparent. Friendships are therefore clearly the best measure of structural network 

properties when it comes to opinion leadership. Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1994) conclude, 
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‘two actors may occupy equivalent positions in similar network configurations, but if their 

personal and emotional attachments to other network members differ, their actions also are 

likely to differ in important respects.’ This approach brings an essential relational component 

to the calculation of structural network properties. 

A total of 123 questionnaires were distributed in the five groups. The data was then 

analyzed using SPSS 10.0 for Windows and Burt’s STRUCTURE software (available from 

[http://gsbwww.uchicago.edu/fac/ronald.burt/teaching]). 

 

Results and discussion 

The reliability of the six�item King and Summers opinion leadership scale (Q1 – Q6) was 

established using Cronbach’s alpha as a measure of internal consistency. The alpha for the 

scale was .85, which adequately meets the standards required for such research (e.g. 

Nunnally, 1978). Factor analysis of the items in the scale, using the eigenvalues >1 criterion, 

with VARIMAX rotation, revealed the presence of only one factor, which means that items 1 

through 6 (Q1 to Q6) could simply be summed to produce an overall composite measure of 

opinion leadership. A factor analysis of items 1 through 5 (Q1 to Q5) revealed the presence 

of only one factor as well, which meant that these items could also be summed as an overall 

measure of domain�specific opinion leadership. We then proceeded to test the hypotheses 

in three stages: 

a) The correlation between domain�specific opinion leadership (items Q1 to Q5) and non 

domain�specific opinion leadership (item Q6). 
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b) The correlation between self�reported opinion leadership and opinion leadership as 

perceived by others. 

c) The correlation between opinion leadership and network centrality (power measure). 

 

A linear regression analysis with Q6 as the dependant variable and Q1�Q5 as the 

independent variable revealed an R2 of 0.353 significant at p<0.01 (see Table 1). This 

relationship can also be seen as evidence of convergent validity, as the items that make up 

the opinion leadership scale correlate significantly with what make be seen as n 

independent overall measure. Obviously this is not surprising given that a factor analysis of 

the six items in any case revealed only one factor, which means that these items are all 

significantly correlated. We therefore conclude that domain�specific opinion leadership as 

measured by Q1�Q5 is positively related to non domain�specific opinion leadership (Q6). 

Individuals who perceive themselves to be opinion leaders in a specific domain believe that 

they are opinion leaders in general as well. We therefore accept H1. As mentioned earlier, 

the consumer behavior literature refers to these people as market mavens, people who 

‘[possess] a large amount of information about a variety of products, categories, retails 

concepts, and markets… they have high levels of brand awareness and like to share their 

information with others’ (Blackwell, Miniard & Engel, 2001). 
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Table 1: Linear regression: Domain�specific vs. Non Domain�specific opinion leadership 

                                                                      Model summary

Model R R Square Adjusted R 
square 

Std. error of 
the estimate 

1 ,594a ,353 ,325 ,7783 

aPredictors: (Constant), Q5, Q1, Q3, Q4, Q2 

ANOVAb

Model Sum of 
squares 

df Mean 
square 

F Sig. 

1  

Regression 

Residual 

Total 

 

38,606 

70,873 

109,480 

5 

117 

122 

7,721 

,606 

12,746 

 

,000a 

a Predictors: (Constant), Q5, Q1, Q3, Q4, Q2 

b Dependent variable: Q6 

The second task was to measure the correlation between self�reported opinion leadership 

and opinion leadership as reported by others. Self�reported opinion leadership was 

measured by summing the values of Q1 to Q6 provided by each respondent to calculate a 

total measure of self reported opinion leadership. A measure for opinion leadership as 

reported by others was calculated by weighting the nominations each person received from 

their classmates. When asked whether or not they would ask each of their classmates for 

advice on gaming consoles, the answers were weighted as follows: ‘Never’=0 nominations; 

‘Sometimes’=1 nomination; ‘Often’=2 nominations and ‘Always’=3 nominations. The number 

of nominations was then summed to calculate a total measure of opinion leadership as 
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perceived by others. A correlation analysis was performed on these two measures—the 

results are shown in Table  2. 

Table 2 � Correlation between self�reported opinion leadership and opinion leadership as 

reported by others 

Group number Correlation 

Group 1 (24 students) ,584** 

Group 2 (21 students) ,650** 

Group 3 (29 students) ,402* 

Group 4 (27 students) ,604** 

Group 5 (22 students) ,665** 

** significant at the 0,01 level (2�tailed) 

* significant at the 0,05 level (2�tailed) 

From Table 2 it is apparent that there is a strong correlation between individuals’ 

perceptions of their opinion leadership status, and what others seem to think of them as 

opinion leaders. We can therefore generalize that opinion leadership is defined and 

identified similarly by different individuals in different situations. This can also be seen as an 

indication of the external validity of the King and Summers scale, and we accept H2. This 

finding is important because it shows that even though people may not even be aware of the 

term ‘opinion leader’, they are generally aware of the basic premise behind the theory—that 

some people have a much stronger ability to influence thinking than others. It also 

demonstrates that not only do people agree on who the opinion leaders are, the opinion 

leaders themselves are aware of the fact as well. 
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The third task was to test the correlation between opinion leadership and network 

centrality. Each network was analyzed using STRUCTURE to find the Power centrality 

measure, as described in the previous section. In order to do this, a sociogram (matrix of 

links between different actors) was constructed for each group as well as visual map of the 

network created with software called Cyram Netminer 1.1.5. Links between classmates were 

valued to distinguish between weak links and strong links between them. The value of the 

links indicates the strength of the friendship between classmates also used a five�point scale 

anchored on, ‘Do not know’=0; ‘Associate name with face’=1; ‘Acquaintance’=2; ‘Know 

well’=3 and ‘Trust as a friend’=4. A ‘0’ link is therefore indicative of no friendship, and a ‘4’ 

indicates a strong friendship. It is important to note that this is a directional network—

Person A may nominate Person B as a friend, but the nomination may not be returned. For 

example, if A nominates B as a ‘Know well’ relationship, and B nominates A as an ‘Associate 

name with face’ relationship, A�B will have a valued score of 3, while B�A will have a 

valued score of 1. This matrix of relationships (sociogram) was used as the input to 

STRUCTURE. 

The Power measure of centrality was then correlated with the total self�reported opinion 

leadership measure (OL self) and the total measure for opinion leadership as perceived by 

others (OL other). The results are shown in Table 3. 

 

 

 



�

���

�

Table 3 � Correlation between Centrality (Power) and opinion leadership 

Power of Group x Correlated With � OL (self) OL (other) 

Group 1 (24 students) ,242 ,520** 

Group 2 (21 students) ,662** ,698** 

Group 3 (29 students) ,150 ,684** 

Group 4 (27 students) ,535** ,571** 

Group 5 (22 students) ,522* ,691** 

** significant at the 0,01 level (2�tailed) 

* significant at the 0,05 level (2�tailed) 

From Table 3, it is apparent that although the correlation between centrality and self�

reported opinion leadership is not always significant, the correlation with opinion leadership 

as perceived by others is always significant at the 0.01 level. We therefore accept H3, which 

leads us to the important conclusion that opinion leadership as perceived by others is 

strongly related to a person’s structural position in a network. We now consider the 

managerial and research implications of these findings. While it might be noted that the 

correlation between centrality and self�reported opinion leadership is not always significant, 

this is not the focus of the paper.  Our emphasis and hypothesis is on the correlation 

between centrality and opinion leadership as perceived by others, which, it will be noted as 

significant across the board. 
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Managerial implications 

The findings of this study have significant implications for advertising. Presently, when 

marketers want to exploit opinion leadership in their marketing campaigns, it can be a very 

tedious process. Because of the assumption that opinion leadership is domain�specific and 

therefore related to specific products, marketers may have to go through long periods of 

market research to identify opinion leaders in the product category they want to focus on. 

For example a pharmaceutical firm may find that rather than bombarding a whole 

community of medical practitioners with promotional material, advertising, and very short 

visits by sales representatives, resources may be better utilized by concentrating them on a 

few identified opinion leaders, who will then influence their peers on the firm’s behalf. 

However, our study shows that domain�specific opinion leadership is related to opinion 

leadership in general. This means that marketers do not have to look for opinion leaders in a 

specific category, all they have to do is look for leaders and people of influence within a 

certain community, and these people are very likely to be the opinion leaders in that 

community. As the need arises, marketers can then target these people on a regular basis to 

promote their products.  

However, finding these opinion leaders can be difficult task as it usually involves extensive 

survey research. Social networks provide a solution to this problem. Our research suggests 

that a person’s structural position in a network is a good indication of opinion leadership. 

This is especially true in terms of other peoples’ perceptions; although it is also true, to a 

lesser degree, in terms of a person’s own perception of his opinion leadership. This means 

that marketers might not have to spend a lot of time and effort to find the domain�specific 
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opinion leaders they are looking for. They don’t even have to find general opinion leaders, or 

market mavens. All they need to do is look at the structure of the social networks of a 

certain community. Through social network theory and its measures it is then possible to 

identify who the central actors of the network are. These central actors will tend to be the 

opinion leaders in that community, and by implication marketers can target these leaders for 

their domain�specific purposes. The fact that the structural centrality measures of a network 

are so strongly related to whom people perceive to be opinion leaders therefore provides a 

very important tool to identify opinion leaders. A general framework for the identification of 

opinion leaders using this approach is shown in Figure  1. 

Structural Properties
of the Network

(Centrality)

Structural Properties
of the Network

(Centrality)

Domain-Specific
Opinion Leadership

(Others)

Domain-Specific
Opinion Leadership

(Others)

Domain-Specific
Opinion Leadership

(Self-reported)

Domain-Specific
Opinion Leadership

(Self-reported)

Non Domain-Specific
Opinion Leadership

(Self-reported)

Non Domain-Specific
Opinion Leadership

(Self-reported)

Self-reported Opinion Leadership
 

Figure 1 � A framework for identifying opinion leaders 
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The framework suggests a systematic way to identify opinion leaders. Researchers start by 

collecting sociometric data about the group/community they are interested in. The data can 

be collected using the roster method as we have done (providing a list of all the people in 

the group), but for larger groups the free recall method can also be used (presenting 

respondents with a blank page and asking them to identify the relationships between them 

and the other members of the group) (Wasserman & Faust, 1994). It is preferable to make 

use of valued links, as it provides a measure of the strength of the relationship. The use of 

STRUCTURE or similar network analysis software programs can then identify the actors that 

are most central to the network. These people will generally be perceived to be the opinion 

leaders in a specific domain and by implication opinion leaders in general. These are the 

people that should be targeted by marketers in the various ways described earlier. 

Numerous studies have shown that opinion leadership is in many markets the single 

strongest factor causing a purchasing decision, making them a vital segment of the target 

market (e.g. Bansal & Voyer, 2000; Kohli, 1989; Webster, 1988).  

The approach has numerous advantages for advertisers, including efficient use of resources 

and more specific targeting of marketing efforts. A company possessing a social network of 

the market(s) it serves has an enduring blueprint that can be used over a relatively long 

period of time and for a variety of marketing initiatives. Obviously this network will have to 

be updated periodically as central actors move, retire, die or lose their influence, but this is 

arguably not a major drawback. A far more important caveat is that marketers must 

understand that just as networks can spread positive information and opinions, they can also 

be negative if the situation merits it. Just as opinion leaders can communicate the positive 

features, benefits and advantages of a marketer’s products and services, they can also 
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convey the negatives to their followers. This drawback will be augmented by the fact that 

this communication will probably be more intense and more rapid. However, the one factor 

that would still be working to the advantage of the owner of an identified network is that 

much more specific and targeted attempts can be made to alleviate the consequences of 

negative communication. They would still be better off than marketers who did not possess 

identified documented networks.  

 

Conclusions, limitations and areas for future research 

Marketers see the process of identifying opinion leaders as tedious and time�consuming, and 

although they recognize the many advantages of using opinion leadership in their discipline, 

the process often seems too clumsy and imprecise to bother researching the possibilities. 

This paper has made two contributions to the current body of knowledge: 

� It has shown that general opinion leadership (non domain�specific) is indeed a good 

indicator of domain�specific opinion leadership. It is therefore much easier to identify 

opinion leaders because the added complexity provided by different domains and 

product categories might be less important than at first thought. 

� It has shown that social network analysis can be used to identify opinion leaders. It is 

relatively easy to identify friendship networks within a small group/community using 

survey research. Network data can be analyzed to identify central actors in the network 

who also, according to our research, tend to be opinion leaders within that 

group/community. This method provides a refreshing alternative to the tiresome job of 
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finding opinion leaders through the more traditional tools of questionnaire survey 

research. What makes this solution potentially even more significant is that the social 

networks that are constructed can also be used in many different marketing areas. This 

includes the identification of entrepreneurial opportunities called ‘structural holes’ 

(Burt, 1992) and the modification of networks to improve communication flow between 

organizations and different stakeholders (Cross, Borgatti & Parker, 2002). It is this 

possibility of multiple applications that makes the use of social networks so attractive. 

 

There are obviously limitations to the research described here in its current stage. First, we 

studied domain�specific opinion leadership in only one domain: gaming consoles. It is 

necessary to study the link between domain�specific and non�domain specific in more 

domains to establish a stronger foundation from which to make conclusions about their 

correlation. Second, although we used 6 different measures of centrality, there are still other 

constructs that can be used to measure prominence and centrality in networks (Wasserman 

& Faust, 1994). It would be necessary to study the correlation between these measures and 

opinion leadership to establish whether or not there is a stronger indication of opinion 

leadership than the Power measure used in this research. Further, this study was quite small 

(5 groups with approximately 25 members per group) and it needs to be expanded to more 

groups with more members to each group. It would also be useful to use business people 

and more experienced consumers in the study instead of university students. Students are 

sometimes considered to be less reliable sources of information than the more mature 

consumer groups. 
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These issues and others presented earlier open up many other avenues for future research. 

Some  are studying bigger networks or entire communities to establish whether or not our 

findings can be generalized to include much larger networks; Studying the network 

properties more closely to establish more areas in which the various analysis techniques can 

be applied to marketing; Studying different centrality measures to establish an even more 

reliable framework for the identification of opinion leadership using social networks and 

lastly continuing research on the interface between opinion leadership and marketing in the 

light of these findings, in order to find more business applications than the ones commonly 

used today. 

We hope this paper may serve as a catalyst to future research into the role of opinion 

leadership in marketing. Social network analysis is a powerful tool, and combining it with 

opinion leadership knowledge may provide exciting new applications in marketing. 
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Example of the Survey questionnaire for Group 4 

Name: ____________________________ 

Thank you for taking the time to fill out this questionnaire. 

Please answer the following questions regarding you and your classmates in this tutorial group. 

Circle the number that best describes your answer. 

1. In general, do you talk to your classmates about gaming consoles? 

 Never         Very often 

1 ------------------- 2 ------------------- 3 -------------------- 4 ------------------- 5 

2. When you talk to your classmates about gaming consoles, do you: 

Give very little      Give a great deal 

information       of information 

1 ------------------- 2 ------------------- 3 -------------------- 4 ------------------- 5 

3. During the past six months, how many people have you told about gaming consoles? 

        Told a number 

Told no one       of people 

1 ------------------- 2 ------------------- 3 -------------------- 4 ------------------- 5 

4. Compared with your classmates, how likely are you to be asked about information on gaming 

consoles? 

Not at all likely      Very likely to 

to be asked       to be asked 

1 ------------------- 2 ------------------- 3 -------------------- 4 ------------------- 5 
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5. In discussions of gaming consoles, which of the following happens most often: 

Your classmates tell      You tell your classmates 

you about it       about it 

1 ------------------- 2 ------------------- 3 -------------------- 4 ------------------- 5 

6. Overall in all of your discussions with classmates are you: 

 

Not used as a       Often used as a 

source of information      source of information 

1 ------------------- 2 ------------------- 3 -------------------- 4 ------------------- 5 
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7. Which of the following people would you ask for advice if you needed information on gaming 

consoles? Place a check in the space that best describes your answer.3 

 Never Sometimes Often Always

Ai Geh  

Andrew   

Anita   

Craig   

Eleanor   

Elizabeth   

Fenny   

Huang Ing  

Ivan  

Jennifer   

Jenny  

Jessie   

Kinna   

Martin  

Mei  

Melinda   

Merina   

Moe Moe Ma  

Peter  

Robert   

Shammara  

Tanya   

Thomas  

Tim  

��������������������������������������������������������
3 In the actual questionnaire used, the students were also identified by their surnames. In order to protect their privacy however, we have 

chosen to omit these in the table(s). 
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Unggul  

Viet   

Zerry  

 

8. Please place a check in the space that best describes your relationship with each person in your 

class: 

 
Do not 
know 

Associate 
name 

with face 
Acquaintance 

Know 
well 

Trust 
as a 

friend 

Ai Geh   

Andrew    

Anita    

Craig    

Eleanor    

Elizabeth    

Fenny    

Huang Ing   

Ivan   

Jennifer    

Jenny   

Jessie    

Kinna    

Martin   

Mei   

Melinda    

Merina    

Moe Moe Ma   

Peter   

Robert    
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Shammara   

Tanya    

Thomas   

Tim   

Unggul   

Viet    

Zerry   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



�

����

�

CHAPTER 4 

Article 3:   Do B2B Bloggers Believe Blogs? PR Insights on Blogger Skepticism 

 

Van Heerden, G., Salehi�Sangari, E., Pitt, L.F., & Caruana, A. (2009) Do b2b bloggers believe 

blogs? PR insights on blogger skepticism, Asia Pacific Public Relations Journal, 10 

(December), pp. 123�132. 

 

 

Abstract 

Research and practice have given a lot of attention to blogs which illustrates that it is 

increasingly becoming an important PR tool.  When blogs comment on the activities, 

products, services and technologies of organizations it becomes an important 

communications tool. Blogs can be used as credible professional communication but it can 

also be subject to the same type of skepticism that traditional mass media encounters. This 

article presents the responses of 333 international active bloggers in the business�to�

business (B2B) environment. The responses to blogging ethics as well as their skepticism 

towards blogging are discussed. We adapted a skepticism scale initially used to measure 

skepticism towards advertising to reflect skepticism towards blogging. We then relate 

skepticism towards blogging with the blogger’s view on ethical issues. We also determine if 

skepticism varies among bloggers from different regions. The article concludes by identifying 

managerial implications and avenues for future research.   

Keywords � Blogs, Public Relations, Business�to�Business, Skepticism 
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Introduction 

Blogs are an intriguing new tool in the PR professional’s toolbox, combining as they do the 

customisation and addressability enabled by online technologies with the potential audience 

reach of traditional mass media. Blogs (short for “web logs”) are websites, owned and 

written by individuals, who maintain regular commentaries and diaries that may include 

text, graphics and video, links to other blogs, and web pages, usually in reverse chronological 

order. While the great majority of blogs today serve merely as a way for individuals to record 

and report their thoughts and activities, a smaller number enable those with more expertise 

to commentate on advanced and specialized phenomena, subjects, industries, products, and 

services.  

Blogs that comment on the activities of organisations, and evaluate their products, services 

and technologies may be associated with the type of credibility typically accredited to public 

relations activities, and indeed word�of�mouth communication in general. On the other 

hand, there is also the possibility that they can be subject to the same skepticism that most 

communication in mass media encounters: some audiences might tend to disbelieve blogs as 

they disbelieve many of the claims made in traditional advertising and mass marketing 

communication. 

Thus far, the public relations (PR) community has been interested in the potential of new 

media technologies (cf. Croft, 2007; Hiebert, 2005) as PR devices, and the blogging 

phenomenon in particular has received attention. PR practitioners have been particularly 

concerned with the need to be cautious in using and responding to blogs (e.g. Marken, 

2006a; Marken, 2006b), and have offered practical advice on the do’s and don'ts of blogging 
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(e.g. Schwartzman, 2005). More recently, Steyn, van Heerden, Pitt and Boshoff (2008) have 

provided insights into the activities of technical bloggers in the Asia�Pacific region, and in 

doing so, provide some answers to the general questions that lie behind the blogging 

phenomenon from a PR perspective. PR scholars have also investigated other aspects of 

blogging, including the use of blogs as relationship management tools during crises 

(Sweetser & Metzgar, 2007); blogging and political processes (Sweetzer, 2007); and, the 

ethics of blogging (Smudde, 2005).  

Kent’s (2007) excellent overview of blogs as PR tools argues that blogs can be used more 

effectively by PR practitioners. He also claims that blogs are increasingly esteemed by 

members of the professional communication community as public relations tools. Yet there 

is little empirical evidence for this (cf. Xifra & Huertas, 2008). As far as we are aware, little 

research has thus far emerged as to the extent to which audiences believe what they read in 

blogs. Indeed, there is not even certainty about whether bloggers believe blogs. In short, to 

what extent are readers skeptical about the content of blogs? If general skepticism is low, 

then blogs are effective ways of communicating with broad publics. If it is high, then PR 

professionals need to factor this into their use of blogs as tools of communication and 

persuasion. Another aspect referred to in this article is ethics. The ethical value associated 

with blogging is of importance. When bloggers doubt the ethical values of another blogger it 

will affect their level of skepticism towards the blogs. These are the issues we address in this 

paper. 
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We begin by considering the nature of skepticism toward advertising and marketing, and 

then outline the adaptation of a scale to measure skepticism for specific application to the 

measurement of the construct in blogging. Then we describe a study of skepticism using the 

amended scale among professional bloggers in a business�to�business (B2B) environment. 

The psychometric properties of the amended skepticism scale are addressed, and skepticism 

is tied to a number of other constructs and variables. We conclude by acknowledging the 

limitations of the research, the consequences for PR practice, and further research avenues 

suggested by the results.  

 

Skepticism toward advertising and toward blogging 

Obermiller and Spangenberg (1998) have developed a scale to measure consumer skepticism 

toward advertising, which they view as a tendency towards disbelief of advertising claims. In 

line with Moore�Shay and Lutz (1988) they consider advertising skepticism as a stable, 

generalizable marketplace belief, constituting an important element of consumers’ implicit 

theory of how the marketplace operates. Skepticism is not an absolute, but comes in 

degrees and can vary by individuals and groupings of individuals. It can also vary by 

situational elements. There is support for increased skepticism of advertising of experience 

(e.g. brand qualities that cannot be determined before purchased) versus search (e.g. brand 

qualities that can be determined before purchased by inspection) type goods (Ford, Smith & 

Swasy, 1990).  
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Obermiller and Spangenberg (1998) provide a model that indicates the nomological net that 

can be expected of this construct. In terms of antecedents they propose that certain 

personality traits like cynicism and personal self esteem together with consumption 

experiences reflected in age and education are likely to have a direct effect on advertising 

skepticism. In turn skepticism is seen as influencing and being influenced by an individual’s 

attitude toward marketing in general and advertising in particular. These elements are 

believed to influence a customer’s advertising information processing and advertising 

appeal. A number of variables are proposed as moderating the link to consequences. These 

include both individual (such as e.g. knowledge/expertise /motivation/ involvement)  and 

situational (such as e.g. product/claim type)factors. 

It is clear that skepticism has a wider application context than just advertising. This study 

seeks to investigate the relevance of the advertising skepticism measure developed by 

Obermiller and Spangenber (1998), in the context of blogging, as a new media tool. Is it able 

to capture the attitude of skepticism among bloggers, if the items are suitably amended to 

fit the context of blogging? Are relationships with certain variables in the expected 

direction? To confirm these issues we focus on: 

1. The link between a blogger’s skepticism and their ethical considerations of signaling 

to other bloggers the association the blogger might have to a particular organization 

or employer when posting a blog. In simple terms if a blogger is him/herself skeptical 

about blogging, and they received payment from a firm for posting positive product 

reviews on their blog, they would be less likely to signal this association on their blog.  
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2. Whether skepticism among bloggers varies among the different regions of the world. 

Here we expect no difference.   

 

Methodology 

The research described here was part of a larger international study of bloggers in the B2B 

environment. These bloggers were all identified as contributing with reasonable regularity 

commenting, on products, services and technologies that were typically targeted at other 

organisations rather than consumers. A total of 800 bloggers from the database of of a large 

global technology PR firm were selected for the survey. 400 of these were identified as 

coming from across the Asia Pacific region, and the other 400 were from North America and 

Western Europe. The individuals were contacted by means of email and invited to 

participate in a short survey. No monetary incentive was offered; however, a copy of the 

final survey findings was offered to those who completed the survey. Surveys were 

conducted in English in all countries. However in China, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Japan, Korea, 

Spain, and France respondents had the option to use the a locally translated survey.  

Among the items included in the survey was an adaptation of the Obermiller and 

Spangenberg (1998) skepticism scale, specifically reworded to reflect skepticism toward 

blogs (the amended items are shown in Table 1). These were scored on a 7�point Likert�type 

scale ranging from 1 = I disagree strongly through 7 = I agree strongly. Because of the 

interest in the PR community with regards to ethical issues and blogging (Smudde,  2005) we 

were also concerned with the ethical perceptions of bloggers on a number of issues, 

particularly regarding bloggers making positive posts in return for some sort of 
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compensation.  Our intention was to determine the extent to which respondents believed 

that bloggers should acknowledge corporate sponsorship for product reviews, advertorials, 

posts that support a blog’s advertisers, or receiving incentives or gifts.  These issues were 

scored on a 5�point Likert�type scale ranging from 1 = I disagree strongly, through 5 = I agree 

strongly. 

By the cutoff date, 333 usable responses had been received, for an effective response rate of 

41.6%. All of these individuals were active bloggers who regularly commented on 

technology, products, services, news, and lifestyles; whose opinions were regarded as 

influential in these fields; and who were targeted as prominent commentators by PR firms 

and departments in these fields. This is not intended to be a representative sample of all B2B 

bloggers across these regions but to provide us with an initial understanding of this type of 

blogger. Responses by region of the world were as follows: Asia�Pacific, 178 (53.5%), and 

Europe�North America, 155 (46.5%).  

 

Results 

In this section, we start by describing the respondents, and then summarizing their 

responses to the blogging ethics items. Then we provide descriptive statistics for the 

blogging skepticism items, proceed to test the psychometric properties of the proposed 

skepticism scale, and look at how blogger skepticism is related to the need to signal an 

interest when blogging and whether blogging varies by broad geographic region. 
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The responses to the blogging ethics items are summarized in Table 1 – the mean of 

responses on each item, as well as the standard deviation, are provided. As can be seen from 

Table 1, bloggers generally agreed that blogs should acknowledge support from companies 

about whom they wrote. 

 

Table 1: Bloggers Views on Some Ethical Issues in PR – Descriptive Statistics (N=333) 

Item (where 5 = I agree strongly) Mean Standard 
Deviation 

1. Bloggers should acknowledge corporate sponsorship for 
product reviews 4.12 1.14

2. Bloggers should acknowledge corporate sponsorship for 
advertorials 4.06 1.23

3. Bloggers should acknowledge corporate sponsorship for 
posts that support a blog’s advertisers 4.07 1.18

4. Bloggers should acknowledge corporate sponsorship for 
gifts or incentives 3.92 1.34

 

The wording that makes up the blogger’s skepticism construct together with descriptive 

statistics in terms of means and standard deviations derived from the sample under 

consideration are shown in Table 2.  The highest scores obtained at 4.8 on a 7�point scale are 

for the question that states that the ‘aim of blogging is to inform the reader’ while the 

lowest score at 4.0 is for the statement that ‘blogging is truth well told’. 
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Table 2: The Blogging Skepticism Scale � Descriptive statistics (N=333) 

 

Item (where 7 = I agree strongly) Mean Standard 
Deviation 

1. One can depend on getting the truth in most technical and  
    product review blogs 

4.6 1.4 

2. The aim of blogging is to inform the reader 4.8 1.6 
3. I believe that most blogs are informative 4.2 1.5 
4. Most blogs are generally truthful 4.5 1.4 
5. Blogs are a reliable source of information about the quality 
    and performance of products 

4.8 1.4 

6. Blogging is truth well told 4.0 1.5 
7. In general, blogs present a true picture of the products and 
    services they write about 

4.5 1.5 

8. A reader can feel accurately informed after reading most 
    blogs 

4.4 1.5 

9. Most blogs provide readers and consumers with essential  
    information 

4.4 1.4 

 

To test the dimensionality of the construct the covariance matrix for the nine items in the 

measure was computed and treated as input to a confirmatory factor analysis using LISREL. 

A model for a single dimension as proposed by the original authors was tested and provided 

a Chi Square of 68.25 with 27 degrees of freedom (p<.01) compared to the null model that 

results in a Chi Square of 2793.32 with 36 degrees of freedom (p<.01). A null model assumes 

no relationships among the items that make up the measure. While these results indicate a 

marked improvement of the proposed model to the null the best indices to further consider 

are the Normed Fit Index (NFI) and the Non�Normed Fit Index (NNFI) that are also based on a 

comparison of the proposed model with the null (Bentler & Bonett, 1980). The NFI is 

computed by relating the difference of the Chi Square value for a proposed model to the Chi 

Square value of the Null model. The NNFI is a variant that in addition takes into account the 

loss in degrees of freedom that result from a more complex model. A value of .98 was 
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obtained for both these two indices. In addition the Goodness of Fit Index (GFI) and Adjusted 

Goodness of Fit Index (AGFI) at .96 and .93 respectively indicate a good approximation to the 

data (Hu & Bentler, 1999). In addition computation of Average Variance Extracted and 

Reliability (Fornell & Lacker, 1981) at .83 and 0.85 respectively are above the recommended 

0.5 level while Cronbach alpha stands at 0.89 which exceeds the 0.7 threshold and is 

therefore acceptable (Nunnally, 1967). Taken together these results provide support for the 

dimensionality of the skepticism construct as a unidimensional concept, as it was in the case 

of advertising, in the original work of Obermiller and Spangenberg (1998). This means that 

all the item scores for an individual can be summed to represent that individual’s level of 

skepticism toward blogging. The mean total score for blogging skepticism among 

respondents was 40.0 (sd 9.7).  

To test the two questions raised above we start by running a correlation between the sum of 

the items that make up the blogger’s skepticism measure with the single item measure for 

the extent to which respondents agree on the need to signal to other bloggers their 

association to a particular organization or employer when posting to a blog. Correlation 

analysis provides no statistically significant relationship when posting is of a generic nature (r 

= .048; p > .05). However, in line with expectations, when the specific question related to 

posts about product reviews (r = .17; p < .01), advertorials (r = .12; p < .05), posts that 

support a blog’s advertisers (r = .12; p < .05) and incentives or gifts (r = .172; p< 01), all the 

correlations are significant. 

The second question sought to determine whether blogging skepticism among respondents 

differed by geographical areas. The sum of the blogging skepticism items were used in an 
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independent sample t�test made up of two categories Asia�pacific and Europe�north 

America. Results are as expected and there are no differences in blogging skepticism 

between the two geographical regions (mean � Asia pacific =39.9; mean North America – 

Europe = 40.1; F=.485, p>.05; t=�.215, p>.05).  

 

Limitations 

Like all studies, the research described here has a number of limitations. First, while the 

Obermiller and Spangenberg (1998) skepticism scale performed well in its early 

development and in subsequent studies in advertising (Obermiller & Spangenberg, 2000; 

Obermiller, Spangenberg & MacLachlan, 2005), and while it demonstrated reliability, it 

should still be remembered that the scale was not specifically designed to measure 

skepticism toward blogging. More work is needed to develop a measure specifically for 

skepticism towards blogs. Second, while the scale demonstrates internal consistency (or 

reliability) in this study, the current work’s design does not permit any rigorous 

establishment of its validity. Third, the current study measures the skepticism toward 

blogging of bloggers themselves, and not the targets of blogs –decision makers, managers, 

shareholders, suppliers and consumers, and customers – indeed a wide range of publics. 

Finally, the current study does not attempt to tie skepticism toward blogging to any other 

well defined multi�item constructs in a rigorous way, which would not only shed further light 

on the manifestations of the blogging skepticism issue, but also on its role in a broader 

context of behaviours.   
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Conclusion, Implications for PR Practitioners and Avenues for Future Research 

In summary, the results of the study reported here indicate the following: In this sample 

serious B2B bloggers from the Asia�Pacific and North America�Europe regions seem to have 

fairly high ethical standards. The respondents believe that bloggers should acknowledge 

corporate sponsorship for product reviews, advertorials, posts that support a blog’s 

advertisers, and gifts or incentives. The Blogging Skepticism scale, adapted from the 

Obermiller and Spangenberg (1998) advertising skepticism scale performed well, and seems 

to provide a reliable indication of the degree of skepticism a blogger holds toward the blogs 

of others. The scale is also unidimensional, which means that an individual’s scores on the 

individual items that make up the scale can be summed to provide an overall measure of 

skepticism. In general, B2B bloggers are fairly skeptical of the blogs of others. Skepticism 

toward blogging is also positively related to a blogger’s views on ethical issues: the more 

skeptical a blogger is about the blogs of others, the more they believe that bloggers should 

acknowledge corporate sponsorship for product reviews, advertorials, posts that support a 

blog’s advertisers, and gifts or incentives. Finally, there are no significant differences in 

overall skepticism between bloggers in the Asia�Pacific and North�America�Europe. 

The findings of the study have a number of implications for PR practitioners. The study 

provides practitioners with a usable measure of skepticism that can be applied across a wide 

range of situations – it can be used to measure skepticism of readers, customers, managers, 

employees and so forth. Second, the study suggests a reasonably high level of personal 

ethics among B2B bloggers, which PR firms and their client organisations should take 

cognizance of in dealing with and approaching bloggers to report content on their behalf. 
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Third, there is a relationship between a blogger’s level of skepticism and their perceptions of 

what is ethical in writing a blog and what is not. While we are not really able to argue the 

directionality of this relationship, both possibilities have interesting implications. If a blogger 

had high ethical values, it is possible that they are skeptical about the blogs of others, 

perhaps because they perceive the ethical values of other bloggers to be of a lower standard 

than their own. Alternatively, where bloggers view the blogs of others with high skepticism 

they may feel that their own higher ethical values make their own blogs more credible. 

Practitioners would do well to think about the possible consequences of these inter�

relationships.  

The findings of this study suggest a number of avenues for future research by PR scholars. 

First, further refinement of the blog skepticism scale might be both interesting and desirable 

as the context of blogging might be different to that of advertising. The current scale has 

been adapted directly from an existing measure designed for another context, and while it 

seems applicable for this context, it is possible that there are nuances to, and elements of, 

blogging skepticism that have been missed. Second, and on a related point, it would be 

worthwhile to explore blogging skepticism by means of an in�depth, qualitative approach, in 

order to provide context on the phenomenon. Discussions with bloggers and the recipients 

of blogs could provide richness and insight that a survey such as this is unable to do. Third, 

with the exception of links to ethical issues, and a test of possible cultural/natural 

differences among bloggers, this study has not attempted to link blogging skepticism to any 

other constructs. It would be worthwhile to investigate the antecedents to blogging 

skepticism (what causes it), as well as its consequences.  
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PR academics (e.g. Hiebert, 2005) have noted the effects that new technologies such as the 

Internet have had on the scholarship and practice of PR in the recent past, and will have in 

the future. It is likely that new social media such as Facebook, MySpace and Twitter will 

amplify these effects, and blogs will also continue to play a major role. Xifra and Huertas 

(2008) note this when they argue that in the rapid development of blogs there are still two 

areas that must be boosted: “Firstly, interactive resources in general should be further 

developed on blogs, and particularly their capacity to allow more external comments from 

users.” (p. 275) They also note: “Secondly, the professional public relations sector, and 

specifically some firms in that sector, should lead the field in making the most of the 

communicative resources that blogs encompass and in fully developing their potential as a 

knowledge management tool in the practice of excellent public relations.” (p.275) Blogs have 

the potential to change the face of PR; however, it is possible that the impact they have 

might be directly related to the levels of skepticism in which they are held. 

 

The authors gratefully acknowledge the assistance of Text100 Public Relations, Asia Pacific, who 
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Article 4:   Product, Services and Technology Review Blogs: A Proposed Model 

to Explain Consumer Skepticism 

 

Van Heerden, G. (2010). “Product, Services and Technology Review Blogs:  A Proposed 

Model to Explain Consumer Skepticism”, Submitted to Communicare  

 

ABSTRACT 

While much research has been conducted on consumer skepticism about advertising, limited 

attention focused on the relationship between gender and skepticism. As the internet and 

new technologies continuously transform corporate communications, the relationship 

between gender on skepticism in new media such as the blogosphere implores further 

research.  This article focuses on consumer skepticism of blogs that review products, services 

and technologies.  Demographic variables in particular gender, is commonly employed to 

segment target audiences in the attempt to fit appeals specifically directed at males, 

females, or both. This article investigates three related relationships. First, if gender is a 

significant predictor of consumer skepticism of blogs.  Second, if a relationship exists 

between skepticism as a predictor of the frequency of blogs accessed, and lastly if skepticism 

is a predictor of the number of blogs visited. Data from Australia and South Africa provides 

the findings and offer guidance to practitioners for their new media selection and gender 

based communication messages.  

Keywords: Gender, Skepticism, blogs, South Africa, Australia, Social Media 
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Introduction 

Tools shape the discipline and not the other way around. With the emergence of Internet 

technology, the plethora of new media channels has changed the landscape of marketing 

communications forever. Ease and speed of access to information, interactivity, 

transparency and connectivity have all enhanced consumer communications that allow for 

easy and instant contact with other consumers, globally.  Consumers can now easily produce 

and broadcast video, audio, and text messages to a worldwide audience via online social 

media. These explosive technological developments are bringing about a fundamental shift 

in power, and an upheaval of the traditional marketing communications equilibrium. 

Consumers are increasingly imposing themselves on the brand communications that has 

profound implications for marketers globally (e.g. Dolan & Matthews, 1993; Berthon, 

Hulbert & Pitt, 1999; Brockhoff, 2003; Abraham, 2005).  

Pitt, Berthon, Watson and Zinkhan (2002) suggest that marketers must be prepared to 

embrace the newly empowered consumer. They should understand what these consumers 

have to say and understand the technologies that allow them to say it so effectively, if they 

are to manage pro�actively. This poses the question of how marketers can successfully 

engage digitally empowered consumers to ensure the firm remains part of the online 

communication dialog. 

Information from marketers is generally cautiously viewed by consumers. According to 

Calfee and Ford (1988), consumers do not trust advertising unless there is reason for them 

to trust the claims made in the advertisement.  Several studies (e.g. Andrews, 1989; Alwitt & 
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Prabhaker, 1992; Boush, Friestad & Rose, 1994; Darke & Ritchie, 2007) found that 

consumers by and large are distrustful toward commercial advertising, often without overt 

motivation or rationale. 

However, marketing communications is rapidly being transformed from a one�way business�

to�consumer monologue to a two�way dialogue and even a consumer�to�consumer model 

(Ballantyne, 2004; Hearn, Forth & Gray, 2009). To create and maintain dialogue, an 

organization needs to know their audience, their beliefs about the organization and its 

communications, as well as their disbeliefs and skepticism towards communication media 

and messages. It is essential to understand how consumers respond to interactive social 

media, such as blogs, Facebook, Twitter and others (Stewart & Pavlou, 2002). 

This paper starts with a discussion of product review blogs and skepticism and then focuses 

on the relevance of gender as an antecedent to skepticism towards blogs. The next section 

discusses the suggested model and hypotheses. This is followed by the method and results, 

and concludes by acknowledging the limitations of the research, managerial implications, 

and avenues for future research. 

The Role of Product Review Blogs 

Information about products, services and technologies drives marketing communications 

efforts as organizations need to communicate relevant information to their target 

audiences. It is the responsibility of the corporate communications function to provide 

consumers with easy access to information. In recent years, the integrated marketing 
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communications processes had to be remodeled in response to the rapid developments in 

the new media environment.  New Internet technologies now provide access to information 

in ways that was impossible, or ignored, by the traditional mass media (Dunning & Wymbs, 

2001; Hiebert, 2004; Mangold & Faulds, 2009). With the introduction of Web 2.0, consumers 

now more easily communicate with others. They rely on these Internet technologies to 

access information, which includes product evaluations by other consumers, and offer their 

own opinions of products, services, and technologies. Their access to an abundance of 

information resources facilitates sound decision�making that reduces risk and enables 

consumers to exercise increasing control over their selected brands. Consumers are no 

longer fulfilling their former passive roles as they are increasingly empowered. This is a 

significant development in the digital age (Harrison, Waite & Hunter, 2006). 

Social media such as blogs, the focus of this study, have exponentially grown into a popular 

means of communications. A blog can also be seen as a form of self�publishing and record 

keeping of comments, opinions, and activities. While most blogs fit this definition and have 

little commercial or organizational impact whatsoever, a smaller number enable those 

individuals with more expertise, albeit often presumed “expertise”, to comment on 

advanced and specialized phenomena, subjects, industries, technologies, products, and 

services. In doing so, they often reach extremely large audiences and may become 

enormously influential.  
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Blogs enable organizations to talk with their customers, and empower customers to talk 

back with the firm but also to voice their opinions to one another (Mangold & Faulds, 2009). 

When blogs comment on the activities of organizations, and evaluate their products, 

services and technologies, it may be associated with the type of credibility typically 

accredited to public relations activities, but also with word�of�mouth communication in 

general. These blogs are collectively referred to as “product review blogs” (Seo & Croft, 

2008; Steyn, 2009). Broadly, the following types of product review blogs currently exist: first, 

blogs that are initiated and moderated by corporates and their agents; second, blogs 

initiated and moderated by independent bloggers but backed by corporate sponsors who 

expect positive blogging in return for their sponsorship; and lastly, independent bloggers 

who don’t accept, or acknowledge, any form of corporate sponsorship or incentives in return 

for positive blogging.  

Information offered in these blogs needs to be held in high belief for it to achieve 

“informative status” to the consumer (Wathen & Burkell, 2002; Obermiller & Spangenberg, 

2000). As blogs are growing in popularity as a communication medium, the extent and the 

nature of consumers’ beliefs as well as their skepticism towards blogs are also becoming 

increasingly relevant to marketers. Obermiller and Spangenberg (2000) proclaim that when 

organizations invest in effective marketing communications with the marketplace, there is 

significant benefit in understanding consumer skepticism. The more skeptical consumers are 

towards marketing communications, the more likely they are to examine the claims made in 

a more critical manner and would be unlikely to accept claims at face value (Mangleburg & 

Bristol, 1998).  
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Consumer Skepticism 

Consumers tend to be generally skeptical toward advertising claims (e.g. Calfee & Ringold, 

1988; Boush, Friestad, & Rose, 1994; Obermiller & Spangenberg, 2000; Obermiller, 

Spangenberg & MacLachlan, 2005; Moscardelli & Liston�Heyes, 2005; Thakor & Goneau�

Lessard, 2009). Skeptics doubt the substance of communications (Mohr, Eroglu & Ellen, 

1998).  “Skepticism” is the human trait of doubting or having a questioning attitude or state 

of mind and is defined by Mohr, et al. (1998) as “a cognitive response which varies 

depending on the context and the content of the communication”. While attitudes refer to a 

general disposition in the processing of communication messages, attitudes which reflect 

skepticism can be described as whether consumers approach these message (such as in 

advertising and blogs) with an informed discerning mind or even a predisposition to either 

reject (disbelieve) of accept (believe) the message (or the medium, or spokesperson, etc.) 

(Boush, Friestad & Rose, 1994). 

Obermiller and Spangenberg (1998) define skepticism towards advertising as a “general 

tendency towards disbelief of advertising claims”, a definition that is one of the most widely 

accepted.  Their model illustrates relationships in terms of antecedents where certain 

personality traits like cynicism and personal self esteem together with consumption 

experiences reflected in age and education are likely to have a direct effect on ad skepticism. 

In turn, skepticism is seen as influencing and being influenced by an individual’s attitude 

towards marketing in general and advertising in particular. These elements are believed to 

influence a customer’s advertising information processing and advertising appeal. A number 

of variables are proposed as moderating the link to consequences. These include both 
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individual and situational factors. Obermiller and Spangenberg (1998) developed a nine�item 

scale to measure skepticism towards advertising. Two of their studies on skepticism turned 

the attention, firstly, towards consumer socialization in the family to determine the effect on 

skepticism across generations. Secondly, to determine if consumers became socialized into a 

particular belief and develop a tendency towards being skeptical (Obermiller & 

Spangenberg, 2000).  More recently Obermiller, Spangenberg & MacLachlan (2005) focused 

on investigating the effects of skepticism towards advertising in responses to 

advertisements. While most scholarly work has focused on consumer skepticism towards 

advertising in traditional media, this study focuses on skepticism towards product review 

blogs. 

Product Review Blogs and Skepticism 

The lessons learned from skepticism towards advertising in traditional media are invaluable 

in the attempt to better understand skepticism towards new media, in particular product 

review blogs. The applicability of the Obermiller and Spangenberg (1998) skepticism 

measurement scale was recently validated within the context of blogs and blogging.  In a 

study among business�to�business (B2B) bloggers, Van Heerden, Salehi�Sangari, Pitt and 

Caruna (2009) measured the level of skepticism among these bloggers towards their peers 

(i.e. other B2B bloggers). The original skepticism scale was applied in this new context where 

it demonstrated sound psychometric properties indicating that this scale can indeed be used 

in the blogging context. The nine�items used to measure skepticism was found to be 
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unidimensional and could be summed to represent an individual’s composite level of 

skepticism towards blogging.  

While this study suggests that the Obermiller and Spangenberg (1998) skepticism scale can 

be applied in the context of blogs and blogging, limited research has been conducted to 

determine the relationship between gender and skepticism, as well as the effect of 

skepticism on blog usage such as frequency of blog access and the number of blogs 

accessed. In the next section the attention is turned to gender as antecedent to skepticism. 

Gender as Antecedent to Skepticism 

Much scholarly work has been devoted to study the effects of demographics on variables 

associated with skepticism, such as socialization (Moschis & Churchill, 1978; Moschis & 

Moore, 1979; Mangleburg, Grewal & Bristol, 1997; Obermiller & Spangenberg, 2000), risk 

perceptions (Smith & and Rosenthal, 1995), emotional distress (Toffoli & Laroche, 2002), 

attention to advertising cues (Myers�Levy & Sternthal, 1991) and persuasion or 

“persuasibility” (Meyers�Levy, 1988). Persuasibility is affected by persuasion knowledge 

(Friestad & Wright, 1994) that refers to beliefs and the reasons why certain consumers are 

more easily persuaded to trust advertising claims. Consumers who are persuaded easily 

would tend to have lower levels of skepticism and therefore are more likely to trust 

advertising claims.  

Gender is used to segment audiences and this supports the observation that gender is 

associated with unique interests and knowledge guiding their respective judgments (Meyers�

Levy & Sternthal, 1991). Judgments refer to a particular belief and trust in something and in 
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this study the context is blogs. The model posits a relationship between gender and 

skepticism to determine if skepticism can be predicted by gender. This leads to the 

formulation of the first hypothesis: 

H1: Gender has a significant effect on blog readers’ level of skepticism toward product 

review blogs. 

Skepticism may affect the frequency with which consumers access product review blogs as 

well as the number of such blogs they access. Consumers with a low level of skepticism may 

more frequently access these blogs and also access a greater number of such blogs. When 

consumers have been socialized to be distrustful and skeptical towards advertising 

messages, they may also exhibit the same attitude towards blogs. This leads to the 

formulation of the next two hypotheses:  

H2: A lower level of skepticism toward product review blogs has a significant, and 

positive, effect on frequency with which consumers access these blogs. 

H3: A lower level of skepticism toward product review blogs has a significant, and 

positive, effect on the number of such blogs which consumers access. 

The hypotheses are summarized in the model shown in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1: Model and Hypotheses 

 

 

Method 

In this section the methodology of the study undertaken to test the outlined hypotheses is 

described. Consumer surveys were conducted in both Australia and South Africa. In 

Australia, data collection was conducted by a professional online research firm using their 

online consumer panel. The sample was drawn to generally be representative of the 

demographics of the Australian online population, with the exception of excluding 

individuals younger than 18 years, and 50 or older. A total of 400 panel members were 

invited via email to participate in a short online survey. No monetary incentive was offered, 

however, panel members who completed the survey qualified for a small number of 

member points which accumulate over time and can then be redeemed for prizes. At the 

time of closing of the fieldwork, a total of 169 usable surveys had been received, for an 

effective response rate of 42.25%. 
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In South Africa, 129 third�year university students were invited to participate in the survey. 

All students who were invited obliged and completed the survey. Four questionnaires were 

omitted due to incomplete data in surveys. The effective response rate was 100% while the 

completion rate was 96.9%. 

The questionnaire consisted of four questions. First, the nine items in the Obermiller and 

Spangenberg (1998) scale scored on a 7�point Likert�type scale anchored on 1 = “I strongly 

disagree” through 7 = “I strongly agree”, amended to reflect skepticism toward blogging 

rather than the original test in an advertising context. Second, an overall item measuring the 

respondents’ perceptions of the truthfulness of blogs was scored on a 4�point Likert�type 

scale anchored on 1 = “Very untruthful”, through 4 = “Very truthful”. Third, a single item 

requiring respondents to report the frequency with which they read product review blogs. 

Blog access frequency was scored on a 6�point scale anchored on 1 = “Never”, through 6 = 

“Very frequently (daily)”. Finally, another single item scale measuring the number of product 

review blogs they access in an average month. This open�ended question was phrased as 

follows: “Roughly, how many online blogs that review or discuss products, services, and 

technologies do you visit in an average month”. 

The single�item scales were deemed passable, and even preferable, to measure of these 

constructs. According to Rossiter (2002), a single�item measure is appropriate if an object or 

specific attribute being evaluated or measured is fairly concrete, straightforward, and 

unambiguous (e.g. blog visitation frequency and number of blogs accessed during a specific 

time). Rossiter (2002) refers to these as "doubly concrete" constructs which he distinguishes 

from the more complex or abstract constructs in which the object and/or specific attributes 
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to evaluate may have several meanings to consumers which consequently necessitate 

several items to accurately represent them. On the contrary, the use of multiple items to 

measure concrete and unambiguous constructs may result in redundancy and respondent 

frustration, and may therefore introduce unnecessary noise into the scale (Drolet & 

Morrison, 2001). The debate on single vs. multi�item scales remains to be highly contentious, 

and is a purely theoretical argument with some scholars for, and others against, the use of 

single item measures. In this study a single item measurement scales were used due to the 

robustness to measure these specific constructs. 

All the South African students were between the ages of 18 and 29 years old, and the gender 

split was 68.8% female and 31.2% male. Data was weighted to be more representative of the 

student population of 43.9% male and 56.1% female. The Australian sample closely 

represented the national online population with 52.7% male and 47.3% female while age 

was roughly equally spread across the three groups (18�29, 30�39, and 40�49). 

Results 

The descriptive statistics of the nine�item skepticism scale items for both countries are 

reported in Table 1.  The Cronbach alpha computed on the South African data was .90, and 

.96 for Australia. Obermiller and Spangenberg (1998) reported an alpha of .86, which 

indicates that the scale applied to our samples possessed a high internal consistency. To 

confirm unidimensionality, the items were also subjected to a principal components 

confirmatory factor analysis, which in the South African sample led to the extraction of a 
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single factor explaining 56.83% of the variance, while in the Australian sample a single factor 

emerged explaining 77.82% of the variance. 

This underscores that skepticism towards blogging in this context is a unidimensional 

construct. The scores on the nine�items scale were subsequently summed into an overall 

skepticism score where higher scores denote lower levels of skepticism. The overall 

skepticism mean score in South Africa was 4.14 (SD, 0.977) with a mean of 4.59 (SD, 0.955) 

among males and 3.94 (SD, 0.924) among females. The level of skepticism among males is 

significantly lower than among females (p<0.0001). In the Australian sample the overall 

mean score was 4.29 (SD, 1.206) with no significant difference between the mean score for 

males of 4.27 (SD, 1.171) and 4.32 for females (SD, 1.250). 

While the nine�item skepticism scale was developed by Obermiller and Spangenberg (1998) 

in the context of advertising, the Van Heerden, et al. (2009) study demonstrated sound 

psychometric properties when the scale is applied in a blogging context. However, to 

confirm the convergent validity of the scale in both countries, a regression procedure was 

performed with the summed skepticism score as the predictor variable, and perceptions of 

truthfulness of blogs as the criterion. Overall evaluation of blogging’s truthfulness were 

provided by respondents on a four�point scale where 1=”Very untruthful” through to 

4=”Very truthful”.  The truthfulness construct is an independent but conceptually related 

construct which is expected to be highly correlated with skepticism. In the regression 

conducted for South Africa, the resulting R2 was .181, with F – 27.17 (p<0.0001), while in 

Australia the R2 was higher at .364, with F – 95.72 (p<0.0001). This confirmed convergent 
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validity of the scale in both countries as respondent’s score on the skepticism scale is also 

highly correlated with their overall assessment of blogging’s truthfulness. 

Table 1: The Skepticism toward Blogs – Descriptive Statistics 

Items 
South Africa Australia 
Mean 
(n=125) 

SD 
Mean 
(n=169) 

SD 

1. One can depend on getting the truth in most 
product/services/technology review blogs 

4.12 1.315 4.24 1.35 

2. Blogging’s aim is to inform the reader 4.70 1.388 4.57 1.42

3. I believe that most of these blogs are 
informative 

4.42 1.317 4.39 1.45 

4. Most of these blogs are generally truthful 4.14 1.185 4.31 1.37

5. These blogs are a reliable source of information 
about the quality and performance of products 
and services 

4.21 1.308 4.22 1.40 

6. Blogging is truth well told 3.79 1.404 3.92 1.32

7. In general, these blogs present a true picture of 
the product/services/technology they write about 

4.26 1.258 4.40 1.36 

8. A reader can feel accurately informed after 
reading these blogs 

4.13 1.331 4.20 1.29 

9. Most of these blogs provide readers and 
consumers with essential information 

4.26 1.294 4.40 1.35 

Cronbach Alpha for Scale: South Africa: .90, Australia: .96 

The model and its associated hypotheses were analyzed by means of a simple linear 

regression procedure. In the first half of the model, gender was the predictor variable and 

skepticism the criterion, while in the second half, skepticism was the predictor variable and 

both frequency of blog access and number of blogs access the criterion variables.  
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The results of the regression analysis are presented in Figure 2. For the Australian data, all 

the path coefficients are significant except for the impact of gender on skepticism. However, 

skepticism has a high level of predictability on frequency of accessing blogs (R2 =.244, 

t=7.343, p<0.0001) and a weaker but significant level of predictability on the number of 

blogs accessed (R2 =.092, t=4.106, p<0.0001).  There is some evidence (albeit small but 

significant) that gender impacts skepticism in South Africa (R2 =.094, t=�3.577, p<0.0001), 

while skepticism’s impact on frequency of accessing blogs is rather weak (R2 =.064, t=2.908, 

p<0.01) its impact on the number of blogs accessed is not significant. 

Focusing on the weaker links in the model, the standardized regression coefficient for the 

link between gender and skepticism in Australia is not significant even at the .10 level 

(p=.778) and it therefore appears as if gender does not provide a substantial explanation of 

consumer skepticism towards blogs. There might be other demographic variables that may 

explain the variance. Similarly, in South Africa the standardized regression coefficient for the 

link between skepticism and the number of blogs they access is not significant at the .10 

level (p=.132). All other links are significant. 
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Figure 2: Results for the Path Analysis 

 

(Figures above the lines are Australia, and below the lines South Africa) 

 

These findings provide sufficient support for the model, or parts thereof, in terms of the 

underlying theory, the hypothesized relationships, and its predictive ability. While H1 is 

tenable in South Africa, it is not for Australia. H2 is tenable in both countries, while H3 is 

tenable only in Australia.  

The results of this study therefore indicate that skepticism may be a predictor for the 

frequency of blogs accessed. It would therefore be appropriate to consider a model where 

gender and country are used as moderator variables instead of antecedents. This will 
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provide us the opportunity to look at the strength of the relationship between skepticism 

and frequency of blogs accessed when moderated by gender and country. 

Conclusions 

In both Australia and South Africa the research confirms that the Obermiller and 

Spangenberg skepticism scale is applicable in the context of blogging as it exhibits robust 

psychometric properties. 

Furthermore, principle component confirmatory factor analysis confirms that the skepticism 

construct is unidimensional, where scores on the nine�items comprising the scale can be 

summed to provide an overall indication of an individual’s skepticism toward blogs and 

blogging. In South Africa, the overall level of skepticism among males is significantly lower 

than among females, while in Australian there is no significant difference between the levels 

of skepticism between males and females.  

In Australia, gender seems to have insignificant predictability on the level of skepticism 

towards product review blogs, while in South Africa, there is small but significant evidence 

that gender impacts skepticism. 

In Australia, skepticism seems to have a significantly high level of predictability on frequency 

of accessing blogs and a weaker but significant level of predictability on the number of blogs 

accessed. In South Africa, skepticism’s impact on frequency of accessing blogs is rather weak 

and not highly significant while its impact on the number of blogs accessed is not significant. 
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Limitations of the Research 

The research presented in this article is subject to a number of limitations. First, the study 

included some respondents with limited experience with product review blogs. It might 

therefore be worthwhile to repeat a similar study in the future once Internet users have 

gained more experience with this relatively new concept of “product review blogs”. This 

would then determine whether an increase in usage has an effect on skepticism. Second, the 

demographic profiles of the Australian and South African samples differ, and no attempt was 

made to assess various aspects of measurement equivalence, which disallow a direct 

comparison between the two countries. Third, while the skepticism scale adapted from the 

context of advertising to blogging possesses robust psychometric properties, no specific 

efforts were made to make certain that no aspects of skepticism unique to blogs and 

blogging have been omitted. Qualitative exploratory research may have been a worthwhile 

exercise to increase the face and content validity of the scale in the blogging context. Fourth, 

this study measures consumer skepticism towards blogging, and not the skepticism among 

the creators of these blog towards their peers. It also does not measure skepticism among 

other users of these blogs such as communication decision makers, PR managers, and other 

stakeholders. Fifth, the research was conducted among online consumers in Australia and 

among students in South Africa. It is unknown whether the findings can be generalized to a 

broader domestic and international context.  Sixth, the model only tests the effects of a 

limited number of constructs as antecedents and outcomes. The model should be expanded 

to include more demographics and psychographic antecedents such as personality, values, 

attitudes, interests, or lifestyles and more outcome variables as measurements.  Seventh, 

the direction of causality may be questioned between skepticism and the extent of blog 
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usage. While the assumption that has been made that the level of skepticism affects the 

frequency of accessing blogs as well as the number of blogs accessed, the causal relationship 

may also work in reverse. Finally, this study does not attempt to tie skepticism toward 

blogging to any other well defined multi�item constructs in a rigorous manner. This may 

have shed further light on the manifestations of the blogging skepticism issue and its role in 

a broader context of behaviors. 

Managerial Implications 

The findings of this research hold a number of implications for marketing communications 

managers as well as PR professionals. Where gender significantly impacts on the level of 

skepticism (i.e. South Africa), managers and bloggers targeting the more skeptical gender, 

should be sensitive to the fact that their target audience could possibly be more skeptical 

than expected. As the scale demonstrated sound psychometric properties when applied in a 

blogging context, it could be applied as an effective measurement to gauge the level of 

skepticism within a specific target audience for the organization’s blogging efforts, or in its 

efforts to use bloggers as vehicles to reach and influence a specific group of internet users. 

This can be done for consumers in specific demographic, cultural, and geographical groups, 

or for specific products, services, and technologies. While the research reported here 

studied our skepticism model as applied to blogging in general, skepticism may also be 

gauged toward a particular blogger, or type of blog, or within any other specific context. 
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In instances where skepticism levels are too high, blogs may not be the most appropriate 

manner to target that specific consumer segment. There may be ways to identify means to 

lower skepticism levels to make blogging a more effective medium, which may include 

reader and non�reader education on the value, credibility, and popularity of product review 

blogs among peers. As product review blogs are moving from “buzz�word” status to a more 

respected, credible and trustworthy form of reference to consumers, practitioners should 

continue to support consumer education. As the model demonstrated, skepticism has a 

significant impact on blog usage, which further stresses the importance to lower consumer 

skepticism that will lead to an increase in the use of this valuable marketing communications 

tool. 

Directions for Future Research 

A number of avenues for future research are suggested by the results found in this study. 

First, it would be worthwhile to ascertain the effects of additional constructs in the model 

and demographic and psychographic variables as well as personality traits such as cynicism 

and personal self�esteem. Furthermore, additional variables as outcomes of this skepticism 

model could be added. Second, different levels of usage by product review blogs among 

consumers may be caused simply by the fact that there are leaders and laggards in the 

adoption of a new technology. A better understanding of the demographic, psychographic, 

and behaviors of consumers at different levels of this technology acceptance continuum is 

needed. Such understand will be invaluable with the education of consumers to lower their 

level of skepticism towards these blogs. Also, if communications targeting efforts through 
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these blogs were to be successful in the future it would be valuable knowing more about 

these consumer characteristics. Third, while this study was conducted only in two countries 

and in a narrow demographic context, it would be worthwhile to extend this research to 

other demographics, countries and diverse cultures. Fourth, a longitudinal tracking study of 

blogging skepticism within a particular cultural and demographic setting would provide 

insight into the trajectory of this blogging skepticism model over time. Fifth, this model 

would benefit from using multi�item scales to measure additional constructs built into the 

path analysis. Finally, while the results of this study indicate that skepticism is a predictor of 

the frequency of blogs accessed, it would be worthwhile to test a model where gender 

becomes a moderator rather than an antecedent. This will provide the opportunity to 

explore the strength of the relationship between skepticism and frequency of blogs accessed 

when moderated by gender.  

Social media such blogs as well as Facebook, MySpace and Twitter will continue to perform 

an increasingly important role not only in transferring messages from organizations to their 

stakeholders, but also to educate consumers on products, services and technologies. It is 

essential to understand skepticism towards this media and to break down the barriers which 

may prevent their usage. Marketing communications and the public relations sector should 

be actively involved in developing the potential of social media as a knowledge management 

tool (Xifra & Huertas, 2008). The impact which social media will have on marketing 

communications in the future may be directly related to the levels of skepticism in which 

they are held by the audiences they are targeted at. 

 



�

����

�

ACKNOWLEDGMENT 

The author would like to acknowledge the data collection in Australia sponsored by Pulse Group PLC, 

a global provider of online consumer panels 

REFERENCES 

Abraham, S. (2005). Stretching strategic thinking. Strategy & Leadership, 33(5), 5�12.  

Alwitt, L. F., & Prabhaker, P. R. (1992). Functional and belief dimensions of attitudes to 

television advertising. Journal of advertising research, 32(5), 30–42. 

Andrews, J. C. (1989). The dimensionality of beliefs toward advertising in general. Journal of 

advertising, 18(1), 26�35.  

Ballantyne, D. (2004). Dialogue and its role in the development of relationship specific 

knowledge. Journal of Business & Industrial Marketing, 19 (2), 114�123. 

Berthon, P., Hulbert, J. M., & Pitt, L. F. (1999). To serve or create? Strategic orientations 

toward customers and innovation. California Management Review, 42(1) 37. 

Boush, D. M., Friestad, M., & Rose, G. M. (1994). Adolescent skepticism toward TV 

advertising and knowledge of advertiser tactics. Journal of Consumer Research, 21(1), 165�

175. 

Brockhoff, K. (2003). Customers' perspectives of involvement in new product development. 

International Journal of Technology Management, 26(5�6), 464�481. 

Calfee, J.E., & Ringold, D.J. (1988). Consumer Skepticism and Advertising Regulation: What 

do the Polls Show? Advances in Consumer Research, 15, 244�248. 

Darke, P. R., & Ritchie, R. J. B. (2007). The defensive consumer: Advertising deception, 

defensive processing, and distrust. Journal of Marketing Research,  XLIV, 114�127. 



�

����

�

Dolan, R.J., & Matthews, J. M. (1993). Maximizing the utility of customer product testing: 

beta test design and management. Journal of Product Innovation Management, 10(4), 318–

330. 

Drolet, A., & Morrison, D. (2001). Do we really need multiple�item measures in service 

research? Journal of Service Research, 3 (3), 196–204. 

Dunning, J. H., & Wymbs, C. (2001). The challenge of electronic markets for international 

business theory. International Journal of the Economics of Business, 8(2), 273� 301. 

Friestad, M., & Wright, P. (1994). The persuasion knowledge model: How people cope with 

persuasion attempts. Journal of consumer research, 21(1), 1�31.  

Harrison, T., Waite, K., & Hunter, G. L. (2006). The internet, information and empowerment. 

European Journal of Marketing, 40(9/10), 972�993. 

Hearn, G., Foth, M., & Gray, H. (2009). Applications and implementations of new media in 

corporate communications”, Corporate Communication: An International Journal, 14 (1), 49�

61. 

Hiebert, R. E. (2005). Commentary: New Technologies, Public Relations, and Democracy. 

Public Relations Review, 31(1), 1�9. 

Mangleburg, T.F., & Bristol, T. (1998). Socialization and Adolescents' Skepticism toward 

Advertising. Journal of Advertising, 27 (3), 10�20. 

Mangleburg, T.F., Grewal, D.,  & Bristol, T. (1997). Socialization, Gender, and Adolescent’s 

Self�reports of their generalized use of product labels. The Journal of Consumer Affairs, 

31(2), 255�279. 

Mangold, W. G., & Faulds, D. J. (2009). Social Media: The New Hybrid Element of the 

Promotion Mix. Business Horizons, 52(4), 357�365. 

Mohr, L. A., Eroglu, D., & Ellen, P. S. (1998). The development and testing of a measure of 

skepticism toward environmental claims in marketers’ communications. Journal of consumer 

affairs, 32(1), 30–55.  



�

����

�

Moscardelli. D., & Liston�Heyes, C. (2005). Consumer socialization in a weird world: The 

effects pf internet use and parental communication on the development of skepticism to 

advertising. Journal of Marketing Theory and Practice, 13 (3), 62�75. 

Moschis, G., & Churchill, G. (1978). Consumer Socialization: A Theoretical and Empirical 

Analysis. Journal of Marketing Research, 15(November), 599�609. 

Moschis, G.P., & Moore, R.L. (1979). Decision Making Among the Young: A Socialization 

Perspective. Journal of Consumer Research, 6(2), 101�112. 

Meyers�Levy, J. (1988). The influence of sex roles on judgment. Journal of consumer 

research, 14 (4), 522�531.  

Meyers�Levy, J., & Sternthal, B. (1991). Gender differences in the use of message cues and 

judgments. Journal of marketing research, 28(1), 84�97.  

Obermiller, C., & Spangenberg, E.R. (1998). Development of a scale to measure consumer 

skepticism toward advertising. Journal of Consumer Psychology, 7(2), 159�186. 

Obermiller, C., & Spangenberg, E.R. (2000). On the Origin and Distinctness of Skepticism 

toward Advertising. Marketing Letters, 11 (4), 311�322.  

Obermiller, C.,  Spangenberg, E.R., & MacLachlan, D. L. (2005). Ad Skepticism. Journal of 

Advertising,  34 (3),  7�12.  

Pitt, L. F., Berthon, P. R., Watson, R. T., & Zinkhan, G. M. (2002).  The Internet and the birth 

of real consumer power. Business Horizons, 45(4), 7�14. 

Rossiter, J. (2002). The C�OAR�SE procedure for scale development in marketing, 

International, Journal of Research in Marketing, 19, 305–335. 

Seo, J., & Croft, W. B. (2008). Blog site search using resource selection. International 

Conference on Information and Knowledge Management, Proceedings, 1053�1062.  

Smith, A. M. A., & Rosenthal, D. A. (1995). Adolescents' perceptions of their risk 

environment. Journal of Adolescence, 8, 229–45. 



�

��	�

�

Steyn, P. G. (2009). Online recommendation as the ultimate yardstick to measure 

sponsorship effectiveness. Journal of Sponsorship, 2 (4), 316�329. 

Stewart, D. W., & Pavlou, P. A. (2002). From consumer response to active consumer: 

Measuring the effectiveness of interactive media. Journal of the Academy of Marketing 

Science, 30 (4), 376�396. 

Thakor, M. V., & Goneau�Lessard, K. (2009). Development of a scale to measure skepticism 

of social advertising among adolescents. Journal of Business Research, 62, 13�42. 

Toffoli. R., & Laroche M. (2002). Cultural and language effects on Chinese bilinguals' and 

Canadians' responses to advertising. International Journal of Advertising, 21, 505–24.  

Van Heerden, G., Sangari, E., Pitt, L. F., & Caruna, A. (2009). Do B2B bloggers believe blogs? 

PR insights on blogger skepticism. Asia Pacific Public Relations Journal, 10, 123�132. 

Wathen, C.N., & Burkell, J. (2002). Believe it or not: factors influencing credibility on the 

web. Journal of the American Society for Information Science and Technology, 53 (2), 134�

144. 

Xifra, J., & Huertas, A. (2008). Blogging PR: An Exploratory Analysis of Public Relations 

Weblogs. Public Relations Review, 34(3), 269�275. 

 

 

 



�

��
�

�

CHAPTER 6 

Article 5:  B2B Blogger Skepticism and the Social Media Release: 

A Multi�Country Perspective 

Steyn, P.G., van Heerden, G., & Pitt, L.F. (2010).  B2B blogger skepticism and the social media 

release: A Multi�country perspective, Submitted to Corporate Communication: An 

International perspective (2nd Round of review) 

Abstract 

Purpose 

Consumers increasingly publish their own comments about organizations in social media 

such as blogs. To ensure organizations remain part of this dialogue, the digitally focused 

“social media release” (SMR) is replacing the traditional press release. This research among 

business�to�business (B2B) bloggers is aimed at understanding the dynamics that drive the 

usage of elements taken from SMR’s received from corporate communicators.  

Design / methodology / approach 

To explain blogger acceptance of the SMR, we developed a model and applied the 

Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) and Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB). A survey was 

conducted among bloggers across Asia Pacific, North America and Europe. 

Findings 

Bloggers are influenced in their future use of SMRs by their current use, its use by others, 

and perceptions of its effectiveness. Furthermore, their perceptions of the SMRs 

effectiveness as a means to keep them updated on corporations, is strongly influenced by 

their own level of skepticism toward blogs maintained by their peers. 

Research limitations 

For some constructs, the use of multi�items could have proved more desirable than the 

employment of a single item. The study approximates, rather than replicates TAM studies 

grounded in the theory of reasoned action and the theory of planned behavior.  

Practical implications 

The findings offer guidelines to communicators for the implementation of SMRs such as to 
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reduce skepticism, increase bloggers’ awareness and usage of the SMRs through education 

and training. 

Originality / value 

SMR is a new concept and limited research exists. This research is pioneering the application 

of TAM and TPB to understanding the impact of skepticism on their usage. 

Introduction 

Communication has been radically transformed by new technologies such as the Internet 

(Hiebert, 2005). The development of new media, in particular social media such as blogging, 

is transforming corporate communications from a one�way business�to�consumer 

monologue towards a two�way consumer�to�consumer dialogue model (Pitta and Fowler, 

2005; Hearn et al., 2009). This paradigmatic shift in communications creates an opportunity 

to engage with stakeholders and establish two�way communications between organizations 

and their publics (Wright, 1998; Wright, 2001; Porter et al., 2007). Weber (2007) suggests 

that communications are progressing in a digital direction and those who clearly understand, 

and adapt to this transformation, will be more effective in their communications than those 

who do not adapt. 

There is no doubt that digital social media, such as blogs, will significantly enhance this 

transformation process as they have created the opportunity for corporate communications 

to become interactive. Blogs create communities and as Elving (2005) predicted, feelings of 

belonging to a community may have a significant influence on “readiness for change” within 

organizations. Thus, corporate communications through blogging communities is an area of 
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growing interest and new media tools such as “social media releases” have the potential to 

play a major role in this progression (Argenti and Barnes, 2009). 

As consumers increasingly publish their own comments about organizations in social media 

such as blogs, the corporate communications function may no longer be in full control of the 

content that is communicated (Holbrook, 2003; Berthon et al., 2008). The digitally focused 

Social Media Release (SMR), which can be described as a combination of the traditional 

press release with elements of online social media, could be an invaluable new media tool 

for organizations to remain part of the consumer�to�consumer dialogue. 

While the SMR may be effective in new media communications, skepticism towards blogging 

might affect bloggers’ perception of the effectiveness of SMRs. 

This paper investigates the impact of skepticism among business�to�business (B2B) bloggers 

on their perception of the effectiveness, and usage of SMRs. While research indicates that 

B2B bloggers are fairly skeptical of the blogs of their peers, the purpose of this paper is to 

gauge the impact of a blogger’s skepticism on their perception of the effectiveness of the 

SMR, as well as how this impacts on their current and future use of it. The results of this 

study could provide the corporate communications functions with direction on how to 

improve the usage of SMRs among bloggers. The paper proceeds as follows: First, we 

provide an overview of blogging and corporate communications. Second, we define SMRs 

followed by a description of the use of SMRs. We then provide a definition of blogger 

skepticism and then consider the Technology Acceptance Model and Theory of Planned 

Behavior, as underlying indicators for the acceptance of SMRs. Next we discuss the method 
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and results of a Structural Equation Model proposed to explain and predict the impact of 

skepticism among bloggers on their perceptions and usage of SMRs. We conclude by 

acknowledging the limitations of this study, the implications for communications scholars, 

corporate communications and public relations practitioners, and suggest possible directions 

for further research. 

 

Blogging and Corporate Communications 

While blogs and blogging are no longer unfamiliar terminology, scholars and practitioners 

continue to work towards a deeper understanding of this phenomenon from a 

communications perspective. It should suffice to offer a general explanation of a blog as web 

pages that are frequently updated or modified and commonly listed in ‘reverse chronological 

sequence’ of dated entries (Herring et al., 2005). Edelman and Intellissek (2005) describe 

blogs as web sites that serve as “sources of commentary, opinion and uncensored, unfiltered 

sources of information on a variety of topics” and are normally written by people with a 

“passion for a specific topic or issues”. Blogs have also demonstrated the formation of micro�

communities over time (Kumar et al., 2005) through feelings of belonging to a community 

that may become of significant importance to organizations (Elving, 2005).  

Also referred to as “peer produced information” (Repo et al., 2006), blogging is not an 

entirely new phenomenon. What has made it so relevant recently is the advancement of 

Internet technologies that rendered it readily available to the global online population 

(Komito, 2008). In this collaborative environment the comments and information published 
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and moderated on a blog are controlled by the blogger (Bruns and Jacobs, 2006). When 

bloggers write about corporations and their activities, products, services and technologies 

these messages are not necessarily initiated by the organizations, but can merely be the 

opinion of the blogger. The target audiences of these business�to�business (B2B) bloggers 

include other bloggers, journalists, corporations, as well as the end consumer searching for 

recommendations and information. These blogs are collectively referred to as “product�

review blogs” (Seo and Croft, 2008) and is the focus of this article (for examples of these 

blogs, see: www.productwiki.com; www.theopinionatedparent.com, 

www.theimpulsivebuy.com). 

Product�review blogs may take on a variety of collaboration formats of which the following 

serve as examples: company initiated and moderated; consumer blogger moderated but 

company sponsored; and consumer blogger moderated without any corporate sponsorship 

or incentives in return for positive reviews.  This study focuses on a survey among individuals 

who act as product�review bloggers and are not overtly sponsored or incentivized by 

corporations. While these bloggers may be directly approached by the communications 

function or public relations professionals, corporate sponsorship is not part of any 

collaborative agreement. Bloggers may receive information about the latest developments 

within the organization in the form of press releases or social media releases as Steyn et al. 

(2008) reported in their study among product�review bloggers in the Asia�Pacific region. This 

study reported that information via electronic means were their most preferred form of 

receiving content, while traditional channels such as faxed press releases, telephone contact, 

and face�to�face meetings were least preferred. The majority (77.6%) of the bloggers in their 
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survey hold fairly high ethical values and declared their willingness to clearly indicate 

corporate sponsorships and when incentivized for positive reporting. 

An increasing number of organizations are recognizing the power of blogging for corporate 

communications and now focus their attention and effort on blogs (Gordon 2006). The aim 

of corporate communications is to create and maintain dialogue aligned with the 

organization’s strategic direction. Blogging provides them with the opportunity to engage 

with stakeholders that creates an opportunity for increased two�way communication 

(Wright and Hinson, 2008; Xifra and Huertas, 2008; Johnson and Kaye, 2009). Blogs have a 

two�folded foundation. Firstly, it can be used as a tool to gauge stakeholders’ opinions, and 

secondly to disseminate information (Xifra and Huertas, 2008). However, in the digital age, 

the communications function is no longer in full control of the content that is communicated 

to the marketplace as it is increasingly becoming ‘self�organizing’ as consumers publish their 

own comments about organizations and their products in social media such as blogs 

(Holbrook, 2003; Berthon et al., 2008). This is partly due to frequent changes in content, 

message and platform, which create a more participatory nature of communication (Wright 

and Hinson, 2008). Argenti and Barnes (2009) suggest that “blog authors and corporate 

communicators must/should clearly define the blog purpose and operating guidelines”. 

 

Social Media and the Social Media Release 

The development and continued evolution of the SMR is grounded in the exponential 

growth in the use of social media (Raab, 2009; Owyang, 2010; Marketing Online, 2010), the 
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interactivity of this medium, and the dynamics of a many�to�many dialogue between 

individuals. Kaplan and Haenlein (2009) define social media as “a group of Internet�based 

applications that build on the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0 and that 

allow the creation and exchange of user�generated content”. Hence the general reference to 

social media as consumer�generated media (CGM) or user�generated content (UGC) (Kangas 

et al, 2007). Social media combines social networking and technology to transform 

monologues (one�to�many) into dialogs (many�to�many) as consumers create content using 

highly accessible and scalable publishing technologies (Boyd and Ellison, 2007). As it is 

transforming individuals from passive content consumers into active content publishers, it 

represents the democratization of information (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010). Social media 

differs from traditional media as it enables anyone with access to the Internet to publish 

information, whereas traditional media require significant infrastructure and capital to 

publish information. 

 

Digital technology used by social media is constantly creating new communication tools that 

are revolutionizing the old�school communications and media.  An integral component of 

this communications evolution is the Social Media Release, which transformed the 

traditional press release into an interactive, multimedia platform of information sharing 

(Holtz and Havens, 2009). Beal and Strauss (2008) describes it as a “radical departure from 

the press release”. Inspired by the Foremski�penned blog (Foremski, 2006) announcing 

“death of the press release”, the SMR is best defined as a blend between the traditional 

press release and digital social media.  
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The traditional press release (also referred to as the media release, news release or press 

statement) was incepted in the late 1800’s or early 1900’s (Bates, 2002; Ward�Johnson and 

Guiniven, 2008) and is a written or recorded communication directed at members of the 

news media for the purpose of announcing something claimed as having news value (Bates, 

2002). Typically, these are posted, faxed or e�mailed, usually by PR practitioners within 

organizations, or those acting on behalf of client organizations, to newspapers, magazines, 

radio stations, television stations, and/or television networks. However, following the 

comments by Foremski (2006), users of the press releases are increasingly calling on its 

demise in blog headings such as “Die Press Release!!!”[I], “The slow death of the press 

release”[II] and “Die! Press release! Die! Die! Die!”[III]. 

The first known template for the SMR was launched by Shift Communications 

(www.shiftcomm.com) and posted on the PR Squared blog (www.pr�squared.com) in 2006 

(Ward�Johnson and Guiniven, 2008). The continued evolution and popularity gain of the 

SMR is unavoidable due to the interactive and multimedia nature of the Internet and an 

increased market demand for transparency of information (Holtz and Havens, 2009). Argenti 

and Barnes (2009) underscore this growing popularity by commenting that since the creation 

of the first SMR template, “organizations are jumping on the social media release 

bandwagon in droves, adapting templates and content to meet their own needs”. SMR’s 

offer advantages over the narrative format of the traditional press release, such as the 

incorporation of multimedia elements, website links, social media tools, tags, and other 

tools to that take advantage of the new emerging technologies (Foremski, 2006). 
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SMR’s, used by a variety of large corporations such as Novell, Coca Cola, Verizon, Gatorade, 

Ford Motor Company, Intel, Nortel and Cisco Systems, incorporate elements such as 

boilerplates with headlines, news, facts, quotes (e.g. from executives, analysts, customers), 

images, video, and audio that can easily be copied or directly linked�posted to social media 

sites such as Twitter and Facebook (Defren, 2007; Holtz and Havens, 2009). SMR’s also 

contain RSS feeds, trackbacks, links to content�sharing resources (e.g., Zimbio, Esnips, 

Xomba, and Shetoldme), and social bookmarks (e.g. Squidoo, StumbleUpon, del.icio.us, Digg 

and Reddit). 

Holtz and Havens (2009) suggests that the SMR is still in its infancy and its increase in usage 

will be driven by its effective deliverance of information.  Furthermore, advances in digital 

technology and social media tools available to communicators, combined with more savvy 

consumers looking for timely, comprehensive and transparent information, will further 

popularize the use of SMR’s among marketers in their B2B communications with bloggers.  

The SMR therefore is a compilation of relevant content, facts, links, media and subscription 

feeds targeted to bloggers and other writers to effectively and comprehensively share 

information in a technological savvy manner. While some critics view the SMR as a press 

release with “Social Media Optimization” (Bhargava, 2006; Fichter, 2007) or “a bloggish 

press release” (Riveong, 2007), the SRM concept unquestionably reflect the evolution of 

online communications characterized by a higher demand for relevancy of information and 

engagement with online users at large. Some websites dedicated to offer SMR templates, 

such as “Pitch Engine (www.pitchengine.com) claim to have created more than 90,000 news 

pitches (SMR’s) to date.  
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The Social Media Release and Blogger Skepticism 

While there are a number of websites devoted to the development, understanding, and 

usage of SMRs (e.g. www.thesocialmediahandyman.com/blog/2010/06/the�social�media�

news�release.html, smr.newswire.ca/en/, www.pitchengine.com), it seems that no empirical 

research has been devoted to understanding the effect of bloggers’ disposition to 

incredulity, in particular “skepticism”. Vielba (2006) warns (in her “political blogs and 

marketing” context paper) that “a threat to blogs’ democratic potential is misinformation 

linked to blogs”. Van Heerden et al. (2009) found that product�review bloggers are skeptical 

towards similar blogs written by their peers. As skepticism among B2B bloggers may have a 

significant impact on their perception of the effectiveness of SMRs, which consequently may 

impact their current and future use of it, we were specifically interested in understanding 

the impact of blogger skepticism.  

Skepticism is not an absolute, but comes in degrees and can vary by individuals and 

groupings of individuals. In defining the construct we refer to the original study that 

developed a scale for measuring consumer skepticism towards advertising. Obermiller and 

Spangenberg (1998) defined skepticism towards advertising in general as a tendency 

towards disbelief of advertising claims. Skepticism can vary by situational elements – for 

example, there is support for increased skepticism of advertising of experience� versus 

search� type goods (Ford et al., 1990). In Obermiller and Spangenberg’s (1998) study, ad 

skepticism was constrained to advertising and not necessarily a general tendency not to 

believe any communication. Their belief was grounded as a ‘marketplace belief’. This is in 

line with the Moore�Shay and Lutz (1988) consideration of ad skepticism as a stable, 
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generalizable marketplace belief, constituting an important element of consumers’ implicit 

theory of how the marketplace operates.  

Blogs may be associated with the type of credibility concerns typically associated with 

traditional media (Johnson and Kaye, 2004), and indeed word�of�mouth communication 

when they comment on the products, services and technologies of organizations (Brown et 

al., 2007). While product�review blogs are less likely to be subject to the same level of 

skepticism that most communication in mass media encounter, some audiences might still 

disbelieve it as they generally disbelieve the claims made in traditional advertising and mass 

marketing communication. 

In the study conducted by Van Heerden et al. (2009), the Obermiller and Spangenberg 

skepticism scale was applied in the context of blogs and blogging where it has demonstrated 

sound psychometric properties indicating that this scale can indeed be used in this new 

context. Their study also indicated that the 9�items used to measure skepticism is 

unidimensional and could be summed to represent an individual’s composite level of 

skepticism towards blogging. They found a high level of skepticism towards similar blogs 

written by their peers. We contend that there may be a relationship between skepticism and 

the perceived effectiveness of SMRs, as the Van Heerden study also found a positive 

relationship between blogger skepticism and their views on ethical issues such as 

acknowledging corporate sponsorship in return for positive reviews. Skepticism among B2B 

bloggers may therefore have a significant impact on their perception of the effectiveness of 

SMRs, which consequently may impact their current and future use of SMRs. 
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This leads us to the formulation of the first hypothesis: 

H1: Bloggers’ skepticism towards the blogs written by their peers are positively related to 

their perceptions of the effectiveness of SMRs. 

 

The Technology Acceptance Model and Research Framework 

The Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) provides some understanding of when and why 

technologies get accepted as this is of importance for the acceptance and usage of the SMR. 

As with many products of the digital age, the SMR does not clearly differentiate between 

content and technology, and therefore technology is increasingly viewed as being more than 

just a physical product. Whether the SMR and its related technologies eventually become an 

accepted standard within the industry depends on whether its users, such as bloggers, find it 

useful as well as easy to use. We therefore contend that whether or not the SMR becomes 

an accepted standard within the industry, and among the bloggers, will depend on the 

extent to which it is being accepted as a technology.  

Not all popular technologies find immediate acceptance among all groups of users. Some 

people will languish from accepting the new technologies while others will find little or no 

application. This phenomenon was evident during the 80’s with the popularization of 

personal computers and their related technologies such as software for word processing, 

spreadsheets, desktop publishing and email. While some users immediately adopted the 

technology, others were late, or non�adopters. Management information systems 

researchers Davis and his colleagues (Davis, 1989; Davis et al., 1989) developed the 
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Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) to enhance our understanding of the technology 

acceptance phenomenon.  While TAM had its origins in the Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) 

developed by Ajzen and Fishbein’s (1975, 1980), it replaced the TRA’s attitude measures 

with the two simple technology acceptance dimensions. TAM is in effect an information 

systems theory that models how individuals come to accept and use a technology. Their 

theory proposes that two notable factors influence whether users will use a new technology. 

The first is the perceived usefulness of the new technology which relates to the degree to 

which the individuals believe that using the new technology will enhance their job 

performance; and secondly, the perceived ease of use of the technology which relates to the 

degree to which the individual believes that using the new technology will be easy to use 

(Davis, 1989; Davis et al., 1989; Adam et al., 1992; Segars and Grover,1993). 

To many people, new technologies can be complex and with respect to employing them, 

many elements of uncertainty exist in their minds (Davis et al., 1989). They form attitudes 

and intentions toward to the use of these technologies before initiating any effort directed 

at using them. These attitudes toward usage and intentions to use often may be ill�formed 

or lack in conviction. Furthermore, actual usage might not always be a direct or immediate 

consequence of such attitudes and intentions. TAM has been examined and extended across 

different information technologies, user populations and organizational contexts (Legris et 

al., 2003) and has become a respected and well�established model for predicting user 

acceptance (Venkatesh et al., 2003). Results from a number of studies suggest that TAM is 

capable of providing an adequate explanation and/or prediction of user acceptance of IT 

(Mathieson, 1991; Hu et al., 1999; Moon and Kim, 2001; Chung and Tan, 2004). Overall, TAM 
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has empirically been demonstrated as capable of predicting about 40% of a technology’s use 

(Venkatesh, 1999).  

It should be noted that TAM does not reflect the influence of social and control factors on 

usage behavior. Hence, an incorporation of planned behavior could add to our ability to 

explain and predict the use of a technology (Taylor and Todd, 1995). According to Ajzen’s 

(1991) Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB), social influences such as subjective norms, are 

modeled as determinants of behavioral intentions. TPB is an extension of TRA as it includes 

perceived behavioral control that serves as a construct to account and explicitly measure the 

extent to which people have control over their behavior. 

Based on TAM and its extensions, we posit that the current use and intentions to use of 

SMRs � a new application of technology in communications � would firstly be affected by 

their perceptions of its effectiveness. Effectiveness is used as a surrogate for usefulness, 

based on the three�factor model extension of TAM developed by Segars and Grover (1993). 

This model consists of usefulness, effectiveness, and ease of use. Secondly, usage is affected 

by subjective norms, in this case their perceptions of the extent of its current use by 

companies.  

This leads us to the formulation of the following hypotheses: 

H2: Bloggers’ perceptions of the effectiveness of SMR are positively related to their use of 

SMR elements; 

H3: Bloggers’ perceptions of the current use of SMR by companies are positively related to 

their use of SMR elements. 
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Furthermore, a blogger’s current use of SMR or elements thereof will influence their future 

use of the technology. This might be both because the technology is perceived as useful, and 

easy to use, or vice versa.  

This leads us to the final hypothesis: 

H4: Bloggers’ current use SMR or elements thereof will be positively related to their future 

intentions to use SMR or elements thereof. 

Figure 1: Research Model and 

Hypotheses

 

 

Method 

An online survey was launched among bloggers across Asia Pacific, Europe and North 

America. Respondents were identified as active bloggers who, with reasonable regularity, 

offer reviews and professional insightful commentary on products, services and 
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technologies, and the corporations associated with them. They were also selected if their 

opinions were regarded as influential in these fields as well as those being targeted by firms 

as being prominent commentators. A total sample of 800 qualified bloggers was identified 

through the databases of a global PR consultancy firm serving the technology industry. 

Among this sample, 50% were from across the Asia Pacific region, while the rest were from 

North America and Western Europe. As we were specifically interested in the opinions of 

bloggers in the West versus those in the East, in our analysis we combined North America 

and Western Europe and compared it with a combined Asia Pacific region. The outreach to 

these respondents was by means of email with a cover letter explaining the survey and 

inviting respondents to participate. As an incentive for their participation, a copy of the final 

survey report was offered to those who completed the survey. In all countries, the survey 

was available in English, while in Greater China, Japan, Korea, Spain, and France respondents 

were offered an option to complete the survey in their local language, which respectively 

were Chinese (traditional and simplified), Japanese, Korean, Spanish and French. 

A total of 339 usable surveys were received which represents a response rate of 42.4%.  

Response rates by region were as follows: Asia�Pacific, 178 (44.5%), and Europe�North 

America, 161 (40.3%).  As our hypotheses relate specifically to the perceptions of the SMR, a 

filter question in the survey allowed for analysis of only those respondents who were aware 

of the SMR. To ensure an unambiguous understanding of the question, an SMR was 

described in the survey as follows:  “A Social Media Release is an information release that 

presents content in an easy�to�read and straight�to�the�point�fashion. It uses multimedia, 

bookmarks and contextual tags to help receivers share the content.”  A total of 148 out of 

the 339 respondents (43.6%) affirmed their awareness and were usable for inclusion in the 
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analysis. Awareness rates by region were as follows: Asia�Pacific (62.8%), Europe�North 

America (37.2%). The remaining 191 respondents were excluded from the analysis.  

The survey instrument measured the following six constructs, which constitute our research 

model shown in Figure 1: 

a) Blogger’s skepticism: 

An adaptation of the Obermiller and Spangenberg (1998) skepticism scale 

was employed, specifically reworded to reflect the blogger’s (the 

respondent) skepticism toward blogs similar to the blog that the respondent 

maintains (see Table 1 for the scale items). All nine items were measured on 

a 7�point Likert�type scale, ranging from 1 = strongly disagree through 7 = 

strongly agree;  

b) Blogger’s perceptions of SMR effectiveness:  

 “How effective do you think Social Media Releases are as a means to keep 

you updated on corporations?” scored on a 7�point Likert�type scale 

anchored on 1= “not effective at all” through 7= “very effective”;  

c) Blogger’s perceptions of company SMR use:  

 “Compared with a year ago, to what extent are companies using Social 

Media Releases to communicate with you and other bloggers?”, scored on a 

5�point Likert�type scale anchored on 1= decreased significantly through 5= 

increased significantly;  
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d) Blogger’s own use of SMR elements:  

 “In the past year, how often have you taken elements (video, quotes, 

pictures, links) from Social Media Releases to use in your own blog 

postings?”, scored on a 5�point Likert�type scale anchored on 1= never 

through 5= always; 

e) Blogger’s future intentions to use SMR elements:  

“In the next year, how often are you likely to use elements from Social 

Media Releases for use in your own blog postings?”, scored on a 5�point 

Likert�type scale anchored on 1= significantly less often through 5= 

significantly more often. 

Drolet and Morrison (2001) as well as Bergkvist and Rossiter (2007) demonstrate that the 

use of multiple items to measure concrete construct results in redundancy and introduces 

unnecessary noise into the measurement process. Therefore, we used single�item scales to 

measure the concrete constructs. 

 

Analysis and Results 

The responses to the nine�item skepticism scale items, means and standard deviations, are 

reported in Table 1. The Cronbach alpha computed for the scale was .96. Obermiller and 

Spangenberg (1998) reported an alpha of .86, which indicated that the scale possesses high 

internal consistency. The items were also subjected to a principal components factor 

analysis, which led to the extraction of one factor explaining 57% of the variance. This led us 
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to conclude that skepticism toward blogging in this research context is a unidimensional 

construct, and that the scores on the nine items could be summed to produce an overall 

skepticism score (where a low score would indicate skepticism, and a high score, the lack 

thereof.  

Table 1: Summary Statistics of Skepticism Items (n=148) 

 

As can be seen from the Table 2, blogger’s summed mean score of skepticism is 4.4 on a 7�

point scale with a standard deviation of 1.11.  

Their perceptions of the effectiveness of the SMR is on average 4.8 on a 7�point scale, but 

ranges widely as can be seen from the standard deviation of 1.70. It is also apparent that, on 

similar 5�point scales, bloggers’ future intentions (M=3.7, SD=.83) to use elements from 

SMRs are higher than their current use of these (M=2.8, SD=1.17). 

 

 Mean 
Std.  

Deviation 
1. One can depend on getting the truth in most technical and 

product review blogs 
4.5 1.4

2. The aim of blogging is to inform the reader 4.6 1.6 
3. I believe that most blogs are informative 4.2 1.5 
4. Most blogs are generally truthful 4.4 1.4 
5. Blogs are a reliable source of information about the quality 

and performance of products 
4.7 1.4 

6. Blogging is truth well told 4.1 1.5
7. In general, blogs present a true picture of the products and 

services they write about 
4.5 1.4 

8. A reader can feel accurately informed after reading most blogs 4.3 1.5
9. Most blogs provide readers and consumers with essential 

information 
4.4 1.4

Scored on a 7�point scale. Cronbach Alpha for Scale: .96 
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Table 2: Summary Statistics of Constructs 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Of significant importance is the inter�relationships between these constructs, and the extent 

to which skepticism, perceptions of effectiveness, perceptions of current use by others, and 

own current use, affect bloggers intentions of using SMRs and their elements in the future. 

We address these questions in the following section on analysis of the research model. 

 

The Research Model 

The research model and its associated hypotheses were analyzed using the covariance�based 

structural equation modeling (SEM) technique. The SEM analysis was performed using 

AMOS. 

Empirical support for the model involved performing two separate but related steps: 

Step 1: The fit of the theoretical model to the observed data is assessed by the �2 statistic 

together with other “fit” heuristics. The heuristics to be used are GFI, AGFI, and RMSEA. 

Should this empirical test support the theory, Step 2 would be performed. 

 Mean 
Standard 
Deviation 

a). Skepticism (Summed items) 4.4* 1.11 
b). Perceptions of SMR effectiveness 4.8* 1.70 
c). Perceptions of company SMR use 3.8** 0.72 
d). Current use of SMR elements 2.8** 1.17 
e). Future intentions to use SMR elements 3.7** 0.83 
*Scored on a 7�point scale     **Scored on a 5�point scale
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Step 2: The estimates of the path coefficients of the structural model (i.e. the hypotheses) 

are assessed for their significance. This is referred to as the path analysis. Further, the 

predictive ability of the model as measured by the squared multiple correlation coefficient 

(R2) is reported and commented upon. Only after all these tests have been successful is the 

research model deemed to be supported. 

Following the heuristics of Hair et al. (2010), the sample of 148 was deemed adequate as it is 

within the range of 100 to 200. The ratio of respondents to the number of parameters to be 

estimated is 29.6 which exceeded Hair’s most conservative heuristic of a minimum of 15 

respondents for every parameter. 

 

Results and Findings 

Step 1: The fit of the theory to the data was supported. The relevant statistics in support of 

this, are: Calculated �2 =5.153 with five degrees of freedom with the associated p�value = 

.397, which is not significant at the 5% level. The calculated values of the heuristics are 

GFI=.986; AGFI=.958; RMSEA=.014. These results satisfy the recommended criteria in Hair et 

al. (2010), which are respectively >0.90, >0.90 and <0.08 

Step 2: The results for the structural model are presented in Figure 2. “Blogger’s own use of 

SMR Elements” and “Blogger’s Future Intentions to use SMR elements” have R2 values of .07 

and .22, respectively, while “Blogger’s perceptions of SMR effectiveness” has an R2 value of 

.11. These values provide evidence of adequate predictive ability of the model according to 

the criteria of Cohen and Cohen (1975). Using the Cohen and Cohen criteria (Field, 2005) 
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“Blogger’s perceptions of SMR effectiveness” has a medium effect size, “Blogger’s own use 

of SMR Elements”, has a small to medium effect size while the effect size for “Blogger’s 

Future Intentions to use SMR elements” is medium to large. 

The findings provide support for the research model in terms of the underlying theory, the 

hypothesized relationships, and its predictive ability. The results of the analysis shown in 

Figure 2 can be summarized as follows:  

A bloggers’ skepticism is positively and significantly related to their perceptions of the 

effectiveness of SMR (�=.33, p<0.001), which are positively and significantly related to their 

use of SMR elements (�=.23, p<0.001). At the same time, bloggers’ perceptions of the 

current use of SMR by companies are also positively and significantly related to their use of 

SMR elements (�=.12, p<0.10). For H1 and H2, the null hypothesis was rejected at the 0.001 

level. However, the standardized regression coefficient for the link between their 

perceptions of the current use of SMR by companies and their use of SMR elements (H3) is 

only significant at the .10 level, but approaches the 0.05 significance level (p=.059). It 

therefore appears as if there are factors other than their perceptions of the current use of 

SMR by companies that provide a substantial explanation of their use of SMR elements. In 

addition, a blogger’s current use of SMR or elements thereof significantly influenced their 

future use of the technology (�=.47, p<0.001). For H4 the null hypothesis was also rejected.  
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Figure 2: Results for the Path Analysis 

 

 

 

Conclusion and Managerial Implications 

As the corporate communications function is no longer in full control of the content that is 

communicated to their publics, understanding the latest new media tools (e.g. the SMR to 

facilitate communication via bloggers) is essential if organizations wish to remain part of the 

consumer�to�consumer dialogue. There is no doubt that social media will place the 

corporate communications transformation process into overdrive, and SMRs have the 

potential to play a major role in this progression. SMR is the ideal vehicle to address Xifra 

and Huertas’ (2008) specific areas of importance, where it is noted that interactive resources 

should allow more interactivity. Furthermore, the effectiveness, ease of use and usefulness 
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of the SMR may well be the main knowledge management tool for organizations to fulfill 

excellent corporate communications. 

In summary, our study found that B2B bloggers are influenced in their future intentions to 

use SMRs by their current use of it as well as by their perceptions of its effectiveness and its 

use by others. Furthermore, their perceptions of the SMRs effectiveness as a means to keep 

them updated on corporations, is strongly influenced by their own level of skepticism 

toward blogs maintained by their peers. 

The findings of this research have several implications for corporate communications, 

communications scholars, as well as public relations practitioners. If communications 

professionals wish to employ SMRs in their communication with bloggers, they should 

capitalize on these findings. First, and the most challenging, is to decrease skepticism among 

bloggers towards blogs maintained by their peers.  Second, at this early stage of the SMR in 

its life cycle, it is important to identify ways of making bloggers aware of SMRs, and to 

encourage their use of it. Third, they should educate bloggers concerning the effectiveness 

of SMRs. Fourth, they should increase the use of SMRs among corporations and inform 

bloggers about the popularity of SMRs among corporations. Fifth, as we are witnessing, 

there is a growing demand for firms and individuals to provide education and training on the 

effective use of SMRs, their design, and their deployment. As social media is moving from 

being a “buzz word” to a serious strategic tool, more practitioners are in need for developing 

skills related to this online communication technology (Eyrich et al., 2008). 
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Xifra and Huertas (2008) noted that blogging is an area that has had little research 

conducted, and where blogging has been studied, it has been a tool for general 

communication rather than a primary information source for stakeholders and other 

interested audiences. Hopefully the findings of this study contribute to a greater extent to 

our understanding of the blogging phenomenon in the corporate communications context.  

 

Limitations and Future Research 

As with all studies, the research described in this paper has some limitations. First and most 

significantly is that except for the nine�item skepticism scale, only single item scales were 

used to measure the constructs in the research model. This limited our ability to test scale 

reliability and validity as adaptation in this new research context. Original TAM studies (Davis 

et al., 1989) reported using multi�item scales to measure usefulness and ease of use. 

However, as our constructs are more concrete than abstract, and as Drolet and Morrison 

(2001) demonstrated, the use of multiple items to measure concrete construct results in 

redundancy and introduces unnecessary noise into the measurement process. Second, we 

approximate, rather than to replicate TAM studies grounded in the theory of reasoned 

action and the theory of planned behavior. Therefore our constructs assume equivalence to 

concepts such as ease of use, usefulness and subjective norms. Third, the SMR is a still a new 

communications tool that suffers from fairly low awareness, even among its target group of 

users. We found that a significant proportion of the targeted respondents were not aware of 

the SMR, despite our efforts to offer a good description of its nature, functionality and 

appearance. Future research are most likely to find higher levels of awareness as well as 
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more experience among users which will enrich the findings and offer a more representative 

sample of users among the target audience of these bloggers.  

This study suggests a number of avenues for future research. First, it might be worthwhile to 

conduct a similar study in the near future to determine whether awareness of SMRs has 

increased and whether this has an effect on use and usage intentions. Second, the model is 

this study should be viewed as a starting point to understanding the antecedents to SMR 

future usage. Additional constructs such as credibility, trustworthiness, as well as the 

functional and belief dimensions of attitudes could be built into the path analysis utilized in 

this study, to not only understand the current concepts but to be linked to other behaviors. 

Third, it would be worthwhile to ascertain the differences in perceptions between bloggers 

who are users of SMRs, and those who are not. There are leaders and laggards in the 

adoption of SMRs, and if targeting efforts were to be successful in the future it would be 

worthwhile knowing what the differences in characteristics between these groups are. 

Fourth, this model may benefit from using multi�item scales to measure constructs such as 

perceived effectiveness and usage of SMRs. 
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CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSIONS, MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS, LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE 

RESEARCH 

 

This thesis has allowed the researcher to learn about the nature and structure of the Web 

2.0 environment and related technologies. The shift of power and voice from organization to 

market enables a deeper understanding of this environment in which organizations will need 

to adapt their conversations with the market.  

 

Organizations no longer have exclusive control over the message. Therefore this study has 

identified three specific categories identifying issues that relate to the research area of Web 

2.0 and related technologies. The five studies included in this thesis shed light on these 

issues.  Ideally these insights will make a small, but hopefully important contribution to 

organizations’ understanding and knowledge in order to optimize and develop a dialogue 

with the market.  

 

This chapter provides the rationale behind the study. It summarizes the main conclusions, 

suggests managerial implications, addresses the limitations and offers an indication for 

future studies. 
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7.1 OVERVIEW 

Because organizations need to be market or customer orientated, the importance of the 

business environment and its effect on an organization’s activities (Keith, 1960) is significant. 

The Web 2.0 environment has created new ways of thinking, and practice. When 

organizations converse with the market in this environment, individuals become producers 

and consumers of the content created, and communicated.  

 

Web 2.0 has given rise to communities and networks, and the developments in information 

communication technologies (ICT) have enabled the average consumer to become an active 

participant in creating, contributing and sharing offerings with their own and other 

communities. Customers provide information about themselves, they co�create products or 

services but they also provide a valuable information service to the organization (Berthon, 

Hulbert & Pitt, 1999) through these platforms. This information can be used to create 

effective dialogues.  The ‘conversation’ is a dialogue between the customer and technology, 

which enables an organization to develop market knowledge competence, which can be a 

valuable strategic asset (Glazer, 1991; Hamel & Prahalad, 1994; Sinkula, 1994). 

 

7. 2 THE PREMISE OF THE STUDY 

Although separate, the studies presented in this thesis follow a progression in the attempt to 

understand Web 2.0. Three categories were used to gain insight into the Web 2.0 

environment. The first category explores the ability for consumers to collaborate, and 
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attempts to understand the nature of open source (OS) in providing organizations with 

insights on how to adapt and create opportunities in communities to collaborate and create 

value. The second category, considers networks and in particular social networks. This work 

provided useful insight into the structure of these networks and the relationships within 

them. The third category focuses specifically on blogs. Through these categories the 

researcher endeavored to highlight some of the important opportunities that Web 2.0 has 

created, where collaboration enables organizations to adapt and develop their conversations 

with the market.  

 

The premise of this first category is that if organizations are able to respond to the needs of 

the market by using OS projects, it may create opportunities for the organization within that 

market. Due to the collaborative nature of the Web 2.0 environment communities develop 

(Muffatto & Faldini, 2003) that consist of a network of relationships, which are in turn 

important to the organization. The premise of the second category is that if organizations 

understand the social nature of a network, valuable insights into the community may be 

revealed which will assist them to adapt their conversations with the market. This premise 

relies on the organizations’ ability to learn from and respect the social nature of the network 

and not to force its way into these structures.  

�

Blogs are created and managed by individuals who are empowered to publish comments 

about their own experiences and opinions, in the particular case of this study, about 

organizations, their services, products and technologies. Other individuals have the 
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opportunity to comment and share the content created in these blogs which shows that 

organizations no longer have exclusive control over the content that is published (Holbrook, 

2003). The premise of the third category is that if organizations are able to identify 

important blogs, the relationships individuals have with these blogs, and the way in which 

information is used to create and contribute to these blogs, they may increase their ability to 

engage with these bloggers and blog readers. Organizations could utilize this opportunity to 

be involved in the community conversations that takes place. This premise relies on the 

organizations’ realization that the power of the message is in the hands of the individual and 

no longer exclusively with the organization, which requires a new approach to the use of 

these collaboration tools.  

 

To recapture the most significant aspects and illustrate why this work could contribute to 

the practical and research views on Web 2.0 it is necessary to briefly revisit the main issues 

that make up this new market space as identified in this thesis: 

� Collaborative efforts in an environment that increasingly empowers the individual or 

community to collaborate and create value. This challenges organizations to respond 

to the needs identified in the market, share with the market and allow the market to 

develop offerings that might create value; 

� A network emerges through interaction that is driven by the social nature of 

relationships. Organizations need to understand this. 
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7.3 MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS 

The studies have individually identified implications for management. However the focus of 

this section is to provide a holistic approach to discuss the key implication of study.  

 

OS projects and the management thereof have proven to be challenging but successful in 

providing organizations the opportunity to optimize on the collaborative nature of the 

environment. Structure is one of the most challenging issues that these projects face as it 

tends to change over time, starting as an informal and unstructured endeavor responding to 

a need identified in the market, and then, as it grows, more structure is necessary.  

 

The challenge for management is to decide when and how much structure should be 

suggested without affecting the experience and the collaboration of the various 

stakeholders involved. These decisions will determine the level of engagement and 

productivity within this environment and depend on the organizations’ ability to use and 

learn from the information available in the community and respond to them accordingly.  

 

The structural positions held within the social networks in a community provide valuable 

insight to organizations in their attempts to identify and communicate with key individuals. 

The implication for an organization is that social networks can be useful in learning about 

the members of a network and their relationships.  
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Blogs can be seen as a form of self�publishing and record keeping of comments, opinions, 

and activities. Most blogs are personal in nature however there are those that comment on 

more specialized topics i.e. products, services and technologies.  These normally attract a lot 

of readers and can be very influential.  Product review blogs can broadly be divided into 

three types, firstly, blogs that are initiated and moderated by organizations; secondly, blogs 

initiated and moderated by independent bloggers but supported by organizational sponsors 

who expect positive blogging in return for their sponsorship; and lastly, independent 

bloggers who don’t accept, or acknowledge, any form of corporate sponsorship or incentives 

in return for positive blogging.  

 

A tool gaining more popularity but is not yet that well known amongst bloggers is, the Social 

Media Release (SMR). The SMR provides the organization an opportunity to approach the 

blogger through this tool and provide information about the organization, its products, 

services and technologies.  The findings suggest that the tool seems to be fairly new 

amongst bloggers and organizations need to determine if the blogger uses this type of tool. 

Organizations therefore need to decide to what extent they would like to use this tool as 

part of their communication effort.  

 

Web 2.0 and related technologies have created opportunities for individuals to collaborate 

and create offerings; however they have also created opportunities for organizations to 

connect with the customers in a very different way. 
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7.4 LIMITATIONS 

In all empirical studies limitations apply. Each of the five studies identified specific 

limitations. The next section will address the key overall limitations related to this study.  

 

Chapter 1 alluded to the fact that deconstructing OS the various actors and activities by 

using a mechanism may be artificial and used to simplify and analyze (Pitt, et al., 2006). By 

identifying three categories to shed light on particular issues may have affected the very 

essence of what makes this phenomenon dynamic, integrative, multifaceted and nonlinear. 

Instead of asking questions that the organization would like answered to push their product 

or service into the market, the information available through these social interaction 

platforms should be captured in a way that the organization can provide or collaborate in 

providing platforms that will pull individuals into their interpretation of the needs that exist 

in the market.  

 

First, a qualitative approach was used to ascertain the depth of key aspects to take note of 

for an OS. One case was used and even though the principles are generalizable from an OS 

perspective, multiple cases may assist in gaining more insight into these projects. 

Investigating the perceptions and expectations of the various stakeholder groups to 

determine their particular need could have provided valuable information. This means that a 

broader study referring to principles identified and supported by a quantitatively 

investigation will be valuable.  



�

�

�

�

Second, the concept of centrality is a multidimensional construct and although different 

measures were used, other constructs could have been included and correlations should be 

studied to establish if there is a stronger indication of opinion leadership other than power 

measure used in this study.  

 

Third, the measurement scales were not specifically developed for blogging. It may be more 

appropriate to develop new scales for this particular context instead of adapting scales from 

traditional media. This may suggest additional issues to consider or take into account when 

using the measurement in this particular context. Certain items used in these scales were 

single�item scales rather than multi�item scales which affects the statistical analysis that is 

possible with the data.  

 

Fourth, the sample sizes in most of the studies are small and cannot always be generalized 

which might be what organizations need in order to adapt their conversations with the 

market.  

 

Fifth, the issue of equivalence should be addressed and taken into consideration as a 

number of these studies included  cross�cultural research. Most of the constructs included in 

this thesis assumed equivalence to concepts used in these measurement instruments.  This 

issue should consideration both a qualitative and quantitative level (Salzberger & Sinkovics, 

2006).  
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7.5 FUTURE RESEARCH  

First, a stakeholder approach provides background to studying the users and customers 

perceptions of OS offerings as an alternative to conventional alternatives. Profiles of these 

various groups should be developed in order to document the issues at play. To determine 

what would be an appropriate and useful framework to capture this could be worthwhile. A 

framework may assist the organization to anticipate or to be open for new emerging 

developments from both a research and practical perspective.  

 

OS offerings are typically free or inexpensive. It would be important for organizations to 

determine how the relationship between social and economic benefits develop over time, 

therefore tracking if these offerings affect other offerings created by the organization that 

are aimed at generating financial value. An investigation of unconventional value chains 

where the market bears the costs could be an interesting avenue for future research. 

Furthermore studying OS offerings as a competitor to conventional offerings would be a 

challenging and interesting field of study. Lastly, probably one of the most interesting and 

challenging aspects to research in the context of OS offerings are the motivations, co�

ordination and production procedures used specifically from an organizational point of view.  

 

Secondly, larger networks or communities should be studied in order to determine if the 

findings can be generalized. Conducting studies on online social networking sites and 

developing frameworks to capture the data may provide valuable insight. Another 
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interesting avenue of research might also be to determine the number of groups that 

individuals join or are part of. It becomes evident that individuals, do not only fulfill one role 

but many, and this can be reflected in the number of social networks that individuals ascribe 

to and what type of information is shared and why this is done.  

 

Thirdly, the measurement scales developed specifically for blogs would be a very valuable 

direction for research. A qualitative approach to explore blogging in�depth could prove to 

create a lot of value. The studies included a number of single item scales which limited some 

of the analysis and therefore multi�item scales might prove to be beneficial specifically for 

analysis purposes. 

 

Fourth, demographic, psychographic and consumer’s behavior at different levels of the use 

of blogs may provide some interesting input. A longitudinal study of the various aspects of 

blogging might also provide worthwhile insight.  

 

Fifth, conducting similar research with regards to SMRs awareness at a later stage again 

would illustrate if the levels have increased or not which will affect the organizational use 

thereof. It would be valuable to have insight into the characteristics of those using and those 

not using SMRs.  
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The Web 2.0 phenomenon has created new opportunities for individuals and organizations. 

If organizations are able to develop and share frameworks in which data can be documented 

and analyzed they will be able to develop competence in their market knowledge, which 

ultimately affect their offering. However, the challenge is that the speed and dynamic nature 

of this environment changes and evolves and therefore the type of research techniques used 

in this environment needs to allow for this as well. The developments of and in technology 

will continue to grow but the fundamental core, collaboration will remain the focus of these 

activities, therefore the distribution of power will continue to exist.  Ultimately the 

conversation will continue but the question remains � will organizations be part of it?  
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