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Welcome to Social Influence and Sustainable Consumption, where discussions and 
critical thinking about consumer well-being take place, where we search for infor-
mation about who influences who and why, and where we wonder about changes 
in communication patterns and the impacts on the marketplace.

We used to get our information in person—word of mouth. That expanded 
to print and other forms of media. Then, our world of interaction exploded with 
the advent of the Internet and interactions became more complicated. Our daily 
time management includes hours spent online. Questions arise about privacy and 
whether our loyalty or views can be easily swayed by people we do not know, 
“friends” we meet online. Who are the influencers? Are you an influencer? If so, in 
what ways or categories?

This book is divided into three parts—Social Influence, Consumers, and 
Sustainability—as a means of understanding consumer behavior in the twenty-
first century given new technologies and ways of interacting online and off-line. In 
Part I, Chaps. 1–4, provides an overview, a theoretical and historical/background 
of opinion leaders, and a Social Influence Model original to this book. Part II 
has Chaps. 5–7 focusing on consumption, consumer behavior, decision making, 
problem solving, and applications to households as consumption units. Part III is 
led by Chap. 8 contributed by Dr. Ronald Goldsmith of Florida State University 
and Dr. Todd Bacile of Loyola University New Orleans. They reintroduce social 
influence as it relates to sustainability and recommend the use of social marketing 
strategies to promote it. This chapter leads to a discussion of the built environment 
contributed by Dr. David Goldsmith of Virginia Tech University, who teaches in 
the Myers-Lawson School of Construction: Where we live and how we live and 
what it all means. What will the next 50 years look like? The last chapter provides 
four strategies for improving sustainability.
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Prefacevi

Be empowered, curious, challenge conventional ways of influencing and being 
influenced. This book is a guide to creating bonds between sources and receiv-
ers with implications for consumers, educators, businesses, public policy, and 
government.

Elizabeth B. Goldsmith
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Life is the art of drawing sufficient conclusions from insufficient 
premises.

Samuel Butler

Abstract  This chapter introduces the subject of social influence which is how 
one person or group affects another’s opinions, attitudes, emotions, or behaviors. 
Social influence is applied to sustainable consumption. To illustrate the relation-
ship, a new model of social influence flow is presented. A sub-topic is digital 
influences, the people who have a voice and loyal following on everything from 
Facebook to Instagram. These are types of social networks that involve communi-
cation and response. Digital influencers write product and service reviews that oth-
ers read and respond to online or in their consumption behavior. A central theme is 
that as long as there are humans, there will be social influence.

�What Is Social Influence?

This is the story of the rise in the power of social influence as it applies to con-
sumers and sustainability. The underlying premise is that sustainable behavior is 
a desirable goal for all of us, a positive striving toward the future. We want better 
lives, healthier outlooks, and improved well-being. These can not really be effec-
tively discussed without including personal and collective consumption behaviors 
(Mick et al. 2014).

Sustainable behavior is a multidimensional concept that includes behaviors 
such as conservation of natural resources through efficient use, recycling, pur-
chase and use of green products, and other behaviors that preserve the natural 
environment including air and water quality. One means of promoting these desir-
able behaviors is the use of social influence, that is, the influence that people have 
over other people. Social influence is how one person or group affects another’s 
opinions, attitudes, emotions, or behaviors. It is part of the broad content area of 
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social sciences. One group of social influencers is called digital influencers. These 
are people with a voice and loyal following on Facebook, LinkedIn, YouTube, 
MySpace, Pinterest, blogs, Instagram, and other social networks.

Consumers are individuals or groups, such as families who obtain, use, main-
tain, and dispose of products and services to increase life satisfaction and fulfill 
needs (Goldsmith 2009). Consumers are heavily researched. The consumer litera-
ture including consumer well-being spans over many fields over time (Mick et al. 
2014; McGregor and Goldsmith 1998).

The most widely recognized definition of sustainability comes from the 
Brundtland Report (1987) which states that sustainability is about meeting the 
needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to 
meet their own needs. It is often described as a three-legged stool with these legs:

•	 Economic
•	 Cultural
•	 Environmental

All three “legs” will be covered in the book and additional definitions of sustain-
ability will be given. Digital influencers have shaken up the conventional ways of 
influencing others whether about sustainability or other topics. Consider the case 
study of Jen Hsieh who is a fashion influencer through her blog.

Case Study: Digital Influencer Jen Hsieh
Jen Hsieh ducked out of the office at lunchtime last Friday and took the 
crosstown bus to Kate Spade’s presentation during New York Fashion Week. 
Ms. Hsieh, 22, has a full-time job at a social-media agency as well as her 
own personal style blog on the side—and it was the latter that got her the 
coveted chance to preview the designer’s spring collection.

Ms. Hsieh spent about an hour taking pictures from all angles in the 
space, which was decked out like a garden party. That evening, she posted 
27 flattering photos of the preppy clothes and accessories to her blog, which 
quickly drew praise. “I seriously want THIS ENTIRE COLLECTION,” one 
commentator wrote, to which Ms. Hseih responded “I had to keep myself 
from drooling.”

The Kate Spade invitation, Ms. Hsieh’s first official fashion week invite, 
came through Fohr Card, a database that matches fashion brands and blog-
gers. Brands are using Fohr Card to identify new “digital influencers”…

Source: Elizabeth Holmes (September 11, 2013). The New Style 
Influencers. The Wall Street Journal, D 1.

In the case study, one might wonder how or why an established well-known 
company such as Kate Spade would invite a blogger to a fashion event. It turns 
out that influencers with a small reach can be a big deal because that reach is deep, 
to the devoted, to the most likely to buy. “Many influencers carve out a niche, 
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Critical Thinking: Commercial Clubs
Do you think commercial clubs such as Costco or Sam’s Club or fitness 
centers take advantage of our need to belong? By charging money for sell-
ing goods and services can they still be considered clubs? Or, is this simply 
smart marketing and a label or practice that we accept?

whether expertise in a product type or a loyal regional following, and are paid with 
fees or freebies, sometimes without transparent disclosure” (Holmes 2013, p. D1). 
Also in the case study, Fohr Card is mentioned. It is a company with two found-
ers, James Nord and Rich Tong, who in less than a year became well-known as 
researchers of influencers using statistics such as website traffic or followers on 
Facebook, Twitter, Tumbir, and Instagram which measure an influencer’s reach. 
For example, using metrics the company can measure the number of likes on 
Facebook or Instagram. Brands pay to login to the database. Later in this book, we 
will talk about Klout and other companies who measure influencers.

Social influence can take a variety of forms such as persuasion, conformity, 
motivation, compliance (responding favorably, going along), performance, obedi-
ence, leadership, and information exchange. It is applied to many fields including 
consumer behavior, sales, marketing, education, public health, environmental stud-
ies, anthropology, political science, public opinion studies, family relations, child 
development, communication, psychology, and sociology. As a practical example, 
in the United States, a first-time bride may conform to tradition or social pressure 
by wearing a long white wedding dress but show reactance (need to not conform 
or need for freedom) by wearing flip flops or cowboy boots with it.

Social influence can be categorized into these four main types:

1.	 Imitation from observations. We observe how others behave such as what they 
eat, what they wear.

2.	 Formal, from authoritative sources or as a result of advice seeking.
3.	 Information from word of mouth, caught conversations, and informal listening.
4.	 Social groups such as membership in clubs, families, organizations, networks, 

institutions, and workplaces. These can be commercial such as membership in 
Costco or Sam’s Club or frequent user or loyalty reward programs offered by 
hotels, stores, restaurants, and airlines.

To be human is to be social according to Aronson (1972/2008) who wrote the 
famous book entitled The Social Animal. Another influential book is The People’s 
Choice by Lazarsfeld et al. (1944) which is about the importance of communica-
tion in groups.

Anthropologists report that hundreds of thousands of years ago humans lived in 
small groups and spent most of their waking hours foraging for food. They com-
municated to each other where the food was and there were group leaders. Most of 
us today know where to find food but there are food channels on television telling 
us how to find unique ingredients or how to prepare food better. There are leading 

What Is Social Influence?
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chefs who rise and fall in their popularity. Our friends or co-workers may tell us 
where a new restaurant is or how good it is. An example is when Sara received a 
call inviting her to a “Girls Night Out” at a restaurant that just opened.

Researchers Ed Keller and Jon Berry (2003) say that today one American in ten 
tells the other nine how to vote, where to eat, and what to buy and they call these 
leaders, influentials. Obviously, political operators would like to identify that one 
person among ten who has such influence. Do you know someone who you can 
identify as an opinion leader in politics? The growth in social media and networks 
indicates that the means of identifying may be shifting along with other spheres 
of influence. One of the most famous examples of this in the services industry 
happened when a musician’s guitar was ruined by an airline’s baggage handling 
system. His photos of the beat up guitar went viral and affected not only a single 
company but the entire airline industry. Consumer complaints are no longer one 
on one between the customer and the company.

One of the main drawbacks in discussing social media, a form of social influ-
ence, is that it is moving so fast examples can quickly outdate so readers are urged 
to supply their own examples as they read through the book. Social media was 
once a start-up, a new concept enhanced by rapid advances in technology. Steve 
Case, Co-founder of AOL, was one of the pioneers in social media. AOL allowed 
individuals to communicate with each other over the Web before the companies 
existed that we are more used to today. He helped make the Web a part of eve-
ryday life by adding features to make communication easier. As with so many 
early pioneers in the Internet and software development such as Bill Gates, he 
has formed a foundation with his wife, Jean Case, called the Case Foundation. 
Foundations are another way people connect with each other.

Groups and Connections

Here is an example of social media, social influence, and consumption. Louise 
was buying a new car after her beloved 22-year-old car started falling apart. She 
searched for months, talking about it with her husband and friends, finally select-
ing the make and model she wanted, and then searching on the Internet to find the 
lowest price. She found a dealership 2 h away who would sell her the car for the 
price she wanted so she ordered it and almost immediately had buyers’ remorse 
and sought out reassurance from her friends in person and online that she made 
the right decision. She rented a car to drive over to get the new car and drive home. 
This trip worried her and required friends’ reassurance once again. Louise’s story 
is an example of the interaction of an individual with several groups (six dealer-
ships, personal friends, families, blogs, and Facebook friends).

Groups are of particular interest to consumer scientists and other applied researchers, and 
to marketing managers because behavior in groups is usually more readily predictable that 
that of individuals. In everyday conversation, the word ‘group’ denotes any collection of 
human beings, from one the size of a football team to one as large as a football crowd 
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or even a nation…A human group involves several people who share common goals or 
purposes and who interact in the pursuance of these objectives; each member of the group 
is perceived by others as a member and all members are bound together by patterns and 
networks of interacting over time (Foxall and Goldsmith 1994, pp. 193–194).

Belonging to groups and interacting with them are vital to us as social beings. 
Mark Zuckerberg who founded Facebook studied psychology and computer science at 
Harvard. He recognized that the fundamental key to invention is understanding human 
behavior, in his case, finding a novel means of meeting the human need to connect.

A central theme of this book is that as long as there are humans there will be 
social influence. It is part of our social structure that consists of the relationships, 
channels, and institutions in which individuals exist, through which he or she 
expresses him or herself and in which he or she works out a preferred and valued 
lifestyle. It may spring from the need to be right or the need to be liked. Gathering 
information is a way to reduce uncertainty and anxiety over decisions. Families, 
friends, social groups, environments, perceptions, information exchanging, moti-
vation, needs, resources, and personality (introverts vs. extroverts, emotionality, 
tough-mindedness, impulsiveness, venturesome) all play a role. We want to be 
connected and to exchange ideas through:

1.	 Formal associations: As an employee, as a member of a task force, as a mem-
ber of a political or religious organization.

2.	 Impersonal associations: As a reader of product reviews or blogs written by 
people unknown to us.

3.	 Past associations: As individuals with memories of people and places.
4.	 Intimate or personal associations: As a family member, as a friend.

These domains often overlap and social influence is the strongest when it is con-
sistent over time. The new car buyer, Louise, accessed all four types: formal and 
impersonal associations, past associations, and intimate or personal associations. 
As another example of social influence and associations, forty-year old Connie 
says her parents were talking about how Katie’s hairstyle had changed and they 
did not like the new style. Connie could not guess who Katie was so she asked and 
it turned out to be television personality and former news anchor Katie Couric. 
Her parents were talking about Katie (an impersonal association) as if she was a 
family member or friend. Another example is that a colleague at work could be 
both formal (through title and activities) and also a personal friend. People are 
more swayed by people they like and interact with regularly.

The environment where interactions take place changes all the time. John, a 
recent retiree age 67, says that the secret to a successful retirement is to get out 
every day whether it was a trip to the grocery store or to the post office or to 
take a walk around the block—it did not matter, the point was to get moving and 
interacting with other people. He said with the Internet and television and no set 
schedule it was easier to stay home, but he thought getting out of the house was 
important and that he slept better as a result. John’s physician told him the best 
advice for living a long life was to not smoke and to keep moving. It took John 
awhile to adjust. The office staff and other co-workers are no longer part of the 

What Is Social Influence?
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everyday exchange of information and John reports that the few times he has gone 
back it did not feel the same so he quit going in for visits or events. He reasoned 
that his interests had changed and so had those of his co-workers and the commit-
ment level had changed. He had to realize he was no longer part of the workforce. 
Another example of drastic environment/life change is graduating from college.

The transition from one life course to another may be softened by the increas-
ingly easy way to stay connected through the Internet. Another factor is that loca-
tion is less important as many friends are those only online or usually online such 
as relatives who live a long distance away. This comes back to how social influ-
ence is changing from a more immediate who you know in person to whom you 
may know online. Questions surround who are friends or advisors such as those on 
LinkedIn and how you make contact and how often.

Consumers and Social Influence

On making a resort hotel reservation, I was referred to Debbie. She said her name 
three times during the conversation about types of accommodations, services, 
dates, and arrival times. After making the reservation, Debbie said for me to call 
her directly and that she would call me closer to the reservation. She did do this 
saying “This is Debbie calling, looking forward to meeting you…” In this case, 
it was not a recording or a phone call outsourced to another country. This inter-
change shows that the lines are blurred as to close or real friends and friends only 
known online or in other ways. I actually started looking forward to meeting 
Debbie and I am sure this approach resulted in fewer cancellations. I would not 
want to disappoint Debbie. Within 1  month of the reservation I received emails 
from the concierge about different spa services, outdoor activities, and children’s 
activities I might want to sign up for in advance. The concierge was referred by 
Debbie. Perhaps what we are talking about here is the depth of the relationship. 
Once the vacation is over will Debbie end the relationship or will she try to keep it 
going by contacting me about future deals and packages?

Note the number of restaurants who encourage the wait staff to say their name 
to customers “Hi, I’m Sean and I will be serving you today, can I start you off with 
drinks and appetizers?” Debbie and Sean are building relationships and credibility 
which are tools of social influence used to build trust. Once established, Debbie 
and Sean can suggest accommodations and menu items that the customer may 
like. The relationship with Sean is most likely a one time occurrence but custom-
ers are known to have favorite waiters or waitresses and like sitting at the same 
table at the same time. Henry took his 82-year-old father to the same restaurant 
every weekday morning for breakfast for 3 years. Everyone knew them and they 
both enjoyed this ritual. After the breakfast, Henry would drive his widowed dad 
back home and then Henry would go to his job as an accountant. When his dad 
passed away, everyone who worked at the restaurant and many of the regular 
customers mourned his passing and Henry had to quit going there on a regular 
basis, too many memories.
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As another example, Serena in California wants more information on whether to 
buy a swimsuit from an online company such as Land’s End or L.L. Bean. Her 
main concern is how it will fit her so she reads product reviews from Linda in 
Seattle and Ava in Rhode Island. If Serena is on the big side and does not want a 
snug fit she looks for information on that from Linda and Ava. A pattern develops 
about what most buyers thought of the fit and Serena makes a decision to take 
a chance and puts it in her shopping cart or bag. She feels she can trust Linda 
and Ava who she has never met. Although company-generated product endorse-
ments in advertising have existed for a long time, the online product reviews from 
consumers are a fairly new phenomenon. More and more consumers say they will 
not buy items, especially clothes, without first reading consumer product reviews. 
They also read customer reviews of restaurants and hotels. After a recent hotel 
stay, Maddie was asked to write and post a review—the hotel encouraged her even 
without knowing what she would say. There is some thought that not having any 
reviews of a particular piece of clothing or a hotel may be a bad sign or simply 
perplexing to the potential customer. If no one else wants it or comments what 
does that say? On the other hand, 500 reviews give a lot of information.

Social influence, the “who” behind purchasing behavior, is a moving target. It 
has gone through dozens of permutations. If we consider the influence of different 
types of communication technology, we would agree that radio was once a bigger 
influence than it is today. Regardless of type, rather than seeking less social con-
tact we appear to be seeking more, albeit in different forms. Any college professor 
will tell you that as soon as students leave class, they are on their phones talk-
ing with friends and family and in many cases ignoring the hundreds of students 
around them as they walk down the sidewalk or wait for the bus. One wonders if 
they are missing out on new relationships (with fellow students whom they have a 
lot in common with including the recently dismissed class) while they are talking 
with family and friends back home or maybe somewhere else.

Critical Thinking
What do you think of service industry people such as Debbie and Sean giving 
their names to customers? Do you like it or find it fake, annoying, or intrusive? 
What do you think of the companies that require reservationists and servers to 
say their names to customers? Have you ever been on an airplane and the pilots 
and flight attendants told you their names over the announcing system? Did you 
find this reassuring especially to know the pilots’ names were Rick and Doug 
and other information such as, “We are now at 30,000 feet and it is a beautiful 
day for flying? Sit back and relax and enjoy the flight.” The case of the pilots 
personalizing the flight by saying their names and giving commentary is inter-
esting because as a passenger you probably did not see them on entering the 
plane and most likely will not ever unless they greet customers after the plane 
lands and you are exiting. Do you think the practice of saying names (in a vari-
ety of occupations) to customers will rise in the future? Why or why not?

What Is Social Influence?


