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NTRODUCTION

The internet has developed to provide new platforms of interaction and enabled communicatior

between individuals on an unprecedented scale. The online social networks that now conne
consumers hayaovided the individual with extraordinary access to content and information on brands
and their associated product offerings and services far beyond traditional media. This has importa
ramifications for business as marketing has the opportunity tbteepfdormation technology enabled

social networks that link individuals across the World Wide Web.

It has already been documented in a number of studies that social networks can have a deterministic af
of the adoption of new products (Rogers5198hris Anderson explainsTine Long Tdhat while
traditional models of supply and demand required companies to focus on a narrow number of high sellit
product | ines, online retailers can nocksamlanag
mortar organizations. He argues that the cumulative sum of all the minor profit contributions from the
extended product offerings actually surpasses the exceptional profit of focusing on a narrow range of hi
selling product lines (Anderson,&00

It is suggested in this paper that the emergence of the global niche market cannot be answered by di
marketing, but has been made possible by the technology enabled social network. On popular onli
retailerAmazortonsumers are suggested siplaro duct of ferings based on
purchasing behaviours and personal product reviews. It has been shown that consumer rating of produ
and companies have shown to positively and negatively affect purchasing decisions (Resnik, 20(
Similarly, online radio stati®andoreecommends songs based on the previous choices of the user,
di fferentiating itself by offering analysis s
recommendations that are hyperlinked to online madgilers Amazon and iTunes. Further, it places the
individual in a social network with other users who have exhibited overlapping music preferences. It h

al so enabled integration of the i1 ndividual 0s
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Customisednusic station into the popular onlineial network platforrffraceboalo users can present
their favourite bands and review the preferences of their friends and acquaintances.

The marketing paradigm must therefore {favatkiated as exchanges between constituent actors across
social netwosk and the technology that enables such pervasive communication have created bot
constraints and catalysts of interaction. Empirical data collected in this research has illustrated he
technology enabled networks of interaction have extended the sawdt tetbecome a global
mechanism of exchange between social actors with important repercussions for the distribution ar
influence of marketing communications. Further, that it will affect the role of the consumer in the creatiot
of added value to the bdhproposition and product offering.

In the light of information technology enabled interconnectivity it is important to revisit-stending
paradigm of mar keti ng communications. Christi
perceptin of the fundamentals of marketing is taking place. The shift is so dramatic that it can, no doub
be described as a paradigm shiftoéo (Gr°nroos,
how the infrastructure of the internet and thensmé platforms that act as catalysts and inhibitors of
exchange between social actors have merged with social networks to radically change the role of
consumer in marketing strategy and how it can build competitive advantage for the firm.

INn1976 Dhozi er suggested that marketing communica
set of stimuli to a market with the intent of evoking a desired set of responses within that market set at
setting up channels to receive, interpret and actmessage from the market for the purpose of
modi fying present company messages and identif
Chris Fill defines the content of the marketing communication effort as taking on four main roles. Firstly
toinform consumers of a companyds product or
customer on the value of entering into an exchange; Thirdly, to reinforce an existing exchange relations
by reminding the customer of the benefits of ttehamge and finally to express a message of

differentiation in the brand from analogous or competing product or service offerings. (Fill, 2005)
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HE MARKETING CHANNEL

The integrated marketing flow model advocated by Bowersox and Morash conceptualised th

distribution of information and products as following a network model directed toward
customer satisfaction across a series of channels (Bowersox, 1989). The model incorporated the c
marketing strategies of product, price, promotion and distributaheninformation and commaodity
flow to satisfy customer expectation. In keeping with the spirit of the flow model, Bowersox and Morast
contended that the logistics channel could be separated from the transaction channel and furthe
information flow of ppmotion and advertising could be separated to produce effective economies of scale

reduce costs and redundancies and inventory risk.

The network paradigm conceptualised nodes of marketing activities producing incremental commitmer
towards customer sshction across parallel channels and rather than being ordered sequentially
competitive advantage could be leveraged in manipulating the relationship network across intersect
branches of the network though management of the lateral flow of inforiftatimetwork flow model

used channel efficiency and manipulation of postponement and acceleration processdsenefi cost
basis to operate lower cost structures and to provide competitive advantage; the output of the chann

only coming together up@roject completion at the consumer level.

Bowersox and Morash conceded that to appropriately leverage the benefits of such a network there was
essential need for information to be communicated between channels so activities were effective
integréed. However, the development of the information technology network infrastructure has changec
extensively since 1989. The representation of the marketing and information flow as a network w:
conceptualised prior to the emergence of consumers usihgvargl access to pervasive networked
information technology like broadband internet connections and online social platforms; and because
this, the role and effect of the consumer on both the upstream and downstream exchanges of tf
marketing vehicle musow be included.

This new perspective envisions marketing communications-éas ale@ ct i onal , ointer
approachdé (Fill, 2005) . The integration of t
marketing machine to deliver valuetbis must be extended to incorporate a wider remit, taking account
of the target consumer's communication environment and thereby extending the traditional marketing m
to have reference to the context of interpretation of the consumer. The netent@ahiectivity of the

internet requires the reconsideration of the consumer not as a passive recipient in the exchange transac
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but having a participatory r ol e | -monulithic strecturer e at
where professiolsaproduced and amateurs consumed is nhowaayvmarketplace, where anyone can

be in any camp at any timed (Ander son, 2006) .
also to incorporate the customer to provide added value beyontdahgex@nsaction.

Comparing transaction and relationship mar ket
transactional exchanges, characterised byteshgrcommodity or price orientated exchanges, between
buyers and sellers coming tohge for oneoff exchanges independent of any other or subsequent
exchanges ...At the other end of the continuum are relational exchanges [...] characteridednoy a long
orientation, where there is complete integration of systems and processeslainuhstep is motivated

by partnership and mutual support. Trust and c

The Oparadigm shiftd described by Christian G
social actors is movingIfinca transactional economy to a relational economy. The role of the consumer in
the marketing channel will further be redefined through the interconnectivity of social networks enabled &
popular and accessible software platforms and thesealed unen topology of the internet (Barabasi,
Scald-ree Networks, 2003) to revolutionise information flow and content distribution amongst
consumers. The traditional marketing mix should therefore extend to take account of the communicatic
environment of the ecsumer as having a referential bearing on the penetration and effect of corporate
information and product and innovation adoption. The social ties of consumers acting as routes for th
flow and influence of information and should be examined as an ecoengeumication channel.
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HE SOCIAL NETWORK

Barabasi contends that a minority of individuals in a network will have a disproportionate

number of links (Barabasi, S€ate Networks, 2003) and rather than an even distribution of
connections in the toppgy of a network, the mapping of communications reveal hubs of dense
i nterconnectivity. Mar k Granovetter explains
network, the more unique paths along which information, ideas and influerceldagtiveen any two
nodes. 6 (Granovetter, 2005) . The uneven topol
large number of systems and analogously social networks also havieea gy of hubs

connecting individuals. (Barabaskeéd, 2003)

This has important implications for the marketing paradigm. As marketing communication has bee
concerned with the oOawareness and persuasi on.
reassuring cust omefrthe @omamicatiomeffort. (Fifh, 2G05) drelgrstanding theo
role of hubs and network density as channels for promotion, distribution and relationship development a

paramount.

In terms of the internet, the majority number of users will visit a miriclitgazly densely connected

hubs like Google or Amazon. The density of the network connection to a minority of hubs is understooc
as the result of a common behaviour of preferential bias towards attaching to hubs of high connectivi
(Barabasi, ScdleeeNet wor k s, 2003) . Mar k Granovetter exp
and the quality of information. Much information is subtle, nuanced and difficult to verify, so actors do no
believe i mpersonal sour ces (@rambvettem 8005 @his rarses lay
hypothesis that the strength of the tie between individuals and organisations will have a positive bearing

the influence of a communication on brand perception and purchasing behaviours.

Social networks are also int@ot for understanding the spread of fads amongst consumers. For
marketers, to understand the diffusion of information on a new product or service offering across soci
networks can assist in estimating whether a product will be successful or béor&sigreedAs ideas

and brand information diffuse across a network they are determined by diffusion theory that suggests tt
the dissemination of information spread across a network subject to the parameters of a threshold. (Wa
2003) (Granovetter, féshold Models of Collective Behaviour, 1978) The idea of their being a threshold
to epidemics of human behaviour was popularised by Malcom GladwelTippithge Painif the

threshold is low information will overflow across nodes and exhibit a &@glingprate across a network.
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Conversely, if the threshold is high and the recipients of the information are resistant, a critical threshc
will restrict the marketing flow. An extremely low threshold will exhibit associations of a consumer drivel
fad, whkere adoption rates will increase exponentially as the information spreads initiating exchang
transactions across the network. Analogously, taking on the characteristics of a biological or compu
based viral epidemic. (Barabasi, Linked, 2003)

In additon to the incorporation of the threshold model into marketing communications, it is essential to
incorporate the role of hubs as a catalyst for information cascades. This is essential to explain why sc
diffusion of adoption rates spread exponentiallyodreds fail. Hubs are highly connected within a
network, whether we think about computer hubs, popular websites or well connected individual, th
information that passes through them will be multiplied and communicated across a greater numb
channels tprospective recipients. Mark Granovetter explains that the strength of the social ties betwee
consumers will have positive or negative effect on the influence of information and on the spread c
i nformation across a net wmoindikidualsotivongh eveak tban éhiough n f
strong ties. Because our close friends tend to move in the same circles that we do, the information tf
receive overlaps <considerably with what we a
argument, comumities of interest will exhibit overlapping of informational content. The information will
pass quickly though a densely interconnected hub and will exhibit reinforcing characteristics e
i nformati onal content and qghe firét timeywe hear arvapacryphal e d
rumour, for example, we might be disinclined to believe it. But if we hear that same rumour from a secor
and possibly a third source, ttetnsome painir tendency is to switch from scepticism to (possibly
grudgingyaccept ance. Agai n, how could so many peoy
will have behavioural implications on recipients as positive reinforcement of information validity anc
common social perceptions determine consumer adoption rasssaaoetwork. People believe what
their close friends recommend and this is reinforced by repetition. Conversely, the importance of weak ti
explains Granovetter, are that they are essential for the flow of new information between these huk
(Granoveter, The Strength of Weak Ties, 1973)

Success or failure of adoption or retention of a product or service is dependent on the mutually reinforcir
characteristics of dense networks of interaction upon brand perceptions. Secondly, that the continu
spred of information across a network is reliant on the weak ties that connect nodes across a distribute

network. It is therefore argued in this paper that effective online marketing communications are depende
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on leveraging hubs of strong ties to affectweoer behaviours and leveraging weak ties across these hubs

to maintain exponential distribution.

In social networks ties amongst family and groups of friends are much stronger than connections to cas
acquaintances. Indeed Granovetter explains therkiehwedel of the individual which he terms Ego:
OEgo wi | have a collection of <c¢l| osdadénselyénitd s,
clump of social structure, Moreover, Ego will have a collection of acquaintances, few of which know ea
other. Each of these acquaintances however, is likely to have close friends in his own right and therefore
be enmeshed in a closely knit clump of soci al
Strength of Weak Ties, 1973).

Socidnetworks enabled by information technology platforms and th&escaletwork of the World

Wide Web will revolutionise the way the company interacts with its customers. The value exchange a br:
represents is not just controlled by employees, bl¢ lsyakeholders and consumers and also includes
bystanders to the exchange, that form part of interconnecting social networks that are both enabled a
embedded in the technology of the internet. This paper illustrates how the utilisation of core hubs ca
serve as catalysts for distribution of content and information on brands and their associated produ
of ferings and services, as well as initiate p
(Barabasi, Scdteee Networks, 2003) acrasxial networks. The role of strong ties as a catalyst for
purchasing behaviour and maintenance of relational exchange between consumers and the company
also explored, drawing on primary research data as a foundation to supporting social ngtwislatheor
case study there will also be discussion of the competitive advantage gained by companies who h
leveraged social networks to add value to their product offerings and to serve as both a promotional a

distribution channel.
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IMS & OBJECTIVES OF RESEARCH
Following the above discussion, firms must develop their marketing model to develop a
relational approach to value exchange (Gronroos, 1994) (Fill, 2005). Based on the purpose

this research the objectives are as follows;

Determine the fyes of relationship that will generate the most positive effect on influencing costumer
behaviours in the perception and adoption of a brand and product offering. The research was conduct
to provide quantifiable data on how the various marketing comtioantools influence consumer
perception and purchasing behaviours. The objective was to understand the dynamics of decision mak
within the context of the individual ds commun
respondents wouldditate what externalities act as a catalyst or inhibitor toward influencing consumer
behaviour.

To clarify what value the firm can provide to the customer in the relational exchange and additional
identify how the firm can derive added value fronugi®roers in the exchange relationship. It will
develop on the paradigm established by Michael Porter (Porter, 1998).

To ascertain for what purposes online social network platforms are used by business professionals. T
objective was to discover and mevguantifiable data on the content of information exchange across

contemporary OSN platforms like LinkedIn and Facebook. The rationale for understanding the reaso
Online Social Network (OSN) platforms are used by business professionals is to intlicate whe
communication objectives can be effectively leveraged through them. The data would indicate what type

information objectives are sought and provided by professionals and the frequency of that interaction.
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YPOTHESIS
The hypothesis is that the st#nof the tie between the consumer and the source of the

recommendation will have an effectual bearing on the influence of a recommendation on
brand perception and purchasing behaviours. The influence of a recommendation is

dependent on the trust attach@the source.

It is expected that a-lateral dialogic exchange between the information provider and the consumer will

generally have a greater influence than communications that are unilateral.

It will illustrate a deterministic effect of socisorks on consumer adoption of new product offerings

and brand perception.

Individuals and organizations of high connectivity that have a high trust perception and strong ties wi
have the greatest influence.

ETHODOLOGY

Sampling was composed of a pgup of circa 5000 respondents. The use of a

representative sampling group is essential to legitimate representative data (Reis, 200

The total frame numbered 20,000 individuals derived from a CRM Heagstmmatic
sampling was adopted and evemyeht of the sampling frame was identified and listed. Next a sampling
interval of four was utilised to generate 5000 participants from a random starting point. This approac
would have the benefit of being more closely representative admittedly dnveusely exacerbate data
misrepresentation if the sampling frame was listed in a logical coherent order. In this case, the total fra
was originally listed in order of company, wherein each company had a different proportion of elemen
(employees) idefied with it. It was recognised that if the total field was represented in alphabetical order
of the names of the individuals and their associated companies were listed at random, the use of a systt
sample would offer a more random start order and awdesired periodicity, notwithstanding the
problem of norindependence of element selection.

One error that one was of concern and attempt was made to mitigate wasetsgonee error. It was
unlikely that all target elements in the sample poal Wwecbme respondents. The cost to the target

' The CRM database was used with permission of AMaC LirAN&sIC Limited speciadisin Global BusinessRitionship Development
across global markets and operates an extensive global network of business professionals at serfidatelwvorth, 2007)
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respondents must therefore be reduced in conjunction with the maximisation of rewards for participatior
As the target participants are generally busy professionals and therefore time poor, the questionnaire
constructed to minimise the time and effort cost to the participant(s). Accordingly, the questionnaire wze
webbased and required no file download to the
through a URL (Uniform Resource Locator) linkexided within the email sent to the recipients emalil
server, which negates the need to virus check or open an external file that may be perceived as a th
Further, as the data was collected on the website server centrally, the data does ndectopil®y col

the researcher or sending by the recipient. This has a reduced time and effort cost over conventional n
questionnaires. Further, the questionnaire could be partially completed by the recipient and returned to
any time. Although, while attipting to collate from the larger pool of 5000 participants provides a greater
confidence interval width, the potential for non response rate must be acknowledged. It is important t
stress that non response will not correlate to data error if theaarglet is large enough to absorb a

certain level of non response.

The Coverage Error is less applicable as the desired target sampling is derived from a sampling fram
elements that are all professionals of some seniority and all will have acagsntbtewe familiarity

with technology and web based data input and collection methods. As the objective of the research
targeted at individuals within these skills criteria the coverage error is substantially reduced. The results
not be affectetly coverage exclusion of elements outside the relevant professions or computer access a

computer literacy skills due to the limited parameters of the research objectives.

The survey was cross sectional. The data was disseminated and collated goaneritime (over a

two week period). The sample was drawn and utilised to document a prevalence of certain behavio
amongst individuals in frequency or the number of individuals who have a convergence of perceptic
about certain information sourc@fie use of a cross sectional survey allows for the assessment of

variables for causal relationships derived from positive or negative correlations of response data.

The format of collection was in the form of a questionnaire. The benefit of adaptimgitibd of data
collection is that it is inherently cheap and quick to administer. It excludes the subjective effect c
interviewer as a participatory agent having a causslactus inteafiecs on the data response. Further,

it mitigates the bueth on respondents to participate. The associated disadvantages are that the research

cannot explain any uncertainties of respondents or probe for additional data. The questionnaire
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inherently limited in scope and size and will always be subjedsthditp of non response error and
missing data.

The design of the questionnaire will be pursuant to the fulfilment of the purpose of the research. Th
questionnaire will incorporate a range of questions to cover all the objectives establisti@daindthe
objectives of the research above. The questions were trialled by a pilot group to establish wheth
questions and terminology are ambiguous or unreasonably leading or technical, and it revealed how lor
takes to complete and eliminate any quedthat produce irrelevant or nonsensical data. Feedback from
the pilot group was positive, praising the speed with which it was possible to complete the survey al
including many requests for the results. A covering letter was included in the Ftaail tieeesource of

the research and outlined objectives and any applicable instructions pursuant to completion of tf
questionnaire. The covering letter also addressed security and data protection issues that may be of con

to participants.

The Quesbnnaire was represented on a website and all data was stored on an encrypted SSL (Sec
Sockets Layer) central server. The log files recorded usage of the website including IP (Internet Protoc
address and browser type, ISP (Internet Service Prelatinm type and date and time stamps. The
respondents were informed that the data cannot be used to identify individual users. The adoption of
CASAI (Computer Assisted Stfministered Interviewing) mode allows for privacy and speed of the
responderst choosing. It also is cost effective and allows for ubiquitous distribution and return with
minimal time and effort cost to the researcher and respondent. The use of interviewers, in person or |
telephone is time consuming and has financial impliGattbraéso requires training. Accordingly, a web

based data collection mode was adopted.

Closed ended questions were utilised as they are quick to answer and easy to code. There is als
exhibited difference between articulate and inarticulate respocddenessely, the use of close ended

guestions can draw misleading conclusions from respondents. Admittedly, there is a limited range
options that may exclude respondent perspectives and does not account for qualifications to individt
responses. Whiledeed the adoption of an open ended question format yields greater freedom of
expression and less researcher induced bias in question construction, it is time consuming to codify ¢
may invoke misinterpretation of the results. Accordingly, the reséaptdd a considered closed

guestion format to allow the data to be easily quantifiable. The questions were formatted so as to all

expression in appropriate units to allow quantification of the data. Further, the target respondents we
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likely subject tdimited interest and time constraints, so it the format likely yielded a greater response
amongst the element group. However, much information may have been excluded by not adopting :
open question format. While indeed, open questions could have hmed addhe pilot study
distribution to help develop the closed question range; this was time consuming and would have requir
review and coding by a number of researchers. To mitigate the time and effort and potential financi
implications of using apen ended question format, an open ended question was added below the closet
question options regarding the various Online Social Network (OSN) platforms adopted by responden
for business purposes, thereby alleviating the potential exclusion ofFaptiostance, incorporating an
0otherd response, that allows the participant
ended questions was however adopted to allow pre coding on the questionnaire itself.

The Measurement format was atsanmgortant consideration. One has already established that units of
expression should be employed that allow for effective quantification of data. However, the numerici
representation of the subjective perception of the recipient can be represerdaachaiiméing or rating

scale. As there was a series of singular questions, a Likert Scale was adopted, especially as a v
response scale would have used too much space (Bryman, 2001). The rating scale was employe
determine perspective on a widage of objects. However, it is acknowledged that this could be
undermined by nedifferentiation of responses from participants. While, this method may allow for
quicker completion of the survey, it also tends to provide centralised mapping of tkda and
differentiation of responses as participants repeat answers with less cognitive consideration as a resu
osurvey satisficingo6 (Krosni ckating 4&cQl®© Waps adopted mo r d

encourage less centralised mappingpdmses.
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ATA ANALYSIS

The use of a Likert scale adopted in this questionnaire incorporates numerically attache

values to ordinal variables that do not strictly produce an interval/ratio variable, however,

the use of multiple indicator measures oepé&ans can create great volumes of categories
that can be numerically represented and can be perceived as numerical data (Bryman, 2001) The date
then compiled into easily understood graphs and pie charts to illustrate the number and percentage
chon responses from the Likert scale.

It is conceded that in empirical research an exhibited causal direction may not be certain and can
influenced by the researcherds subjective ass
potential fothe exhibited association between variables to be driven by an unaccounted tertiary variable.
Is also understood that the utilisation of positive respondent involvement in a survey can potentially gi
rise to a Hawthorne effect, wherein the partigpanknowledge of the judging of their responses

unconsciously or consciously amend their choices toward the intended results. However, questi
construction is strongly considered as unbiased and options were listed in a random order to prevent
indicaton of the hypothesised responses. The number of respondents was also considered large enougt
provide a reliable confidence interval width. Again, it is important to stress that non response will nc
correlate to data error. The final sample of resptendsed as primary data for this paper was 899 with

full completion of 897 questionnaires.
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INDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Marketing in the business to business technology sector has suffered as technology buyers vi
marketing communications with estrajascepticism. The impact of marketing on business
consumer groups has diminished as consumers are increasingly resistant to direct marketi
efforts. The internet has caused an-gnasving competition for attention as individuals have adopted
their filters to prevent information coalescing into a cacophony of Goisgle is a filter in the way that
it uses its Page Rank technology and Amazon in its technology enabled distributed rating system. Both
technology as collaborative filters that aggr&gatvledge that emerges from decentralized choices and
preference judgements of independent individuals. Analogously, metadata are public annotations
content that are built into distributed rating systems. Accorcitiglyorative filters and partanly those
which are also hubs of dense interconnectivity in théreedtgpology networkan give both voice to a

message and deny it.

The sample was composed of 897 senior professionals who answered an online survey on how they r:
various sourseof information as influencing them on a business product or service. The results confirmec
the research hypothesis that #tength of the beéween the consumer and the source of the
recommendation has an effectual bearing on the influence of mmerdation on an organisations
products and services. Further, that Information that is communicated by independent organisations al
individuals that are trusted by the customer will have a higher influence than communications th:

originate from within #norganization

The predominance of consumers is clearly influenced by recommendations from their friends an
professional contacts. The results indicate that sources of information that are associated with t
company, with the exception of the corponatbsite, have less influence than independent sources of

information. It clearly supports the hypothesis that the influence of marketing communications is

dependent on trust attributed to the information source.

The role of trust and the strength of ilkeead the consumer are paramount in determining the influence of
marketing communications. Secortaibateral dialogic excbahgeen the information provider and the
consumer will generally hawvegreater influence than communications thalt @hés usilegterated by
Robert Scobel and Shel | srael who argue that

traditional, uni directional advertising and me
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be conceptualised aperating amongst a social network of interactions that haveletetganistic effect
on adoption of new product offerings and perception of the brand.

The results of the extensive survey of 899 business professionals illustrate the cleaofinfluence

recommendations from friends above all other information sources about business products and service

Very Worthwhile
m Most Worthwhile

The results of provide a clear picture of the influence of the various forms of marketing communication:
It il ustaditgegm ¢ Hhief todp at hat mu st be adopted i
provides clear empirical evidence that marketing resources should be extended beyond the e\
distribution across the traditional channels of the marketing mix to concemtnatenels that generates

the most influence in the market.

The survey results illustrate thatsthength of thede not include a necessarily personal relationship with
the consumer . I ndeed it is acknogvl Edigled ¢(Alade:r
marketing communications cannot exhibit a true personal relationship with each individual consume
(This has been successfully answered in the recommendation technology adopted by Amazon build
aggregate data on consumer prooiederences to make unbiased) Indeed, the principle behind influence
in the communication environment of the individualss in the soofdle information.
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The graph below illustrates an increasing suspicion of the traditional marketingicodeelypart

emphasising marketing channels that have minimal relational exchange with the customer:
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The results indicate thditeanarketing communications are of limited influence. However, the company

website was perceived as strongly influenteal. Thes pondent s
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