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Influential individuals

“The masses do not now take their opinions from dignitaries in Church or 
State, from ostensible leaders, or from books. Their thinking is done for 
them by men much like themselves, addressing or speaking in their name, 
on the spur of the moment . . .”

John Stuart Mill, On Liberty
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Structure of the presentation

1. Introduction

2. Theory and method

3. Findings
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1. Introduction

Origins of the research ςa long-run itch, a think piece and three waves of 
Defra-funding

Scope of the work ςeconomics, social psychology, network theory, diffusion 
theory

Methodsςliterature review, interviews, pilot fieldwork

Purposeςto find, explore and understand the most effective mechanisms for 
accelerating the uptake of sustainable behaviours
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2. Theory and method
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Social networks and social norms

Social networks

Å Society: complex, dynamic, adaptive system

Å Social networks: patterns of connections between individuals

Å 6 degrees of separation (Milgram, 1967)

Å Two way relationship between individual behaviour and the macro social structure 
(Snijders et al, 2005; Watts and Dodds, 2007)

Social norms

Å {ƻŎƛŀƭ ƴƻǊƳǎΥ ǘƘŜ ΨǊǳƭŜǎΩ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ

Å The power of group norms (Asch, 1951; Cialdini, 2005)

Å Normative influence ςǘƘŜ ΨŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜƴŜǎǎ ōŜƴŎƘƳŀǊƪΩ

Å Pushing normative boundaries = risk (Rogers, 2003)

Å Complex, cyclical relationship between individual behaviour and norms

Understanding the dynamics of social networks, and how social norms are established and 
evolve, is crucial to understanding how social change occurs and the role of influential 

individuals
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Diffusion of social innovation
Model 1: The S-Curve

The S Curve
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Elements of diffusion  (Rogers, 2003)

ÅBehaviours as social innovations

Å¢ƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ΨǿŜŀƪ ǘƛŜǎΩ 
(Granovetter, 1973)

ÅCritical mass vscritical people 
(Vishwanath, 2006; Watts and Dodds, 
2007)

ÅS curves and tipping points

ÅEvolution of norms ςnot too near or 
too far 

ÅRelative advantage, compatibility, 
complexity, trialability, observability
(Rogers, 2003)
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Peer to peer marketing

http://www.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http://bolbot.pl/estiem/images/stories/estiem/procter%20gamble%20logo.bmp&imgrefurl=http://bolbot.pl/estiem/&usg=__VS5auV1vatDKwpBl9WVTcTGf7-Q=&h=269&w=448&sz=354&hl=en&start=2&sig2=KhzwD4Vs8sjIpyOjHOYObQ&um=1&itbs=1&tbnid=DrQpFdRnGHHqtM:&tbnh=76&tbnw=127&prev=/images?q=proctor+and+gamble&um=1&hl=en&sa=N&rlz=1T4GFRE_enGB322GB322&tbs=isch:1&ei=yKQYTP3gDuad4AaEpN3nCw
http://www.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http://willyoubemyhero.files.wordpress.com/2009/11/coca-cola_logo5.jpg&imgrefurl=http://willyoubemyhero.wordpress.com/2009/11/25/day-88-pepsico-coca-cola/&usg=__UmKXEeg_CVbtwOL5Ade3xgrlNPo=&h=399&w=371&sz=49&hl=en&start=1&sig2=B-7brq1dC3fPdarzO3TkkA&um=1&itbs=1&tbnid=fjScP_MN39zP2M:&tbnh=124&tbnw=115&prev=/images?q=coca+cola&um=1&hl=en&rlz=1T4GFRE_enGB322GB322&tbs=isch:1&ei=AqUYTPrPD-ad4AaEpN3nCw
http://www.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http://nickbaines.files.wordpress.com/2009/08/nhs-sign1.jpg&imgrefurl=http://nickbaines.wordpress.com/2009/08/16/nhs-vs-usa/&usg=__KjcaUYoIeuIr-dcctYC_Lg9GKk0=&h=275&w=415&sz=17&hl=en&start=3&sig2=eU7eFFN5GAIaN-DIj2vA9w&um=1&itbs=1&tbnid=lQ3EkelWbWDUqM:&tbnh=83&tbnw=125&prev=/images?q=NHS&um=1&hl=en&sa=G&rlz=1T4GFRE_enGB322GB322&tbs=isch:1&ei=KKUYTKLEB8Xc4waJhbnhCw
http://www.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http://www.dp-motorsport.co.uk/shop/images/honda_logo.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.dp-motorsport.co.uk/shop/index.php?cPath=26_47_147&osCsid=e8e3f77d66e9b79cba85c6b86a0ddea1&usg=__N6Wwi31cNTofgbx_bCwtlvvA2Mk=&h=304&w=450&sz=17&hl=en&start=1&sig2=j0m-aRXDpdpJmIV1cwkiQA&um=1&itbs=1&tbnid=BiS1wJoORhVu_M:&tbnh=86&tbnw=127&prev=/images?q=honda&um=1&hl=en&rlz=1T4GFRE_enGB322GB322&tbs=isch:1&ei=o6UYTNHyNsiC4Qbt_LDiCw
http://pic.51windows.net/Logos/S/Staropramen_beer_logo2.gif
http://www.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http://www.babble.com/CS/blogs/strollerderby/2008/10/23-End/smoking.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.babble.com/CS/blogs/strollerderby/archive/2008/10/23/smoke-heavy-get-away-from-my-kid.aspx&usg=__6UObwXVCBbyrAGAd7jCjdZLtoMc=&h=278&w=370&sz=18&hl=en&start=9&sig2=aKtUSgSWXQUuSyw7XduI3w&um=1&itbs=1&tbnid=2gXd1eBP2FE-zM:&tbnh=92&tbnw=122&prev=/images?q=teenage+smoker&um=1&hl=en&rlz=1T4GFRE_enGB322GB322&tbs=isch:1&ei=6akYTIy3JZOR4gaOosDjCw
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Evidence review: profiling influential individuals  

sociable

extrovert

well 
connected

risk 
tolerant

sense of 
duty

self 
motivated

pride in 
knowledge

enjoy 
learning

curious
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Fieldwork: finding and interviewing influential individuals

ÅCommunity/neighbourhood
ÅTheatre group
ÅSchool gate
ÅSport
ÅChurch
ÅΨLƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ōŀǎŜŘΩ όōƻƻƪ ŎƭǳōΣ ƳǳƳǎ ŀƴŘ ōŀōƛŜǎ ƎǊƻǳǇǎύ

άLǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀƴȅƻƴŜ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƻŦ ǿƘƻ ƛǎ ǿŜƭƭ ƪƴƻǿƴ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƎǊƻǳǇ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƻǎŜ 
ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘΚέ
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3. Findings
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Who are influential individuals?

‘Who you are, what you know, whom you know’

ÅAltruistic

ÅConsistent

ÅRespected, trusted

ÅPro-active

ÅFormal structures

ÅNormative boundaries

ÅInformation seeking

ÅPro-environmental?
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The role of influential individuals, and links to PEBs

Pro-
environmental 
behaviours -
ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴǎΩDiffusion: how 
mass 

behaviour 
change occurs

Influential 
individuals are 
important in 
this process

Some are 
already 

engaged with 
environmental 

issues

We can design 
ways of 

engaging with 
influential 
individuals

Key 
motivations: 

altruism, 
knowledge

General 
considerations
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Which behaviours?

Behaviour status Role for influential individual? Headline behaviour

Diffusion already 

underway

Clear role for influential 

individuals to promote new social 

norm

ÅIncrease recycling & segregation

ÅInstall insulation products

ÅBuy/use more efficient vehicles

Diffusion 

beginning

Possible role for influential 

individuals to promote emerging 

social norm

ÅBuying energy efficient products

ÅEating food locally in season

Diffusion not yet 

properly underway

Possible role for influential 

individuals to disseminate 

information (in a maven-like way) 

but also to begin process of 

normalisation

ÅBetter energy management & 

usage

ÅUsing the car less for shorter 

journeys

Diffusion at a very 

early stage

Limited scope for influential 

individuals to specify new norms 

but with some scope for 

information diffusion

ÅWaste less (food)

ÅInstall domestic micro-gen

ÅMore responsible water usage

Diffusion at a very 

early stage

Little or no scope for influential 

individuals

ÅReduce non-essential flying

ÅAdopt a low impact diet
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4. Reflections

ÅAn 80/20 rule

ÅHuge challenge for policy (channels, partners, impacts, accountability, 
ǾŀƭǳŜ ŦƻǊ ƳƻƴŜȅΣ ŜǘƘƛŎǎΧύ

ΧŀƴŘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ όŎƻǎǘǎΣ ΨƴƻƛǎŜΩΣ ŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘǎ ώBeinhocker], replicabilityΧύ

ÅtǊƻŎŜǎǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ΨŎƻŀȄŜŘΩ ōǳǘ ƴƻǘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭŜŘ

ÅCritical mass is hard to spot and pace of change is hard to predict

ÅNested, overlapping networks and the distribution of power

ÅValues v behaviours

ÅInfluencers and influenceesςgenerics and specifics

ÅWord-of-mouth as a key asset in the decentralised digital age
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