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This thesis presents the results of a study that aims at identifying and analyzing opinion 

leadership characteristics in professional services companies and to understand how opinion 

leaders can influence change management projects. The study is based on a mixed-methods 

research in a leading Nordic consultancy company. 

Change management projects in organizations often fail, which has large negative 

consequences for the organizations and the society at large. These failures are often due to 

the fact that individuals don’t change their behaviour, thereby preventing change. Previous 

research has recognized that opinion leaders can be important change agents in change 

management. Still, opinion leadership literature is mainly focused on consumer markets and 

lacks evidence from the context of organizational change and professional services 

companies. 

The thesis finds that opinion leaders can be characterized as charismatic, knowledgeable, 

central persons in the opinion leader network, and they are likely to have a formal leadership 

position and high career level, and they are likely to be in an organizational function that 

supports opinion leadership. Also, on a network level, opinion leadership is characterized as 

high network centrality, efficient communication, and high cross-border and cross-

functional influence. 

The findings have several implications for management. It was recognized that opinion 

leaders can be important actors for managing organizational change and as a strong opinion 



  

leadership network can be an advantage for the overall success of a firm. As knowledgeable 

actors, opinion leaders themselves are an important resource for the success of the firm, and 

they can mitigate the risks related to change management projects. Also, a strong opinion 

leadership network facilitates communication and change in an organization. On the other 

hand, an organization that has a weak opinion leadership network is vulnerable, for example 

to risks related to key personnel. Therefore, it is important to identify opinion leaders and 

opinion leadership networks in organizations and devote time and resources for development 

of individual and group level opinion leadership. 

Successful change management can have major positive implications for organizations, and 

society at large. Therefore, improvements in change management practices can create a lot 

of value. For this, Social Network Analysis provides a practical tool for analyzing and 

measuring opinion leadership in organizations.  
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Tässä opinnäytetyössä esitellään tulokset tutkimuksesta, jonka tavoitteena oli tunnistaa ja 

analysoida mielipidejohtajuutta asiantuntijapalveluyrityksissä, sekä ymmärtää miten 

mielipidejohtajuus vaikuttaa muutosprojekteihin organisaatioissa. Tutkimus toteutettiin 

monimenetelmätutkimuksena, jossa kontekstina oli pohjoismainen konsulttiyritys. 

Muutoksenhallintaprojektit organisaatioissa usein epäonnistuvat, millä on suuria negatiivisia 

seurauksia organisaatioille ja koko yhteiskunnalle. Nämä epäonnistumiset johtuvat usein 

siitä, että yksilöt eivät muuta omia käyttäytymismallejaan, mikä lopulta estää muutoksen 

toteutumisen. Aikaisemmissa tutkimuksissa on havaittu, että mielipidejohtajat voivat olla 

tärkeitä muutosagentteja muutoksenhallinnassa. Silti mielipidejohtajuuden kirjallisuus 

keskittyy pääasiassa kuluttajamarkkinoiden näkökulmaan, ja siitä puuttuu näyttöä 

organisaatiomuutoksen ja asiantuntijapalveluyritysten kontekstista. 

Tutkimuksen tulokset osoittavat, että mielipidejohtajia voidaan luonnehtia karismaattisiksi, 

asiantunteviksi, keskeisiksi henkilöiksi ja heillä ovat todennäköisesti johtavassa asemassa 

yrityksessä. He myös todennäköisesti ovat osa yrityksen verkostoa, joka tukee heidän 

asemaansa mielipidejohtajina. Verkostotasolla, joka muodostuu mielipidejohtajien välisistä 

kytköksistä, mielipidejohtajuudelle on ominaista verkoston tiheys, tehokas viestintä sekä 

rajat ylittävä ja toiminnallinen vaikuttavuus. 

Löydöksillä on useita seurauksia yrityksen johdolle. Tutkimuksessa todetaan, että 

mielipidejohtajat voivat olla tärkeitä toimijoita organisaatiomuutoksen hallinnassa ja vahva 

mielipidejohtajien verkosto voi olla etu yrityksen menestyksen kannalta. Asiantuntevina 

toimijoina mielipidejohtajat ovat tärkeä voimavara yrityksen menestykselle ja he voivat 



  

pienentää muutosprojekteihin liittyviä riskejä. Lisäksi, vahva mielipidejohtajuuden verkosto 

helpottaa viestintää ja muutosta organisaatiossa. Toisaalta organisaatio, jolla on heikko 

mielipidejohtajuuden verkosto, on haavoittuvainen esimerkiksi avainhenkilöihin liittyville 

riskeille. Siksi on tärkeää tunnistaa mielipidejohtajat ja mielipidejohtajuuden verkostot 

organisaatioissa ja käyttää aikaa sekä resursseja yksilö- ja ryhmätason mielipidejohtajuuden 

kehittämiseen. 

Onnistuneella muutoksenhallinnalla voi olla merkittäviä myönteisiä vaikutuksia 

organisaatioille ja koko yhteiskunnalle. Siksi muutoksenhallinnan käytäntöjen parantaminen 

voi luoda paljon arvoa. Tätä varten sosiaalisen verkoston analyysi tarjoaa käytännöllisen 

työkalun mielipidejohtajuuden analysointiin ja mittaamiseen organisaatioissa.  
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1. Introduction 

This thesis concerns change management in professional services companies. Change 

management is important, because organizations need to adapt to the changes in their 

business environment to remain competitive. In organizations, change management can be 

theoretically conceptualized as an innovation process in which innovations diffuse across an 

organization (Rogers, 2003). 

Previous research has identified opinion leaders (Rogers, 2003) as key individuals for change 

management, but identification of opinion leaders and their characteristics, as well as their 

potential influence in change management projects, have not been studied in the context of 

professional services firms.  

Professional services firms, such as consultancy companies, have an important role to 

support other organizations, and thus they are important for the competitiveness of their 

clients. Therefore, it is important that professional service firms can develop new 

innovations, both internally and for their client organizations.  

Therefore, the purpose of this thesis is to identify and analyze the characteristics of opinion 

leadership in professional services companies and to understand how opinion leaders can 

influence change management projects. 

For this, the thesis presents the results of an empirical case study in the context of a leading 

Nordic professional services company (Avaus Marketing Innovations Oy). Methods include 

a survey, Social Network Analysis, workshops and ANOVA regression models.  

The thesis identifies several characteristics of opinion leaders on individual and opinion 

leadership network level, and therefore contributes to the understanding of opinion leaders’ 

characteristics and role in change management.  

For managers, it is important to identify opinion leader networks in organizations and aim 

to strengthen these networks for example by recruitment, talent management and knowledge 

transfer. On the other hand, weak opinion leader networks pose risks to the firm’s business, 

for example due to risks related to key individuals and inefficient communication, which 

further challenge change management and organizational alignment around new 

innovations. 
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1.1.  Background and relevance 

One could argue that every (successful) company in the world is going through a constant 

organizational change process; rather than an exceptional event, change is a normal 

condition of organizational life (Tsoukas and Chia, 2002). Also, change is a matter of long-

term survival for a company, and therefore, change management is one of the most important 

functions of companies.  

At the same time, Nohria and Beer (2000) state that 70% of change initiatives fail, whether 

they are about implementing new technologies, changing business models, restructuring, 

expanding or changing a company culture. The reason for the high failure rate has many 

dimensions, but a key component has to do with the human factor: getting the people affected 

by the change initiatives to actually change their behaviour. 

Change management is an organizational process that can be conceptualized as an 

innovation process, in which various innovations are implemented in organizations. For the 

change to happen, it is important that all employees in the organization adapt to the change. 

The challenge of implementing innovations is theoretically addressed in the innovation 

diffusion theory and opinion leader theory (Rogers, 2003), which generally concern how 

companies can become better at managing change initiatives so that the initiatives lead to 

actual change of employee behaviour. 

Opinion leaders can be seen as a reason why change processes succeed or fail (Dearing, 

2009; Kratzer and Lettl, 2009). Opinion leaders are individuals who influence others 

(Rogers, 2003) and shape people's opinions, attitudes, beliefs, motivations and behaviours 

in a social network (Valente and Davis, 1999). Therefore, opinion leaders can be important 

factors for successful change projects, which are embedded in the organization’s social 

networks. 

 

1.2.  Previous research and gaps 

Previous research on opinion leaders have mostly concerned opinion leaders in consumer 

markets, leaving opinion leadership in an organizational context for less research. However, 

research suggests that managers have a need to identify opinion leaders in organisations for 

https://hbr.org/search?term=nitin%20nohria
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successful change management, but that characterizing opinion leaders has been challenging 

due to the limitations of organisational opinion leadership theory and methodology to 

identify opinion leaders in organizations. The need for identifying opinion leaders is 

especially important in firms, such as professional services firms, which rely on human 

capital as the most important resource for the business.  

As mentioned above, the current opinion leadership literature has contributed insights into 

areas such as marketing and communication (Rogers, 2003), but current understanding on 

opinion leaders’ role in organizational change management processes is limited (Cool et al., 

1997; Lundblad, 2003), as much of the previous research on opinion leaders has focused on 

other than organizational contexts and due to the lack of integration between innovation 

diffusion and change management research, both theoretically and empirically (Kim, 2015). 

Also, further case studies that identify opinion leaders by using Social Network Analysis 

methods and metrics are needed (Cho et al., 2012). 

To fill this gap, the purpose of this thesis is to identify and analyze opinion leaders’ 

characteristics and their potential for impact in an organizational change management project 

by using social network analysis and centrality metrics, as well as with other quantitative 

and qualitative methods. Opinion leaders’ characteristics are analyzed on an individual level, 

an approach that follows Rogers (2003), but also collectively on the level of teams and other 

structures in organization. Analysis of opinion leaders’ characteristics and opinion 

leadership structures in organization provide understanding on how opinion leaders may 

accelerate the change management project on a firm level (Kim, 2015). The approach is 

relevant as it allows for identification of opinion leaders in organizations before the change 

management projects, and thus allows for managers to deliberately plan the projects so that 

the opinion leaders can be sufficiently involved to accelerate the change process and success 

rate (Lam and Schaubroeck, 2000; Van Eck et al., 2011; Rogers, 2003). Also, analysis of 

how opinion leadership characteristics in an organization may influence a change 

management project provides understanding on how change managers may involve opinion 

leaders as a part of the change.  

The context for the study is a professional services company, which is implementing a major 

business model change project. This context is relevant for the research purpose, as the 

professional services firm is a knowledge-based firm, where consultants frequently interact 

with each other and the customers to develop new innovations in data and technology-based 
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sales and marketing functions, and in this kind of environment, opinion leadership is 

important for the success of the firm itself as well as for the customers. Also, the change 

project is a fundamental strategic change, as the firm is aiming to change its business model 

from traditional hourly priced consultancy service to asset-based consultancy, and therefore 

the need for opinion leadership is higher than in normal day-to-day business. 

 

1.3.  Research questions 

This thesis addresses these gaps in previous knowledge. The purpose of this thesis is to 

identify and analyze the characteristics of opinion leadership in professional services 

companies and to understand how opinion leaders can influence change management 

projects. The research questions are:  

1. What characterizes opinion leadership in professional services firms? 

2. How can opinion leadership influence a change management project? 

The context for the study is a Nordic professional services company, which is located in four 

markets. The firm's business and organization are very similar to other consulting firms, 

which are characterized by being knowledge intensive firms and therefore relying on human 

capital as the most important resource for the business. The case firm is going through a 

major change project, which impacts its business in all functions and markets, and therefore 

analysis of the opinion leadership network is important for the case firm. Also, due to the 

firm structure and change project, the firm is an excellent context for studying how opinion 

leaders can influence organizational change. 

 

1.4.  Methods 

To understand opinion leadership in the case firm, this thesis presents results of a case study 

that is based on a survey, Social Network Analysis (SNA), quantitative analysis and 

observations in workshops in the company. The advantage of mixed-methods research is 

that the methods complement each other by verifying findings and by extending the analysis 

of other methods. The advantage of a case study approach is that a case study can produce 
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results that are generalizable (Yin, 1994; Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007), if the case is 

representative of a larger group of similar firms.  As the case firm's business and organization 

are very similar to other consulting firms, which are characterized by being knowledge 

intensive firms and therefore relying on human capital as the most important resource for 

the business, the case is representative for similar professional services firms. Also, the case 

operates in four markets and has six competence teams, which are compared in terms of 

opinion leadership, and therefore findings show cross-team and cross-country differences.  

 

1.5.  Structure of the thesis 

The structure of the thesis is as follows: first, the theoretical framework is presented, framing 

the study with theoretical knowledge of innovation diffusion, organizational change, and 

opinion leadership, as well as with a discussion on the theoretical basis of Social Network 

Analysis. Second, the methodology section presents how the mixed-method research 

methods were used in the study. Third, the findings section presents the analysis based on 

Social Network Analysis, quantitative analysis and qualitative analysis. Finally, the 

discussion section provides analysis of how the findings relate to the research questions, and 

the conclusion summarizes the thesis. 
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2. Theoretical framework 

This chapter introduces the key theoretical frameworks used in this paper. First the. 

Innovation diffusion theory and Organisational change concept is presented followed by 

opinion leadership theory in change management context. Finally Social network analysis 

and mixed-method research literature is reviewed. 

 

2.1 Innovation diffusion theory and organizational change 

In the context of this thesis, an innovation is, as defined by Zaltman et al (1973), “an idea, 

practice, or a material artefact, perceived to be new by the relevant unit of adoption”. 

According to innovation diffusion theory (Rogers, 1983), innovation diffuses through social 

systems as a process, where “innovation is adopted, first by a small number of individuals, 

then over time by more and more, until all (or most) of members of a social system are 

onboard” (Ryan and Gross, 1943; Rogers, 1983; Valente, 1993). Therefore, it is crucial to 

consider the actions of individuals who take part in an innovation diffusion process (Raza & 

Standing, 2011), as well as the system level implications of these actions. 

According to the innovation diffusion theory, the first ones to adopt an innovation are called 

“innovators”, characterised as daring as they quickly test out new ideas (Rogers and 

Shoemaker, 1971). “Early adopters” follow the innovators, who are seen as respectable and 

more connected to the social system. Once the innovation starts to reach higher acceptance 

in the system, the “early majority” jumps into the adoption, followed by an equally large 

group called “late majority”. The last group to adopt an innovation are called the “laggards”, 

who are suspicious about innovations and change in general. (Rogers and Shoemaker, 1971) 

In organizational context, innovation typically involves a set of new ideas, practices and 

artefacts that are implemented simultaneously (Zaltman et al., 1973), which is why 

innovation diffusion processes are multifaceted. Also, as organizations are complex social 

contexts, innovation diffusion processes are complex by nature (Raza & Standing, 2011). 

Organizations benefit from the insights of the innovation diffusion theory, especially in areas 

such as consumer communication and marketing (Rogers, 2003). Yet, concepts that are 
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focusing on management of internal resources in firms, such as change management and 

organizational development, are rarely mentioned in the innovation diffusion research that 

is mainly focusing on consumers (Cool et al., 1997; Lundblad, 2003). This is largely because 

innovation diffusion theory is typically seen as a framework that focuses on individual 

consumers as decision makers (Ashley, 2009), whereas the change management research 

field focuses on the change of the whole organization (Gilley and Gilley, 2002). 

Organizational change can be seen as “a purpose driven innovation diffusion project that 

originates from the human thinking process aiming to improve organizations” (Raza & 

Standing, 2011). Organizational change is used as a tool to create strategic and operational 

efficiency and effectiveness (Daft, 1978), and when formally planned and implemented, it 

revolutionizes how an organization operates and sees the future vision (Burke, 2011). 

Organizational change can be driven by internal or external forces (Jacobs et al., 2013) and 

it requires major effort and resources from the organization and its members, who plan, 

implement and adopt it (Damanpour and Schneider, 2006). While organizational change is 

a crucial topic for most businesses, implementation of change often turns out to be a 

challenge as organizational processes are complex and highly dependent on the 

organization’s dedication and involvement (Raza & Standing, 2011). Therefore, 

organizational change is a complicated topic requiring several organization’s members to 

work together with a shared endeavor (Bower, 1997). Good management is required to 

achieve change, but effective leadership is even more crucial for its success (Gill, 2002).  

 

2.2 Opinion leadership and change management 

As success of organizational change depends on how individuals change their behaviour, 

and individuals’ behaviour is dependent on the social network in which individuals operate, 

it is important to understand change as an individual level and organizational level 

phenomenon. In order to understand innovation diffusion and change management in social 

networks, the theory of opinion leaders suggests that opinion leaders are change agents, who 

are particularly important for the success of the change (Valente, 1996; Rogers, 1995; 

Kratzer and Lettl, 2009).  

The concepts of opinion leader and change agents are also often used interchangeably, 

although opinion leader concept is more popular in innovation diffusion literature and 
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change agent concept in change management research. Also, the existing organisational 

change management research does not widely identify opinion leadership as a concept. Both 

concepts are defined as individuals who act as catalysts for change (Monnot, 2017). On the 

other hand, the interpretation in this thesis is that the concept of opinion leader more 

precisely focuses on an individuals’ abilities to change others’ opinions, which may lead to 

change in behaviour, whereas the concept of change agents may catalyze change also in 

other ways. Nevertheless, in this thesis, the term opinion leader is used. 

Earlier research that has tried to characterize opinion leaders conclude that opinion 

leadership as a phenomenon has a lot of similarities across contexts, but that also opinion 

leadership is context dependent. Both statements are evident in characterizations that emerge 

from studies in different contexts. 

Originally, when the opinion leader concept was introduced, the definition focused on 

individuals who had the ability to actively interpret mass media messages for consumers, 

and it theorized this activity as a two-step flow model (Katz and Lazersfeld, 1966). Weimann 

(1994) built on the idea and defined opinion leaders as people who spread information 

through many groups with the aim at shaping opinions. Rogers (2003), as part of the 

innovation diffusion theory, identified that opinion leadership is a matter of “degree”, which 

measures an individual's ability to influence others in the desired way with relative 

frequency, highlighting the fact that opinion leadership is not an on-off attribute in a social 

network. According to Valente and Davis (1999), opinion leaders have a central and 

influential role on others’ opinions, attitudes, beliefs, motivations and behaviours in a social 

network. As influential members of a social network, others are used to turning to opinion 

leaders for advice and information (Huffaker, 2010). Generally, opinion leaders are 

described as individuals in a community, who have the highest influence on the acceptance 

and adoption of an innovation diffusion product or technology (Lam & Schaubroeck, 2000). 

Others have found that opinion leaders, in the context of consumer markets, share common 

demographic characteristics. For example, opinion leaders are found to have distinct 

demographic features such as young, male with good academic background and being able 

to influence consumers by using their professional knowledge within their field (Gatignon 

et al., 1985; Midgley and Dowling, 1978; Robertson et al., 1984).  
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Similarly, Cosmas & Sheth (1980) found that common characteristics of opinion leaders 

were maturity, authority and self-centeredness. Maturity as a characteristic means that the 

person enjoys life, seems to have common sense and is perceived as mature in their thinking 

and behaviour. Authority refers to someone who makes others follow rules or enforce norms 

in addition to giving advice to others to go beyond their comfort zones. The characteristic 

“self-centered” refers to a person who utilises others to test their ideas, gets jealous of other 

opinion leaders and evaluates others fairly. In addition, opinion leaders are characterised as 

opinionated, accessible and general experts with a high degree of professionalism. (Cosmas 

& Sheth, 1980) 

Van Eck et al. (2011) and Rogers (2003) approach opinion leadership based on opinion 

leaders’ network positions. Van Eck et al. (2011) find that opinion leaders are characterized 

as being more central in their network position, more explicit at understanding a product or 

the topic at hand, less influenced by norms and innovative, and as persons who give advice 

and guidance both formally and informally to the network around them. Opinion leaders are 

also seen as “translators”, who interpret (marketing) messages to the recipients (Van Eck, 

2011). Further, Rogers (2003) classified opinion leader characteristics into seven categories 

based on properties such as degree of exposure to the mass media, social participation, social 

and economic status, and propensity for innovation. 

The limited existing research on opinion leadership in organizational context mainly focuses 

on the opinion leaders’ characteristics and abilities to impact organizational change. 

According to (Caldwell, 2003), change agents are individuals who are typically positioned 

low or mid-level in the organisation. Monnot (2017) argues that the characteristics, such as 

role, task, and individual traits, of these individuals are largely varied and dependent on the 

stage of the organisational change. Further, Monnot (2017) points out that as the nature of a 

change process is rather context-specific, to take on this vital change-enabling role, these 

individuals need to possess general competencies such as learning, changing, adapting and 

problem-solving which have universal applications.  

In the context of organizational change, particularly two insights from opinion leadership 

theory are important for innovation diffusion and change management. First, in a social 

network, opinion leaders can be seen as a reason why an innovation diffusion process can 

be efficient (Dearing, 2009; Kratzer and Lettl, 2009). Innovation diffusion accelerates when 

opinion leaders are a part of the change process, as they share information to others fast and 
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effortlessly (Lam and Schaubroeck, 2000; Van Eck et al., 2011; Rogers, 2003), for example, 

as opposed to a less impactful official top-down communication (Glaser and Backer, 1979). 

Therefore, opinion leaders shorten the time needed for information to spread around the 

organization and the innovation adoption process itself (Van Eck, 2011).  

Second, opinion leaders may make change in organization more permanent. Opinion leaders 

influence others’ opinions and behaviour, as they have access to more information, preserve 

contacts with numerous people in and outside the social system and are socially easy to 

access (Rogers, 2003). Therefore, opinion leaders can decrease negative perceptions 

connected to change, handle resistance and in other ways help to reach the targets for the 

change diffusion (Fidler and Johnson, 1984). Also, opinion leaders also improve the 

maximum adoption percentage of an innovation (Van Eck, 2011), making the change more 

permanent. 

In the field of change management research, opinion leaders have been recognized as 

essential for facilitating a well-organized diffusion of innovations and ideas (Cosmas & 

Sheth, 1980). For example, building on the opinion leader concept, the organizational change 

management model proposed by Kim (2015), highlights the impact and efficiency of change 

management that focuses on a small number of positively or negatively influential 

individuals (=opinion leaders) and on leveraging organizational communication networks.  

On the other hand, for opinion leaders to be able to influence others in an innovation 

diffusion process, they need to have appropriate time and resources, as the opinion leaders 

should also continuously maintain appropriate and timely information in order to effectively 

persuade the network around them (Kim, 2015). Therefore, effective opinion leadership is 

dependent on the organizational context. Communication in change management is one of 

the most important factors, and communication about change should cross the whole 

organization. For this a proper communication strategy and communication system needs to 

be in place (Kim, 2015), and these strategies and communication systems can take advantage 

of the opinion leadership network within an organization.  

In recent years, the research on opinion leadership has shifted from personal networks to 

social networks (Zhu, Guan & Donovan, 2020), which has mainly been led by social network 

researchers and their new tools and concepts for analysing the phenomenon (Monge & 

Contractor, 2003). The social network concept enables researchers to identify individuals 
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and their connections in a community (Wasserman and Faust, 1994) and to analyse who are 

the most central and influential individuals in social networks (Scott, 2013). 

The literature on innovation diffusion and change management concludes that in an effective 

organizational change and innovation diffusion process, change managers are advised to 

work closely with both formal and informal opinion leaders (Kim, 2015), thereby taking 

advantage of the opinion leaders’ positions to influence others in social networks (Cosmas 

& Sheth, 1980). Still, the existing innovation diffusion and opinion leadership literature has 

largely focused on consumer perspective (Cool et al., 1997; Lundblad, 2003; Cho et al., 

2012). Therefore, there is a clear gap in the literature to research opinion leader 

characteristics from organisational perspective as a part of the innovation diffusion or change 

management process (Cool et al., 1997; Lundblad, 2003). 

 

2.3 Organizational change and Social Network Analysis 

As the competitive economic landscape is becoming increasingly unstable, innovative 

change is necessary for every organisation to stay competitive and survive (Zahra & Das, 

1993). Instead of simply managing a change process, fast-paced change in the modern 

economic times demands employees to act and work through informal networks (Kotter, 

2012). 

As organizational change requires change on individual behaviour, and on the organizational 

level collectively (Bower, 1997), it is important to study organizational change from the 

perspective of social networks. For study of networks, Social Network Analysis provides 

useful concepts, methods and metrics. Whereas research on networks and alliances is largely 

concerned with relational aspects in networks (Gulati, 1998), SNA focuses on the structural 

aspects of networks that consists of patterns of actors and ties, and various content flows in 

these structures (Burt, 1992; Scott, 2013). For example, a network may be formed as a 

pattern of friendship, advice, communication or support between members of the network 

(Knoke and Kuklinski, 1982; Burt and Minor, 1983; Scott, 1991). A social network is a set 

of nodes and ties between the nodes (Marin and Wellman, 2011). Together the nodes (also 

called actors) and ties (also called edges) form a network. Nodes are the members or actors 
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of a network, often individuals or organizations, and ties are the relations between these 

actors.  

SNA is particularly useful for conceptualizing innovation diffusion in organizations, as 

innovation diffusion is a process, where adoption flows through a social system. Here, an 

organizational context can be defined as a structure of individual actors and ties between 

these actors, and the organizational boundaries provide a natural boundary, which delimits 

the social network. 

Further, SNA provides a rich set of metrics that can be used to describe the actors, ties and 

flows in networks. These can be divided into actor attributes, such as degree and actor 

position, tie attributes, such as tie strength, and network attributes, such as network density. 

Each of these metrics can be used to isolate different perspectives on innovation diffusion in 

organizations (Valente, 1996). Earlier research has focused for example on degree (Rogers, 

1962), specific network structures (Granovetter, 1973) structural equivalence (Burt, 1980) 

and innovation adopter categories (Valente, 1996). An important theme in this research has 

been to identify roles that affect the diffusion process.  

The network ties can be, for example, based on friendship, business relations or information 

flow. Also, the ties can have a direction, meaning that there is a flow from an actor to another, 

but that the flow is one-way, or the tie can be undirected, meaning that the actors are 

connected to each other. Therefore, a network can be defined as directed or undirected. The 

ties can also be weighted, for example based on the quantity of resources that flow through 

the ties, or unweighted, and therefore a network can be either weighted or unweighted. Both 

actors and ties can have attributes, which are, such as age, gender or position (for actors), or 

type of flow (for ties). A central problem in SNA is to determine which actors and ties should 

be included in the network  (Marin and Wellman, 2011). Often belonging to a group, such 

as a team or organization, forms a natural boundary for the social network.  

According to Scott (1988) Social Network Analysis was first developed in the field of 

sociology and today it is used widely in many research fields. Based on structuralist tradition 

in sociology, SNA is focused on networks that consist of actors and ties between the actors, 

and that differentiates SNA from other types of analytical traditions, which typically study 

individuals or collective attributes, such as behaviour of an individual in a specific situation 

or education level of job seekers in a labour market (Marin and Wellman, 2011). As a 
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theoretical model, the underlying idea in SNA is that these networks represent social 

structures in societies (Scott, 1988). As a method, SNA includes mathematical metrics for 

the study of these social structures (Scott, 1988). Also, SNA software, such as Gephi, include 

a variety of tools for visualization of social networks, and these visualizations, called 

sociograms, can be a powerful way to understand these social structures.   
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3. Methodology 

To answer the research questions, this thesis needs to identify characteristics of opinion 

leadership and analyse how these characteristics may influence a change management 

project. In order to identify opinion leadership characteristics, this thesis adopts a mixed 

method approach that consists of 1) a case study approach, 2) a survey, 3) SNA as a method 

of analysing opinion leadership characteristics, 4) quantitative analysis of variance, and 5) 

qualitative observations in two workshops. Further, the method for analysing how opinion 

leadership characteristics may influence a change management project is discussed. The 

method section follows these research process steps. 

 

3.1. Mixed-methods as a research approach 

According to Molina-Azorin (2016) mixed methods research is “the combination and 

integration of qualitative and quantitative methods in the same study”, and current 

conceptualizations recognize mixed method research as a third methodological movement 

in addition to qualitative research and quantitative research methodologies. Further, the main 

motivation for mixed methods research is that it may provide a better understanding of 

phenomena than either qualitative or quantitative methods alone, as use of different methods 

provides a multidimensional perspective on the phenomenon (Molina-Azorin, 2016).  

Some of the controversies of mixed method research raised by its critics include questions 

of what defines mixed method research and how it differentiates from qualitative or 

quantitative approaches, are different methodological paradigms compatible, does mixed 

method research marginalize some of the interpretive qualitative methods, should mixed 

method research adopt language from qualitative or quantitative approaches, and so on 

(Creswell, 2011). Proponents of mixed method research argue that these questions are 

appropriate, and that mixed method researchers should address them adequately (Molina-

Azorin, 2016). Further, they defend the approach by pointing out that mixed method research 

favours methodological appropriateness as the criterion for methodological quality, not 

methodological orthodoxy that the competing qualitative and quantitative paradigms have 

traditionally promoted (Molina-Azorin, 2016). Therefore, mixed method research may be an 
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appropriate research approach, if the research question and phenomena under study favour 

multiple methods and researcher adequately addresses the potential issues, such as proper 

definition of terminology and compatibility issues between methods. 

A particular question of mixed methods research that is interesting for this thesis is how a 

researcher may combine qualitative research methods with SNA. According to Morse and 

Cheek (2014), mixed method research may use qualitative and quantitative research methods 

to address the same research aim, which differentiates mixed method research from 

multimethod research, and that the article should provide analysis in a narrative form that 

integrates results of qualitative and quantitative analysis. They also point out that inclusion 

of qualitative methods in mixed methods research may provide a richer understanding of the 

complex social world (Morse and Cheek, 2014). Further, according to Edwards (2010), 

purely quantitative SNA may be an oversimplified model of social networks, as it may fail 

to acknowledge the versatility of interactions in social networks, and that qualitative methods 

may allow the researchers to gain an insider’s view into the content and processes of 

networks. Also, data for SNA may be based on multiple sources, including interviews or 

observations, that are qualitative data collection methods (Edwards, 2010). On the other 

hand, mathematical SNA requires that the data of the networks is nearly complete, which 

may favour structured data collection methods.  

In conclusion, SNA that is based purely on quantitative data has the disadvantage that it may 

miss out important characteristics related to actors and ties in the network, or about the 

contexts of where the network is situated. Therefore, this thesis adopts a mixed method 

research design that combines SNA data collection based on a survey, and qualitative 

interviews and workshops that aim at providing a richer description of the social network 

and context of the study. 

 

3.2 Case Study approach 

To study opinion leadership and change management in professional services context, this 

thesis includes a case study. Case study approach is a suitable method, as it allows for in-

depth analysis of opinion leadership characteristics and their relation to change management 
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projects. Also, a case study can produce results that are generalizable (Yin, 1994; Eisenhardt 

& Graebner, 2007), if the case is representative of a larger group of similar firms.  

For this purpose, research was conducted as a case study in a Nordic professional services 

company (Avaus Marketing Innovations Oy), located in four markets: Helsinki (country of 

origin), Stockholm (founded 2015), Poland (founded 2015) and Germany (founded 2019). 

The firm's business and organization are very similar to other consulting firms, which are 

characterized by being knowledge intensive firms and therefore relying on human capital as 

the most important resource for the business. The company has six competence teams across 

markets: Admin and general management (Admin), Analytics, Data Engineering, 

Engagement tech, Experience orchestration and Strategy. These competence teams are the 

formal organisational structure of the company to manage and maintain the employee 

performance and other managerial processes. The competence teams are the key expertise 

areas on which the consultancy business model operates.   

Professional services firms are knowledge intensive firms in which successful innovation 

requires that information flows through different parts of the organizations. Also, change 

management in the context of professional services companies requires that all members in 

the organization adopt the innovation. To identify opinion leaders in a professional services 

company, this thesis focuses on the opinion leadership network within the company. Opinion 

leadership network is defined as a network, in which individuals influence each other’s 

opinions about work related matters. The network consists of individual actors and flow of 

information between these actors. Opinion leadership is therefore a concept that can be 

analysed as individual-level characteristics and as network-level characteristics. In this 

thesis, the case firm forms one network, which consists of multiple network components that 

are based on individual level attributes, such as which competency team or country 

organization a person belongs to. Analysis is done both on the individual and network levels. 

The case company has a need to identify opinion leaders to lead a major strategic change in 

their business model, which will take place during 2021-2023. The business model change 

initiative aims at transforming the professional services company into an asset-based 

consultancy with predefined assets and products that form the basis for client assignments. 

This change project has an impact on all levels of the company’s business: sales, account 

management, project delivery and performance management. The change impacts all the 

markets and competence teams simultaneously, making the case company interesting for 
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analysing opinion leadership, as it has several markets and competence expertise areas 

making the change management and company’s networks complex. This is interesting as 

there is not much research on opinion leadership in organizations. Also, diffusion of 

innovation is a central challenge in professional services companies that operate in multiple 

markets and competence teams which makes the case company ideal for this research. 

Access to information has been negotiated and the company has agreed to share data on their 

organization according to the data collection methods described here. 

 

3.3 A survey to quantitatively collect data for SNA 

To collect data on opinion leadership for Social Network Analysis purposes, this thesis 

conducted a survey at the case firm. Advantage of survey is that it can collect consistently 

information on a large number of actors and ties in a network.  

Previous research shows examples of SNA surveys in research on opinion leadership. Aula 

& Parviainen (2012) identified opinion leaders in an innovation network with a survey 

question: “From whom you have received information about new methods or techniques that 

have been useful in your work?”. This question assumes that a member of an organization 

can identify persons, which have provided information that helps the receiver to perform in 

their work or has changed their beliefs, motivations or behaviour.  

In this thesis, a similar survey question is used: “From whom have you recently asked for 

advice or received information that has changed your point of view?”. This question has two 

distinctions to the question used by Aula & Parviainen (2012): 1) the question is tied to a 

timeframe to ensure that there’s a relative frequency of interaction between the persons and 

2) instead of focusing on information about “new methods or techniques”, the question asks 

changes in the receivers “point of view”, which also includes other forms of influence from 

opinion leaders. Also, the survey question was formulated based on the criterias for 

measuring opinion leadership through assessment by others by Jungnickel (2018). The 

question considers five of the nine opinion leadership criterias (Jungnickel, 2018): social 

competence and popularity, contact frequency, giving advice, giving information and 

influence on opinions. The question also follows the same formatting as previous research 

by Smith et al. (2018).  
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The survey was sent to all the employees of the case firm, across organizational levels and 

markets. The survey was administered in a Google Forms survey tool. Each respondent could 

select all the colleagues that matched the survey question by using a checkbox selection. 

Each company employee was listed as an option to ensure that the social network is 

complete. It was also an option to select zero colleagues from the list. 

The questionnaire was sent to 100 current employees and respondents were able to nominate 

current employees. Altogether 92 employees responded to the survey, and therefore the 

respondent rate was 92%. The data was organized in Excel into actor list (nodes) and tie list 

(edges, adjacency list). Both respondents and nominees were added to the list. Altogether 98 

nodes and 656 edges were then imported to Gephi SNA software. The network was created 

as directed and weighted, so that the weight of each edge was set to 1. Nodes had the 

following attributes: id, label (employee name), gender, date of birth, start date, location, 

competence (team), tribe, job title, career level (tenure) and department. Edge had the 

following attributes: source, target, type and weight. 

 

3.4 Social Network Analysis 

Earlier research has developed methods for identifying opinion leaders and their 

characteristics by using SNA metrics, for example by using network simulation (Cho et al., 

2012) and statistically testing correlations between network and personal characteristics 

(Kratzer and Lettl, 2009). Also, several authors point out that opinion leaders are central 

actors in a social context (Cho et al., 2012; Kratzer and Lettl, 2009; Wasserman, 1994; 

Rogers, 1962; Freeman, 1979; Kiss and Bichler, 2008). Particularly, three network centrality 

measures have been identified important: 1) degree centrality, which is the number of people 

an actor has a contact within a social network (Borgatti, 1995); 2) closeness centrality, the 

distance between an actor and all other actors in a network (Borgatti, 1995); and betweenness 

centrality, which measures centrality based on the shortest paths between actors (Borgatti, 

1995). Other characteristics, such as age and gender (Kratzer and Lettl, 2009), have also 

been used in research characterizing opinion leaders. Also, characteristics of opinion leaders 

most likely depend on the social context and the innovation being diffused in this context 

(Cho et al., 2012; Kratzer and Lettl, 2009). 
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Social Network Analysis metrics include multiple mathematical metrics that describe the 

structure of a network. One important metric is centrality, which aims at measuring how 

influential an actor or a group of actors are in a network. Centrality can be measured as 

degree centrality, which is a count of the ties an actor has. If the network is directed, degree 

centrality can further be divided into indegree and outdegree centralities, which are the 

incoming and outgoing ties of an actor. Another common centrality measure is eigenvector 

centrality, which calculates actor’s centrality based on its own ties but also considers the 

centralities of the neighbouring actors. Third common centrality score is betweenness 

centrality which is defined as the number of times an actor is located at the shortest path 

between other actors in the network. Betweenness centrality calculates how much an actor 

connects other actors that would otherwise be unconnected, and it is a measure of power that 

an actor has due to its position to control information flows in a network. Further, these 

centrality measures can be calculated for individuals, or for collective groups, such as teams 

or organizational units, as average of the individuals’ centralities belonging to these 

collective groups.  

Other SNA metrics that are relevant in this thesis are network diameter, graph density, path 

length of a network and number of network components. Network diameter is the shortest 

path between the two most distant nodes in the network, which is an important network 

metric because it describes the size of the network in terms of how far its most distant actors 

are located from each other. Graph density is another network level metric, and it is defined 

as the number of ties compared to a network that would have all possible ties between the 

actors. For example, in a network that has a high graph density, many actors are connected 

with each other, and information most likely flows quickly through the network. Third 

network level metric is average path length of a network, which is defined as the average 

shortest path between all paired nodes in the network. Average path length is also a measure 

of how efficiently information most likely flows through a network. Fourth, components are 

network components that are formed of actors connected with each other, but not other 

actors. For example, an organization (a network) can have two teams, but if there are no 

connections between the teams, the organization consists of two network components. While 

there are many other interesting metrics in SNA, these have been selected to be used in this 

thesis. 
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In this thesis, the individual opinion leaders are identified by assessment by actors in the 

network so that each actor can nominate colleagues as opinion leaders in the survey. 

Assessment by others ensures that opinion leaders are identified based on their impact on 

opinions of others, and not, for example, on a formal position in the firm. Therefore, opinion 

leaders are those who have received a high number of nominations (indegree centrality). 

Based on this definition, other characteristics of opinion leaders are identified by analysing 

individuals’ attributes, such as gender, tenure and other SNA metrics, and opinion leadership 

characteristics in the whole network are identified by analysing network structures. 

To answer the first research question, the opinion leader characteristics are identified in a 

two-step process. First, the survey results are analysed for identifying the opinion leaders 

using indegree centrality SNA metric. Each employee is ranked based on their indegree 

centrality score, which determines the employees that are considered as opinion leaders. The 

analysis is done by importing the survey results to Gephi software, drawing the innovation 

network picture and calculating centrality measures by using analysis methods provided by 

the software. Second, to identify other characteristics of opinion leaders, the company 

provides additional information on employees. These characteristics, such as age, gender, 

competence and tenure are listed as actor attributes for each employee. Based on this, the 

most typical opinion leader characteristics are identified in a table and discussed in the 

results section. 

There are in total 98 nodes in the total network of 92 employees with 656 edges. The network 

has an average degree of 6.69, which means that each actor has an average of 6.69 

nominations. In other words, those who have an indegree higher than 6.69 are above the firm 

average as opinion leaders. Similar comparison can be made for average the average 

indegree score in a team compared to firm average. Further, the network diameter is 6, which 

is the shortest path between the two most distant nodes in the network. The average path 

length is 2.95 which is the average shortest path between all paired nodes in the network. 

The graph density of 0.069 shows the number of ties compared to a network that would have 

all possible ties between the actors. The modularity score of 0.311 describes the network 

structure and describes the strength of the network. 

 



 31 

3.5 ANOVA 

In order to identify which background factors explain opinion leader characteristics, analysis 

of variance (ANOVA) were carried out. The background factors that were tested are namely, 

age, gender, competence, location and tenure, and it was tested if these correlate with degree 

of opinion leadership (indegree). First, each of the background factors were tested separately 

in a oneway ANOVA model to test if there is statistically significant variation among the 

different groups in each of the categories. Here, degree of opinion leadership (indegree) is 

dependent variable (continuous), and background factors are independent variables. 

Second step was to develop a multivariate ANOVA regression model that tests which of the 

selected individual-level background factors correlate with degree of opinion leadership 

(indegree). In this test, indegree is a dependent variable (continuous) and background factors 

are independent variables, of which age and tenure are continuous variables and gender, 

competence and location are categorical variables. 

With these ANOVA models, some of the opinion leader characteristics that were identified 

in the data were also tested for statistical significance, and therefore it can be assumed that 

some of the characteristics are representative for a larger population of professional services 

firms. The results of the ANOVA tests are presented in the findings section after the results 

of the SNA survey.  

 

3.6 Group discussion and observation 

After the SNA analysis, three workshops were held with the employees of the case firm. 

These workshops aimed at confirming that the results are meaningful in the context of the 

case firm, and to collect new information for the analysis. In each of the three workshops, 

the results were first presented, followed by discussion around questions that relate to the 

purpose of this thesis. All current employees of the firm were invited to the first workshop, 

the second workshop was with the top-15 opinion leaders and the third workshop was held 

with the executive team of the firm. The questions and workshops in which these questions 

were discussed, were: 
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● What characterizes a successful opinion leader at the case firm? (all employee 

workshop) 

● How would you characterize yourself as an opinion leader? (top15 opinion leaders 

workshop) 

● How can the results be leveraged in leading the company and the strategy (in the 

context of a change management project). (all employee, executive team, and top15 

group workshops) 

Data from discussions were collected in a written format on an online meeting platform, and 

discussions in the all employee workshop and top-15 group workshop were recorded. The 

data was analyzed by first watching the recordings and reading the written materials, and 

then by thematically analyzing different opinion leader characteristics. The findings section 

presents the results of the workshop analysis. These results were used to answer the research 

question two and to give input to managerial implications, which are presented in the 

discussion section.  
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4. Findings 

The findings section presents the results of the SNA survey, quantitative and qualitative 

analysis. First, the SNA survey results are presented, divided into individual level and 

network level characteristics. Then, the data of the qualitative analysis is presented, followed 

by the analysis of the qualitative material to answer the second research question. 

 

4.1 Social Network Analysis on the individual level characteristics of opinion 

leaders 

The individual opinion leaders are identified based on the survey results, in which each 

nomination increases the indegree of a nominee. Opinion leadership therefore is measured 

as a scale that has a score for each individual employee. Opinion leadership of a network 

component is calculated as the average indegree of the personnel that belong to the particular 

network component. Belonging is based on individual level attributes, such as belonging to 

a competence team or a market team, and thereby these network components represent the 

official organizational structures. This allows for a comparison of individuals’ and network 

components’ opinion leadership metrics with the firm average; and with these relative 

figures, comparisons between individuals and network components can be made. 

Tables 1-3 summarize the findings on individual opinion leaders in the case firm: rows 

present the top-15 opinion leaders based on indegree, the top-15 group average and the firm 

average, and the columns present the categories of opinion leader characteristics that were 

analyzed. Further, Table 4 presents opinion leadership per career level for the firm. 

Altogether, the results show that the nominees have received 0-26 nominations (indegree), 

with an average of 6.693 nominations per employee. The top-15 group is based on a 

threshold: they represent 15% of the actors in the network and they have received 43% of 

the total nominations given. Table 1 shows that the top-15 group have received between 14 

and 26 nominations, with an average of 19, that is 125% above the firm average. Also, they 

have given 1-26 nominations to others (outdegree), with an average of 10.7, that is 60% 

above the firm average. The top-15 opinion leaders are central individuals in the opinion 



 34 

leadership network, as they both receive and give more nominations than others in the firm. 

Further, all top-15 opinion leaders have high Eigencentrality scores. Eigencentrality means 

that an opinion leader is connected with others who have many connections in the network. 

The results show that Eigencentrality correlates with indegree.  

 

 

Table 1. Top-15 opinion leader characteristics - network attributes 

 

The top-15 group (Table 2) represent three of the four markets: nine come from Stockholm, 

five from Helsinki and one from Poland, leaving the smallest market, Munich, 

unrepresented. Further, five out of six case company’s competence teams have one or more 

opinion leaders in the top-15 group. Gender representation is relatively equal, with 9 male 

and 6 female opinion leaders as this reflects the gender division in the company as a whole. 

Tenure varies from less than a year up to 14 years in the company, a high variation compared 
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to the firm average of 2.6 years. 13 of the top-15 opinion leaders have a formal leadership 

position in the company, but not necessarily subordinates.  

 

 

Table 2. Top-15 opinion leader characteristics - personnel profile attributes 

 

Table 3 shows the percentages of nominations that an opinion leader has given and received 

from their own competence and market teams, as well as the top-15 group and firm averages. 

The results show that the top-15 group have given 62% of nominations to the market team 

they are part of, which is 7 percentage points lower than the firm average (69%). Similarly, 

nominations they have received from their market (66%) is 3 percentage points lower than 

the firm average (69%). The lower ratios indicate that the top-15 group have a relatively high 

international presence in the firm. The results for the competence team nominations are 

similar: the top-15 group gave 29% of their nominations to the competence team they are 

part of, that is 8 percentage points below the firm average (37%); and they received 34% of 

their nominations from their competence teams, that is 3 percentage points below the firm 

average (37%). As it is with the market team nominations, the top-15 group have a relatively 

high cross-competence influence in the firm. 
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Table 3. Top-15 opinion leader characteristics - competence and market team nominations 

 

Finally, analysis of opinion leadership per career level in the firm (Table 4) shows a tendency 

that the more senior a person is, the more they have received nominations. Career levels are 

a tool for the case company to categorise its employees based on their seniority level. 

Multiple different roles and positions can be included to one level. Career level 0 stands for 

trainees and junior employees. Level 1 is for consultants and level 2 for senior consultants. 

Level 3 is for team leads and other middle managers. Level 4 is for directors and country 

managers and level 5 for the Group CEO.  
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Table 4. Opinion leadership per career level 

 

Personnel at the career levels 0 and 1 have received about half the number of nominations 

than the firm average, personnel at the career level 2 are close to the firm average, and 

personnel at the career levels 3-5 have received 80-164% more nominations than the firm 

average. One example exception is an opinion leader who does not have a formal position 

nor long tenure, but is still part of the top-15 list.  Altogether the analysis shows that the 

opinion leaders tend to be more senior personnel and they receive a significantly higher 

number of nominations than others in the firm.  

 

4.2 Social Network Analysis on the network level characteristics of opinion 

leadership 

The analysis of the network level characteristics focuses on the opinion leadership network 

structures and network metrics. Different parts of the network are analysed in three sections: 

1) the case firm as a whole, with a comparison to the top-15 group, 2) the four markets, and 

3) the six competence teams.  
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4.2.1 Opinion leadership network structure - the whole firm and the top-15 group 

Figure 1 presents the whole opinion leadership network in the case firm, Figure 2 presents 

the top-15 group network and Table 5 presents network metrics that compare the two 

networks. The numbers in the nodes of the network pictures present the total indegree of an 

actor and the node sizes vary based on actors’ indegree.  

The opinion leadership network picture of the firm (Figure 1) shows that the network is well 

connected with no separate clusters or communities. Table 5 shows that the network consists 

of 98 nodes and 656 ties, the average number of nominations received by an actor (indegree) 

is 6.693, the shortest distance between the two most distant nodes in the network is 6, the 

graph density is 0,069, which is a measure of completeness of the network, and the average 

path length is 2,954, which is a measure of information transfer efficiency in a network. 

Equivalently, Figure 2 shows how the top-15 opinion leaders are connected with each other. 

Table 5 shows that the number of nodes is 15 and the number of top-15 group internal ties 

is 88. The average indegree is 19, which means that the top-15 group average is almost 3 

times as high as the firm average (184%). The network diameter is 3, which means that 

communication through the whole network requires 3 steps, compared to 6 that is the firm 

average. The graph density is 0,419, which means that the top-15 group is closer to a 

complete network than the firm average (0,069), a difference of 507%. A complete network 

would have a graph density of 1, which would mean that all actors are connected with each 

other. Finally, the average path length is 1,566 that is about half shorter than the firm average 

of 2,954.  
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Figure 1. Network picture - firm as a whole - Node size and number in node based on actor 

indegree 

 

 

Figure 2. Network picture - top 15 opinion leaders 
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Table 5. Network metrics comparison between the whole network and top 15 opinion leaders 

 

Altogether, the analysis shows that the firm is a well-connected network without separate 

network clusters. Also, the top-15 group members are well connected with each other, 

forming a tighter group of individuals that share information efficiency with each other (low 

network diameter, high graph density, low average path length) and with the firm as a whole 

(high indegree). However, further analysis of different network components provide more 

specific information about the opinion leader network structure in the firm. 

 

4.2.2 Opinion leadership network structure - four markets and cross-border influence 

The company operates in four markets: Stockholm, Helsinki, Gdansk and Munich. Figure 3 

presents the network pictures per market and Table 6 provides the network metrics for each 

market, with a comparison to the firm as a whole. Also, Table 7 provides a comparison of 

cross-border influence between the markets. 

Notably, the network structure varies based on the number of actors in each market: 

Stockholm has 45 actors, Helsinki 41, Gdansk 9 and Munich 3. Stockholm and Helsinki have 

a high number of top-15 opinion leaders, whereas Gdansk has 1 and Munich has 0. On the 

other hand, Gdansk and Munich have a high number of domestic ties per actor, the network 
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diameters are low and the shortest paths are low, which mean that the smaller markets form 

tighter location specific networks. The average indegree per market is relatively close to the 

firm average (6,693) for Stockholm (7,156), Helsinki (6,61) and Munich (7), whereas 

Gdansk has a notably low average indegree (4,667). Also, the network structure in Gdansk 

varies from the other markets, as employees in Gdansk are networked around one strong 

opinion leader and other employees have relatively low indegree scores. 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Network picture - Network in each of the markets 
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Table 6. Network metrics - comparison between markets 

 

Further, Table 7 presents the cross-border influence between the four markets. Outdegree is 

the sum of nominations from the actors in a market and indegree is where these nominations 

are directed. Altogether, 455 nominations are domestic (69%) and 201 (31%) are cross-

border nominations. For Gdansk, 62% of the nominations that the team has given are 

domestic, for Helsinki 68%, for Munich 17% and for Stockholm 76%. Also, the numbers 

show that Stockholm (+4), Gdansk (+16) are net recipients of nominations, meaning that 

they influence other markets more than they are influenced by others. Similarly, Helsinki (-

12) and Munich (-8) have received less cross-border nominations than they have given. More 

detailed analysis of per market indegree flows show that Gdansk receives a relatively high 

number of nominations from Helsinki (26%) and Stockholm (24%), Helsinki receives from 

Stockholm (22%), Munich receives from Helsinki (43%) and Stockholm (33%), and 

Stockholm receives from Helsinki (22%). 
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Table 7. Opinion leadership position in organisation - cross-border influence 

 

Altogether, the analysis shows that Helsinki and Stockholm are similar in terms of network 

structure and both have a high number of top-15 opinion leaders. On the other hand they 

differ slightly in the nomination patterns: Helsinki has low average opinion leadership 

(indegree) and it received a relatively low number of cross-border nominations, despite that 

the firm originates from Helsinki. Stockholm has the highest average opinion leadership in 

the firm and is a net receiver of cross-border nominations. Therefore, Stockholm stands out 

in the analysis as a hub in the firm opinion leadership. For Gdansk, the network structure 

shows a high dependency on one top-15 opinion leader, due to whom Gdansk ranks first as 

a net recipient of cross-border nominations. Still, Gdansk ranks last in total opinion 

leadership. Munich, a market of only three actors, ranks second in total opinion leadership, 

despite not having top-15 opinion leaders and it has received less cross-border nominations 

than it has given. As a newly established market, the network is most likely in rapid change. 

Further, the smaller markets are mainly influenced by the large markets, with a relatively 

low number of nominations between each other, and the larger markets influence each other, 

with a relatively low number of nominations from the small markets. 
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4.2.3 Opinion leadership network structure - six competence teams and cross-competence 

team influence 

The company has six competence teams that operate across the four markets. Figures 4-9 

present and Tables 8-13 present the network pictures and metrics of each competence team, 

as well as scenario analysis that focuses on how the team structure changes if the highest 

ranked opinion leader leaves the company. For each competence team, the most influential 

opinion leader is removed and the network is compared before and after. Such scenario 

analysis are valuable for example for change management, competence team development 

and risk management. Also, Table 14 provides metrics for a comparison between the 

competence teams, and Table 15 provides a comparison of cross-influence between the 

competence teams. 

Figure 4 shows the Admin competence team network structure and Table 8 shows the 

corresponding network metrics. Admin team has 10 members and they are relatively well 

connected to each other, as their network diameter (5) and average path length (2,22) are 

below the firm average (6 and 2,954) and the graph density (0,167) above the firm average 

(0,069). Also the team has above firm average indegree (7,8 vs. 6,693). Therefore, the team 

is relatively influential towards each other and the firm as a whole. The scenario analysis 

shows that if the most influential opinion leader would leave the team, the network would 

still be connected, but due to the directions of opinion leadership flows, there is a greater 

risk that information does not reach all members of the network. Also, the total opinion 

leadership of the team would decrease by 26%. 
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Figure 4: Admin competence team network and a scenario analysis where the most 

influential opinion leader is removed 

 

 

Table 8. Admin competence network metrics - comparison between current state and a 

scenario 
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Figure 5 shows the Analytics competence team network structure and Table 9 shows the 

corresponding network metrics. The Analytics team has 18 members and they form two 

groups that are relatively loosely connected with each other. As a whole the team has a 

network diameter of 5 (vs. firm average of 6), average path length of 1,958 (vs. 2,954) and 

a graph density of 0,124 (vs. 0,069), which indicates that the team as a whole is relatively 

tightly connected, despite the loose internal structure. Further, the team has below firm 

average indegree (5,833 vs. 6,693). Therefore, the team has relatively low influence towards 

the firm as a whole. The scenario analysis shows that if the most influential opinion leader 

would leave the team, the network would still be connected, but due to the directions of 

opinion leadership flows, there is a significant risk that information does not reach all 

members of the network and that the network disconnects into two distinct network 

components. Also, the total opinion leadership of the team would decrease by 16%.  

 

 

Figure 5: Analytics competence team network and a scenario analysis where the most 

influential opinion leader is removed 
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Table 9. Analytics competence network metrics comparison between current state and a 

scenario 

 

Figure 6 shows the Data engineering competence team network structure and Table 10 shows 

the corresponding network metrics. The Data engineering team has 5 members and they form 

a group that is relatively well connected with each other. The team has a network diameter 

of 3 (vs. firm average of 6), average path length of 1,625 (vs. 2,954) and a graph density of 

0,4 (vs. 0,069), which indicates that the team as a whole is relatively tightly connected. 

Further, the team has an average indegree of 6,8, close to the firm average of 6,693. The 

scenario analysis shows that if the most influential opinion leader would leave the team, the 

network would divide into two, with one isolated member. Also, the total opinion leadership 

of the team would decrease by 34%.  
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Figure 6: Data engineering competence team network and a scenario analysis where the most 

influential opinion leader is removed 

 

 

Table 10. Data engineering competence network metrics comparison between current state 

and a scenario 
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Figure 7 shows the Engagement tech competence team network structure and Table 11 

shows the corresponding network metrics. The Engagement tech team has 22 members and 

they are well connected with each other. The team has a network diameter of 5 (vs. firm 

average of 6), average path length of 1,992 (vs. 2,954) and a graph density of 0,093 (vs. 

0,069), which indicates that the team as a whole is relatively tightly connected. Further, the 

team has an average indegree of 6,639, close to the firm average of 6,693. The scenario 

analysis shows that if the most influential opinion leader would leave the team, the impact 

on the team would be relatively low: the network structure and metrics would not change 

significantly. Also, the total opinion leadership of the team would decrease by 10%, that is 

a relatively low figure compared to the scenarios of other teams. 

 

 

Figure 7: Engagement tech competence team network and a scenario analysis where the most 

influential opinion leader is removed 
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Table 11. Engagement tech competence network metrics comparison between current state 

and a scenario 

 

Figure 8 shows the Experience orchestration competence team network structure and Table 

12 shows the corresponding network metrics. The Experience orchestration team has 18 

members and they are loosely connected with each other: the network has one central person, 

but the whole network consists of 4 isolated network components. Also, due to the directions 

of opinion leadership flows, the network is in a state where it is unlikely that information 

flows to all of the network members, even to the members of the largest connected network 

component. As a whole the team has a network diameter of 3 (vs. firm average of 6), average 

path length of 1,375 (vs. 2,954) and a graph density of 0,056 (vs. 0,069). The low graph 

density indicates that the team as a whole is relatively loosely connected. Further, the team 

has below firm average indegree (3,222 vs. 6,693), and notably, it has 0 top-15 opinion 

leaders and only 2 members have above firm average indegree. Therefore, the team has low 

influence towards the firm as a whole. The scenario analysis shows that if the most influential 

opinion leader would leave the team, the network would break into 7 network components. 

Therefore, there is a significant risk that the competence team ceases to exist. Also, the total 

opinion leadership of the team, that is already the lowest score in the firm, would decrease 

by 16%. 



 51 

 

Figure 8: Experience orchestration competence team network and a scenario analysis where 

the most influential opinion leader is removed 

 

 

Table 12. Experience orchestration competence network metrics comparison between 

current state and a scenario 
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Figure 9 shows the Strategy competence team network structure and Table 13 shows the 

corresponding network metrics. The Strategy team has 25 members that are well connected 

with each other. As a whole, the team has a network diameter of 5 (vs. firm average of 6), 

average path length of 2,281 (vs. 2,954) and a graph density of 0,2 (vs. 0,069), which 

indicates that the team as a whole is relatively tightly connected. Further, the team has above 

firm average indegree (9,4 vs. 6,693). Therefore, the team has relatively high influence 

towards the firm as a whole. The scenario analysis shows that if the most influential opinion 

leader would leave the team, the impact on the team would be relatively low: the network 

structure and metrics would not change significantly. Also, the total opinion leadership of 

the team would decrease by 7%, that is the lowest figure compared to the scenarios of other 

teams despite the person who would leave ranks as the most influential opinion leader in the 

firm. 

 

 

Figure 9: Strategy competence team network and a scenario analysis where the most 

influential opinion leader is removed 
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Table 13. Strategy competence network metrics comparison between current state and a 

scenario 

 

Table 14 summarizes the analysis by comparison of the competence teams with each other 

and the firm average. As it is with the market team analysis, the number of team members is 

the biggest explanatory factor for the team structure. On the other hand, the average indegree 

varies significantly between the teams, as Experience orchestration has an average indegree 

of 3,222 and 9,4 for Strategy. Further, the analysis shows that the Experience orchestration 

team differs greatly from the other teams, as it has a disconnected network structure. 

However, the scenario analysis shows that also Analytics and Data engineering are at the 

risk of becoming disconnected networks, if the highest ranked opinion leader would leave 

the team. On the other hand, Strategy and Engagement tech teams would not change 

significantly, should the highest ranked opinion leader leave the team. 
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Table 14. Comparison of the six competence teams 

 

Further, Table 15 presents the cross-competence team influence between the six competence 

teams. Outdegree is the sum of nominations from the actors in a competence team and 

indegree is where these nominations are directed.  

 

 

Table 15. Opinion leadership position in organisation - cross-competence influence 

 

Altogether, 241 nominations are team internal nominations (37%) and 415 (63%) are cross-

competence nominations. For Admin, 20% of the nominations that the team has given are 

team internal, for Analytics 39%, for Data engineering 24%, for Engagement tech 39%, for 

Experience orchestration 23% and for Strategy 45%. Also, the numbers show that 

Engagement tech (+35), Analytics (+8) and Admin (+3) are net recipients of nominations, 
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meaning that they influence other competence teams more than they are influenced by 

others. Similarly, Strategy (-31) and Experience orchestration (-15) have received less cross-

competence nominations than they have given, and Data engineering (0) has received the 

same number of nominations as it has given. A more detailed analysis of per competence 

team indegree flows show that Admin receives a relatively high number of nominations from 

Strategy (45%), Analytics receives from Strategy (30%), Data engineering receives from 

Analytics (26%) and Strategy (26%), Engagement tech receives from Strategy (34%), 

Experience orchestration from Strategy (%) and Strategy does not receive a large number of 

nominations from the other teams. Notably there are also two competence teams which have 

no influence between each other: Data engineering does not nominate Experience 

orchestration teams members and vice versa. 

 

4.3 Analysis of how background factors correlate with indegree 

This section presents the results of statistical analysis. First, the results of oneway ANOVA 

model are presented. This tests six background factors and analyses if the background factors 

explain the variance in the degree of opinion leadership (indegree). Then, the results of an 

ANOVA multivariate model test are presented. The model includes six background factors. 

It is tested if these factors explain the variance in the degree of opinion leadership (indegree), 

and both explanatory factors and indegree are measured on an individual level.  

 

4.3.1 ANOVA - gender and indegree 

Tables 17 and 18 present the results of oneway ANOVA test between gender (independent 

categorical variable) and indegree (dependent continuous variable). Altogether, there are 33 

females and 65 males in the sample. The mean of indegree for females is 7.1, higher than 

mean of indegree for men, which is 6.4.  
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Table 16. Oneway ANOVA test - gender and indegree - summary of indegree 

 

 

Table 17. Oneway ANOVA test - gender and indegree – variance 

 

ANOVA f-test shows that Prop>F is higher than 0.05, which means that the female and male 

groups are similar in terms of mean of indegree. Therefore, it can be concluded that there is 

no statistically significant association between either gender and indegree, and that gender 

is unlikely an explanatory factor for the variance of indegree. 

 

4.3.2 ANOVA - age and indegree 

Figure 10 and Table 19 present the results of oneway ANOVA test between age (independent 

continuous variable) and indegree (dependent continuous variable). Altogether, there are 96 

observations in the sample, which represent 27 different age cohorts. Figure 10 presents 

these means and age cohorts as a graph in which the line shows the mean per year and the 
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dotted line shows the trendline. There is rather high variation in the mean of indegree in age 

groups. The trendline, however, is slightly upward sloping, and therefore it can be concluded 

that age and mean of indegree have a moderate positive association. 

 

 

Figure 10. Oneway ANOVA test - age and indegree - summary of indegree 

 

 

Table 18. Oneway ANOVA test - age and indegree – variance 

 

ANOVA f-test, however, shows that the Prop>F is higher than 0.05, which means that the 

association between age and mean of indegree is not statistically significant. Also, the result 

as such could be interpreted so that age groups are similar, but this is likely due to the low 

number of observations in each of the age groups, and therefore such interpretation may not 
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be valid. It is concluded that age is unlikely an explanatory factor for the variance of 

indegree. 

 

4.3.3 ANOVA – competence team and indegree 

Tables 20 and 21 present the results of a oneway ANOVA test between competence 

(independent categorical variable) and indegree (dependent continuous variable). 

Altogether, there are 98 observations in the sample, which represent 6 different competence 

teams. The mean of indegree is highest in Strategy (9,40), rather even in Admin, Analytics, 

Data engineering and Engagement tech (between 5,83 and 7,89), and clearly the lowest in 

Experience orchestration (3,22). 

 

 

Table 19. Oneway ANOVA test - competence team and indegree - summary of indegree 

 

 

Table 20. Oneway ANOVA test - competence team and indegree – variance 
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ANOVA f-test shows that Prop>F is slightly lower than 0.05, which means that the 

competence teams are different in terms of mean of indegree, and that there is statistically 

significant association between competence and indegree. The conclusion is that competence 

is an explanatory factor for the variance of indegree. This result is evident in the oneway 

anova test, although competence did not have statistical significance in the ANOVA 

multivariate model. 

 

4.3.4 ANOVA – location and indegree 

Tables 22 and 23 present the results of a oneway ANOVA test between location 

(independent categorical variable) and indegree (dependent continuous variable). 

Altogether, there are 98 observations in the sample, which represent 4 different markets. The 

mean of indegree is highest in Stockholm (7,16), second in Munchen (7,00), which only has 

3 observations, third in Helsinki (6,61) and fourth in Gdansk (4,67). 

 

 

Table 21. Oneway ANOVA test - location and indegree - summary of indegree 
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Table 22. Oneway ANOVA test - location and indegree – variance 

 

ANOVA f-test shows that Prop>F is above the 0.05 limit, which means that the locations 

are similar in terms of mean of indegree, and that there is no statistically significant 

association between location and indegree. This result is similar both in oneway ANOVA 

test and multivariate ANOVA test. Therefore, it can be concluded that location is unlikely 

an explanatory factor for the variance of indegree. 

 

4.3.5 ANOVA – tenure and indegree 

Figure 11 and Table 24 present the results of a oneway ANOVA test between tenure 

(independent continuous variable) and indegree (dependent continuous variable). 

Altogether, there are 98 observations in the sample, which represent 12 different tenure 

groups. The mean of indegree has an upward sloping curve, which is also clear in trendline 

presentation, and therefore it can be concluded that tenure and mean of indegree have a 

positive correlation.  
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Figure 11. Oneway ANOVA test - tenure and indegree - summary of indegree 

 

 

Table 23. Oneway ANOVA test - tenure and indegree – variance 

 

ANOVA f-test, however, shows that Prop>F is higher than 0.05, which means that tenure 

groups are similar in terms of mean of indegree, and that there is no statistically significant 

association between tenure and indegree. This result is similar both in oneway ANOVA test 

and multivariate ANOVA test. Therefore, it can be concluded that tenure alone is unlikely 

an explanatory factor for the variance of indegree. 
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4.3.6 ANOVA – career level and indegree 

Table 25 and Table 26 present the results of a oneway ANOVA test between career level 

(independent categorical variable) and indegree (dependent continuous variable). 

Altogether, there are 98 observations in the sample, which represent 6 different career level 

groups. The mean of indegree is significantly smaller for the first career levels and larger for 

the higher career levels, and therefore it can be concluded that career level and mean of 

indegree have a strong positive correlation.  

 

Table 24. Oneway ANOVA test - career level and indegree - summary of indegree 

 

 

Table 25. Oneway ANOVA test - career level and indegree - variance 
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ANOVA f-test shows that Prop>F is 0.0000, below 0.05, which means that there is a clear 

statistically significant association between career level and indegree. This result is similar 

both in oneway ANOVA test and multivariate ANOVA test, as in both the Prob>F is 0.0000. 

Therefore, it can be concluded that career level is a significant explanatory factor for 

variance in indegree. 

 

4.3.7 ANOVA multivariate model 

The ANOVA multivariate model includes six background factors, namely age (continuous 

variable), career level (continuous variable), gender (categorical variable), competence 

(categorical variable), location (categorical variable) and tenure (continuous variable). The 

test aims at identifying how the background factors explain the variance in the degree of 

opinion leadership. The number of observations is 97. The column Prob>F shows if the F 

test has statistical significance. In other words, if the Prob>F column is below the 0.05 limit, 

the interpretation is that the differences between the means are statistically significant and it 

can be concluded that there is an association between the dependent variable and the 

independent variable. Generally, multivariate ANOVA can be used to assess multiple 

variables in one analysis.  

Table 16 shows that the model as a whole is statistically significant, as Prop>F is below 0.05 

level, and therefore it can be concluded that the model as a whole explains variance in the 

dependent variable. More specifically, the model explains 56% of the variation, as measured 

by Eta-squared value.  
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Table 26. ANOVA multivariate model 

 

Also, career level Prop>F is below 0.05 level, which means that career level is a probable 

explanation for high degree of opinion leadership. Other variables, age, gender, competence, 

location and tenure are clearly above the 0.05 limit, which means that the model does not 

show statistically significant association between these variables and the opinion leadership. 

Further, career level is by far the highest effect size (42%), followed by tenure (14%), 

whereas competence (3,3%), age (1,1%), location (1,3%), and gender (0,0%) explain few 

percentages of the variation in indegree, as measured by Eta-squared value.  

A limitation is that this model does not consider the interaction between the background 

variables, which may have an impact on the dependent variable, and 44% of the variation is 

due to other reasons outside of the model. 
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4.4 Findings based on workshops 

The following section presents the findings based on workshops. First the 

characteristics of opinion leaders are listed, followed by the implications of opinion 

leadership towards organizational change. 

4.4.1 What characterizes a successful opinion leader at the case firm? 

When the employees were asked about the successful opinion leaders characteristics, “being 

knowledgeable” was a characteristic which was mentioned often. Answers show that opinion 

leaders have a distinct area of expertise and ability to combine their own knowledge with 

other knowledge domains. They were considered to be people who “connect the dots that I 

cannot connect myself”. It was also seen that it requires experience to build a distinct 

expertise. Other characteristics that were mentioned near “knowledgeable” were insightful 

and substance driven. 

Another characteristic mentioned in the workshop was related to communication. Opinion 

leaders were seen as outspoken, vocal and active in various communication channels. They 

are considered to be good and persuasive in their communication, both verbally and written. 

They are seen as pedagogical with the ability to make complex topics understandable, 

concrete and clear. It was also often highlighted that opinion leaders’ strengths in 

communication are also in their ability to foster a dialogue, ask questions, listen and 

challenge others’ perspectives. 

While opinion leaders were characterised as charismatic, driven and confident persons with 

a clear vision or point of view, they were also stated to be balanced, humble and calm. The 

answers show that opinion leaders are open, approachable and easy to turn to and are both 

actively taking and given space to express their opinions. They take time to advise others 

outside of their own formal work responsibilities. 

 



 66 

4.4.2 How would you characterize yourself as an opinion leader? 

The top-15 opinion leaders often characterised themselves through expertise and experience 

similarly as they were seen by others in the company. Top opinion leaders pointed out that 

many of them possess scarce experience or skills in domains where others are not as strong. 

Also a clear area of expertise can characterize opinion leaders: “Likely having one 

"spearhead" competence or knowledge area makes it more likely for you to be nominated as 

an opinion leader versus being a "generalist".”.  One top opinion leader pointed out that they 

don’t have a strong area of expertise, but rather highlighted the general leadership and 

personal development skills as crucial for being seen as an opinion leader. Another said: 

“My opinion leadership is not based on always being the most vocal, but I tend to build skills 

and expertise that I can use to help people”.  

Many opinion leaders characterized themselves as confident extroverts with strong opinions. 

Someone also mentioned opinion leaders might be perceived as confident even though they 

might not actually feel that way but can pretend: “Fake it until you make it”. They 

highlighted the desire to discuss and debate opinions. Some also admitted to having a 

tendency to “take over” and “think out loud” but also characterised themselves as 

“reflective”. Curiosity with “a bit "all over the place" mentality” and willingness to learn 

and share learnings were also characteristics mentioned often. Collaboration and teamwork 

is important and enjoyable for many of the top opinion leaders. One of the top opinion 

leaders pointed out: “Might be a learning style thing - many of us learn through discussion 

and debating and sharing perspectives.” 

Top opinion leaders are often said to be “motivated by influence”, driven by the ability to 

inspire and teach others. They want to make an impact and coach others to see new 

perspectives. They characterise themselves also as approachable, available and willing to 

discuss and listen. Many opinion leaders saw themselves as active across both internal and 

external communication channels, sometimes even without a clear thought on the goals of 

the communication: “I’m just spamming slack without much thought”. One opinion leader 

also pointed out: “I have strong opinions and I like to discuss these, but I do not write a lot 

of slack messages or present in public events.”. 

Formal managerial position was also discussed to be a characteristic of many: “Are we the 

opinion leaders because we are mainly in management or we are in management because we 
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are opinion leaders”. Someone also pointed out that they are one of the youngest with 

relatively short work experience in the management and pointed out that having connections 

on different levels of the organisation can be a reason why they are seen as an opinion leader. 

 

4.4.3 How can the results be leveraged in leading the company and the strategy (in the 

context of a change management project) 

To successfully lead a change management project, effective change of opinions between 

key groups in the company is essential. As gaps in the formal organisational structures and 

opinion leadership levels were identified, concrete actions were suggested: “Recruit 1-2 

influencers (personality first) to the Experience orchestration team, without forgetting strong 

competence, of course”. Another suggestion was to facilitate more connection between 

teams: “Biggest opportunity in my opinion is to work on Data engineering and Experience 

orchestration team connections, as they are the key in making our strategy fly”. Also, lack 

of opinion leadership in certain teams central to the change management program was seen 

as a risk resulting in change resistance and challenges in getting the communication through: 

“[We should] find ways to grow the number of connections in selected parts of the 

organization based on the results”. 

The results were seen as significantly important from a managerial perspective to get a wider 

view on how the unofficial structures and opinion leadership can influence the rest of the 

organisation and individual performance: “These are very good insights for all team leads“ 

and “We should do risk management and facilitate networking within teams where the 

network is broken, if the top opinion leader would leave”. The risks related to opinion leaders 

that have a high number of nominations was seen as inevitable but also an area to evaluate 

and monitor: “It is probably natural that some people have higher number of relations, but 

that 'flatter' the numbers the lower the risk“. Top opinion leaders, especially in teams which 

are highly dependent on them, should be considered from a managerial perspective. It was 

suggested that “[we should] reduce the workload by distributing responsibility of this 

person/finding support for the top opinion leaders” in order to ensure that the top opinion 

leaders are able to understand and contribute to the change management efforts and support 

the organisation's strategic development. 
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In areas where the risks related to opinion leaders was seen as high due to lack of opinion 

leadership or being highly dependent, actions which enable individuals across the 

organisation to take part and share insights and knowledge were recommended: “Increase 

Inclusion management in different forums (bottom up) but also consider that some do not 

wish to be opinion leaders or voicing their thoughts”. Also concerns of inclusion were raised: 

“how to mitigate that introverts or by other reasons not very influential / opinion leading 

people are still able to funnel their thoughts and ideas”.  

In addition, opinion leaders need to be managed differently based on their position in the 

network, potential impact, as well as based on their standpoint to the change initiative at 

hand. One person pointed out that “The graphs don't really say if the opinions are 'good' or 

'right'?”, and further insights on the opinion leaders should be gathered in order to effectively 

facilitate change management efforts through opinion leaders. Opinion leadership was seen 

as a phenomenon that is changing and dependent on the time of measure and thus it’s 

important also to be able to continuously or with relative frequency measure the opinion 

leadership development within the organisational network.  

Also, another consideration was that organisations’ opinion leaders were seen as important 

also in facilitating change externally, as the organisations’ change has also inter-

organisational implications. This is especially important in client cases, as the internal 

change project will eventually change the way that the firm operates with its clients. 

Some saw it problematic that the top opinion leaders also possess a formal managerial 

position in the company, as they thought that formal managerial position leads to opinion 

leader status. They were keen to know who the “unofficial”, informal opinion leaders in the 

firm are. This thought was opposed, as one participant pointed out that it is important that 

the leaders in an organization are respected as opinion leaders: “I don't think it's a "problem", 

rather an asset, that it's these 15 people having the front positions. But building the positions 

beneath is important. Doing so, all results would probably increase, as we would still be in 

the top-15, but we would have more connected people below”.  

Therefore, ideas of facilitating opinion leadership in individuals and parts of the organization 

that currently lack opinion leadership was seen as an important dimension in an effective 

change management project, as well as for the renewal of the firm. 
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5. Discussion 

The discussion section is structured as follows. First, the results related to characteristics of 

opinion leadership (research question 1) are discussed, and then the influence of opinion 

leadership to a change management project in professional service firms are discussed 

(research question 2). Finally, managerial implications summarize the main findings for 

change management.  

 

5.1 What characterizes opinion leadership in professional services firms? 

This thesis set out to identify opinion leader characteristics in professional services firms, 

and for this, both qualitative and quantitative research methods were used. These methods 

identified opinion leadership characteristics both on individual level and network level. The 

individual level characteristics are summarized in Table 27.  

 

 

Table 27. Opinion leadership characteristics in professional services firms 
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It can be concluded that opinion leaders are central persons in the organization and they are 

likely to have a formal leadership position, long tenure and high career level, and they are 

likely to be in an organizational function that supports opinion leadership. Also, as persons, 

they are likely to be knowledgeable, good communicators, easy to approach and charismatic. 

This said, there are individuals who rank high in the degree of opinion leadership, but do not 

possess these characteristics.  

It is also an interesting result that tenure, gender, age or location are not probable 

characteristics of opinion leadership. These results are by no means self-evident. For 

example, one could easily think that tenure and age would correlate with opinion leadership, 

as more senior individuals would have had more time to build connections within an 

organization. Similarly, one could think that gender or certain location could be 

disadvantageous for becoming an opinion leader. Yet, the results show that these factors are 

unlikely explanations for opinion leadership.  

 

 

Table 28. Network or organizational unit level opinion leadership characteristics in 

professional services firms 
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The results on network level characteristics (Table 28) show that opinion leadership 

networks, as measured as teams or other network components, are likely to have high 

average network centrality, they are characterized by having efficient communication within 

the network, and they are influential in cross-border and cross-competence team 

communication. This said, analysis shows that there is great variation in these characteristics 

within and between teams. 

While individual level characteristics, such as centrality (Rogers, 2003; Valente and Davis, 

1999; Van Eck et al., 2011), formal position (Kim, 2015), knowledgeable (Cosmas & Sheth, 

1980), good communicator (Katz and Lazersfeld, 1966; Weimann, 1994), easy to approach 

(Huffaker, 2010) and charismatic, or similar concepts, have been identified as important 

opinion leader characteristics in earlier research, this thesis shows that these are also 

characteristics in the context of professional services firms. Thereby, this thesis extends the 

opinion leaders theory by providing results in an organisational context. Also, results on 

individual level characteristics, such as, tenure, career level and competence team are new 

to the opinion leadership research. Similarly, network level characteristics have been 

identified before (Dearing, 2009; Kratzer and Lettl, 2009; Lam and Schaubroeck, 2000; Van 

Eck et al., 2011; Rogers, 2003), and this thesis extends this research by providing results in 

a new context. Overall, the analysis of characteristics contributes to the organisational 

perspective of opinion leader theory (Cool et al., 1997; Lundblad, 2003). 

 

5.2 How can opinion leadership influence a change management project? 

The second research question of the thesis is about how opinion leadership may influence a 

change management project in the context of professional services firms. For this, analysis 

of opinion leadership characteristics and the findings from the workshops provide 

understanding. 

An important theme that was raised during the workshops was that opinion leaders are an 

important resource for the success of the firm, as they are knowledgeable individuals who 

can help others to be successful in their work. Often this knowledge was complementary to 

the knowledge of those who had nominated a person as an opinion leader. As change 

management projects impact organizations as whole, it is important to identify knowledge 



 72 

domains and networks as resources that an organization needs to perform. This can be done, 

for example, by mapping knowledge areas and influence between the teams in organizations. 

Another important theme was development of individual and group level opinion leadership, 

which was seen as important for the success of a change management project, as these 

individuals and groups can help in change management. This thought had multiple 

managerial implications, including strategic recruitments, nurturing talent and analysing and 

changing team structures and operations. Such facilitation of opinion leadership in 

individuals and parts of the organization can have a wide range of effects on change 

management projects. 

Third important theme was diversity of opinion leadership, which was emphasized by 

saying, for example, that not everyone wants to be an opinion leader, or that even if someone 

is not a vocal communicator, his or her opinion should still be taken into account in decision 

making. Consequently, inclusion can be an important factor in change management projects, 

as a goal of change projects often is that everyone in the organization adapts to change. It 

was also pointed out that opinion leaders may help in inclusion. 

To conclude, an organizations’ opinion leadership can mitigate the risks related to change 

management projects, especially if opinion leaders are involved in the change management 

project as change agents, and they can reach and influence all parts of the organization. On 

the other hand, if an individual or a part of an organization is disconnected from the others, 

and this has not been specifically considered during the change project, there is a risk that 

the individual or organization will not adapt to the change. If this group of individuals or 

teams is influential in the organization, they may also negatively affect those who would 

otherwise respond positively to change. 

 

5.3 Managerial implications 

This study provides multiple insights that can be beneficial for managers. First, this study 

demonstrates that opinion leaders can be identified and opinion leader networks can be 

analysed based on a rather simple survey method. The findings show that opinion leadership 

in a professional services firm is an individual characteristic that can be measured on a scale 
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based on nominations from colleagues. Therefore, analysis conducted in this thesis can also 

be implemented in other companies.  

Second, the analysis was presented at the case firm, which showed that the analysis can have 

value for firms in strategic management. This was evident in all of the workshops, and the 

analysis and discussions led to several suggestions on how the company can improve its 

operations. This confirms that similar analysis of opinion leadership has potential as a 

strategic management tool in many organizations.  

Third, the suggestions that came out in the workshops and during the analysis include 

multiple concrete actions that firms can take to improve their opinion leader network and 

thereby strengthen their capabilities to adapt to change and manage change projects. These 

include actions related to, for example, recruitment, talent management and knowledge 

transfer processes in organizations. Also, it was recognized how important a strong opinion 

leader network is for the functioning of teams, and how weak opinion leader networks pose 

risks to the firm’s business. Particularly, teams that are centered around one or a few top 

opinion leaders, are at the risk of being too dependent on key personnel. Risks are that 

information sharing is not effective, if a key person forms a bottleneck in the information 

flow, and if the person leaves, the network can dissolve into multiple network components, 

which further complicates information sharing. On the other hand, teams that are tightly 

connected and have multiple opinion leaders are stable in terms of team structures and 

information more likely reaches all members of the teams. 

Fourth, the individual-level characteristics of opinion leaders can be used as a checklist in 

recruitment and talent management. Similar lists are already used, but presumably these 

characteristics are difficult to verify and they don’t take into account the networks of 

individuals, and their impact in these networks. Use of SNA metrics can make these factors 

measurable.  

Fifth, the list of opinion leader characteristics, and the finding that tenure, gender, age or 

location are not probable characteristics of opinion leadership, may help organizations to 

focus on the factors that are most relevant for opinion leadership. However, it should be 

noted that opinion leadership is contextual, and the above factors may not be the most 

relevant in all contexts. 
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Sixth, the fact that the top-15 opinion leaders both receive and give more nominations than 

others in the firm indicates that these individuals are influential and are highly influenced by 

others in the firm, and they may thus have a role of synthesizing information in the firm. The 

findings show that these individuals also have high international presence in the firm and 

have relatively high cross-competence influence. Therefore, their opinions are likely to be 

comprehensive and refined, which in turn may be the reasons why others nominate them as 

opinion leaders. Further, the top opinion leaders are well connected with each other, and 

therefore they know each other’s opinions. Therefore, the top opinion leader network can be 

an important instrument for change management. This centralization of opinion leadership 

and knowledge can have important implications for alignment in organization.  

Altogether, opinion leaders in professional services firms can be characterized as persons 

who influence others beyond their own domain expertise or location, which makes them 

important for cross-functional and cross-border information sharing. Some of them are also 

connectors between otherwise disconnected networks, further making their role critical for 

the functioning of the whole network. On the other hand, most opinion leaders are situated 

in networks with multiple opinion leaders, and as opinion leadership is distributed, there is 

less dependency on individuals.  

Finally, as most change management projects fail (Nohria and Beer, 2000), change 

management has major implications for society, both in terms of the cost which result from 

the failures, and because the benefits of change will not be achieved. Therefore, change 

management has a significant leverage for wellbeing, and improvements in change 

management practices can create a lot of added value.   
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6. Conclusion 

The purpose of this thesis is to analyse opinion leadership characteristics in professional 

services companies and to understand how opinion leaders can influence change 

management projects. For this, mixed methods research was conducted in a case firm. 

The results show that opinion leaders are characterized as charismatic, knowledgeable, 

central persons in the opinion leader network, who are good communicators and easy to 

approach. Also, they are likely to have a formal leadership position and high career level, 

and they are likely to be in an organizational function that supports opinion leadership. On 

a network-level, opinion leadership in an organization is characterized as high network 

centrality, efficient communication, and high cross-border and cross-functional influence. 

It was recognized that opinion leaders can be important actors for managing organizational 

change. Particularly, opinion leaders are an important resource for the success of the firm, 

as they are knowledgeable individuals who can help others to be successful in their work. 

Also, they can mitigate the risks related to change management projects as they can reach 

and influence all parts of the organization. For this, it is important that opinion leaders are 

identified and they are taken into account in communicating and managing change in 

organizations.  

Also, a strong opinion leadership network can be an advantage for a firm, and therefore 

firm’s should devote time and resources for development of individual and group level 

opinion leadership. This can be done, for example, as a part of recruitment, talent 

management or management of teams’ structures and operations. Such facilitation of opinion 

leadership in individuals and parts of the organization can have a wide range of effects for 

change projects, and therefore on the long-term performance of a firm. 

Finally, successful change management can have major positive implications for 

organizations, and society at large. Therefore, improvements in change management 

practices can create a lot of value. To lead a successful change management project, it’s 

important for an organization to identify the opinion leaders and manage risks that are due 

to weak opinion leadership network structures. These opinion leader networks do not 
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necessarily follow the official organization boundaries and structure, and therefore Social 

Network Analysis provides a practical tool for analyzing opinion leadership in organizations.  
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