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Usage of Opinion Leaders as a Marketing Tool in Rural Markets of India
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Introduction
Fromotions, one of the four major pillars of

marketing, have traditionally revolved around

outdoor, ln-store, print, electronic and online

media advertise*.ntt and Below the Line (BTL)

activities like free samples, trials, demos etc for

creating awareness of new product as well as

existin[ products and brands' Media plan fornew

proo.,i launch is invariably restricted to

irofong.A discttssions ancl detailed workings

io*utdi arriving at allocations primarily amongst

these options. Of late innovative ̂ customer

engagement programrnes, .as 
part of the. BTL

poitfifio ure gaiiing practice to enhance brand

iecall, inducC brand iwitch, impulse and. trial

;;h.r.s and to lead the consumer progressively

io*urat instilling brand loyalty and brand

advocacY.

Return on Marketing Investments is not very

scientifically mcasurecl in most Indian businesses

with stress primarily on carving ot-tt sizeable

buclgets lbr marketing resorting to grandiose

projlctions and justifications and thereafter'

*nln budget gets allocated the stress shifts to

monitorin[ on-.*ecution for timely and complete

consumption of marketing budget ov-er the

relevant budget period' In the present.days of

hyper .o*p.iition most businesses are left with

*,ur.' thin margins. In suclr environment,

investible surplut it t.utce and annual br-rdgets

finalization piocess is therefore closely contested

(read fought; by sales, marketing, R&D:' HR'

production ancl- others' Thus cost effective

marketing activities is the need of the hour'

This paper explores consumer behavior in rural t

mart etr and theorizes the higher effectiveness of

usage of opinion Leaders in reaching out to

prolp.ttive customers with both new and

f*iriing products with greater ease and higher

willing bcceptance. We shall examine the

d imens ions  o f  op in ion  l eadersh ip  and

iollowership in the social and consumer buying

behavior context, in some detail. But first, we ;r
shall recollect some basic concepts of consumer

L.rying behavior, which are relevant for better

und.tttunding of the current topic'

Consum er BuYing Behaviour

Consumer euym[ Behaviour is the in depth

study of decisions made by individuals for

putfiut. of consumption items' It is of prime

imfortance in marklting to design and , offer

innovative solutions to consumers in order to

secure long term customer relationship'

Consumer Buying Behaviour is influenced by

several irnporiani factors vLZ' cttltttral' social'

personal and PsYchoio gical'

o Culture is the set of broad guidelines'

norms, values, beliefs and conduct 'L

exhibited bY members of group'

Conformity to group norms.. in most

aspects  o f  cons l lmpt ion l i ke .  food '

clothing, lifestyle etc are practiced by

membe"rs who whiie influencing one

another and are greatly influenced in turn

bY custodians oftheir culture'

o Society comprises of family' relatives'

neighbourr, .tlleagues' friends and social
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groups .  Group  dYnamics  such  as

membership reference groups to which an

individual belongs, aspiration reference
group to which he asPires to' belong,
disclaimant reference group of which he is
a member but does not want to belong and
avoidance group about which he resents
values and beliefs play a very powerful
role in influencing buying behavior.

Personal factors of age, sex, education,
lifecycle stage, and lifestyle contribute to
varying extents of influence in buying
behavior.

o Psychological factors of individuals like
be l ie fs ,  a t t i tudes,  percept ions and
motivation are also subject to influence by
others in shaping buYing behavior

While the above factors influence the buying
behavior of individuals, the stages in buying
decision process that an individual goes through
are given in Fig.1 . below:

of fun, change, difference in flavor, perfume,
colour, design, look and feel etc., without much
emphasi s on qualitative differentiation.
As opposed to the above buying behaviours,

extensive problem solving buying behaviour is
nurtured on a high buyer involvement, with
extensive research and cost benefit analysis, for
high value, high impact, relatively unfamiliar
products which are infrequently purchased,
expensive and the buyer perceives significant
differenti ation amongst brands.
It is in this category of products that buyers
actively seek information and are greatly
influenced. We shall examine dimensions of
opinion leader influence in personal and farm
consumption, in this high involvement category
of products and build up a case in favour of
development and usage of opinion leaders as an
effective tool fbr new product adoption.

Opinion Leadership
Opinion Leadership is defined as "the degree to
which an individual is able to influence other
individuals' opinions or behaviour in a preferred
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Fig.1 : Stages in Consumer Buying Behaviour

The individual is influenced in each stage in
varying degrees but is most influenced in the info
search and evaluation stages. Information is
gathered from various sources like commercial
sources vrz. advertisements and BTL event
experiences, public sources and personal

sources. Personal sources include the influences
ofmembers of groups covered in social factors.
However all purchase decisions need not go

through all the stages in Fig.1 . Routinised
habitual buying behavior involving regularly
purchased, non differentiated, inexpensive low
involvement product category typically bypasses
these stages. Variety seeking buying behavior for
similar product category incorporates elements
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way with relative frequency" (Rogers,1962). It is
typically exhibited in individuals by the
following dimensions:

o Tremendous passion in their area of
interest

o Seek and possess vast knowledge in the
atea

o Continual updation of knowledge by
high exposure to print and online media

o I-Iigher consumer innovativeness itt
terms of early new product adoption

o Significantly higher level of social
interaction

o Burning desire to share the acquired
knowledge and latest developments

o An individuated personality with
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distinctiveness, individuality,
confi denqe and uniqueness

o Excellent logical conversation skills
o Enjoys trust, respect and affection in

society
o Advice and guidance are willingly

accepted by opinion seekers.

Whereas opinion leader (OL) influence is evident
in most product categories and socio-cultural
groups,  i t  i s  w ide ly  preva lent  in  rura l
communi t ies  and thus acqu i res  greater
importance as a marketing tool over conventional
advertisements and promotions in rural markets.

Influence of OLon Rural Consumers
All consumers, whether urban or rural, are
continuously bombarded by a profusion of brand
communications, through print, electronic,
outdoor media and progressively through online
media as well. Such exposure is not found
wanting in rural areas. Urban consumers rapidly
soak - in  adve r t i semen ts ,  exh ib i t  g rea te r
individualism in choice of brand in a product
category, based on his elevated sense of general
awareness and need to display uniqueness, have
easier access to internet for evaluation of
alternatives resulting in higher consumer
innovat iveness. Rural  consumers, on the
contrary, progress to several rounds discussions
and are not quickly moved to take a buying
decision, based on exposure to advertisements.
Rural consumers are hampered by limited
internet access, and lower knowledge of English
language. They await and seek trustworthy
unbiased advice from opinion leaders, for which
understanding of their social dynamics and
buying behaviour is needed.

Rural consumers are characterized by the
following traits:
t Perception of lack of adequate information

ofproducts
Limited access to internet and specialized
magazines
Higher levels of skepticism of new
offerings

o Higher distrust on communication by
busine s s or ganrzati o ns

o Higher conservatism and lower consumer
innovativeness in new product adoption

a Seeking value for money options over
novelty purchases

o Higher levels of socializing, caring,
mutual support and shared problem
solving

o Influenced by a culture of moderation and
apropensity to save

Such characteristics make rural consumers good
r isk  averse op in ion seekers ,  who seek
reinforcement of their attitude towards a -brand.
They actively seek out opinion leaders for their
greater knowledge and experience with the
brand. Once influenced by OLs, opinion seekers
thereafter display a rapid positive disposition
towards the brand.

Conclusions
Having discussed dimensions of OL and rural
opinion seeker consumers, it is now pertinent to
state that there is limited impact of traditional
media to lead a rural consumer through the later
stages of buying behaviour. Advertisement
sreates brand awareness which induces some
discussions on the brand's suitability to provide
solution to their unmet needs and wants, but
progress thereafter is largely restricted in case of
high involvement cate gory products.

Marketers could do well enable rapid transition
of such consumers through the next stages to
actualize a positive disposition towards a brand,
by effective usage of Consumer Behaviour
influencing dimensions of Opinion Leadership.
Activation of this marketing tool can be very cost
effectively carried out in the following steps :

1. Set up call center forproviding information
in vernacular languages, to be accessed by
toll free phone numbers or SMS, to be
displayed in advertisements.

2. Release advertisements to a limited extent
in outdoor, electronic and print media

o
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i nc lud ing  vernacu l  a r  channe t r  s  '
newspapsrs and magazines, to areatre

brand awaron€ss.
3. Identiff rural opinion treaclers, f,or each

rnajor rural rnarket, f,rorn arnongst
progressive farmers, aeademicians'
pro6s*ona1s, sscial workers, leaders of

cooperatives etc. through fietrd survey by

marketing representntives and also from

those innovallve oonsunf,ers have made

voluntary contacts with call center'

4. Institute exhaustivs infornration sharing
meohanigrnwithsuchoLsandirmovative
customers, through ernaitrs, seminars'
exhibitions, fairso prontotionaX events etc"

5. Arrange hands-on produrctlsolution
demonstrations and field trials on

sustained basis for ols. clarify all cloubts

*O wipe or,rt all suspeetecl traces of

residuai preference for legacy sotrutions

and contieting brands frorn the minds of

OLs.
6, Arrange sessions to showcase product

demonstrations fur rural consumers with

olsleadingconversatiorrsaroundtheir
positiveexpe'i*'rcewiththelrrand.Create
opportunities for OLs to effect public

diffusionofprocluctinnovationinsocial
gatherings'

7 . institute* regular feedback and feed-

forwardmechanisrnswithol,s'tsealert
for signs of initiatisn of negative

,o**,rrriaation, which spreads rapidly

and causes clevastation to & hrand's

reputation. Early inforrnation can help in

qui*L rectification of hartn c aused'

olsaremotivated,bythirstfbrknowlectrgeand
esteem. The above stbps futfitl these motives of

the oL and increase their brsnd stickiness'

Developmentofo l -sresul ts ingenerat ionof
,ig''in.u"t inflrrence of follorvers thr.ctrgh

dr;;i";d unbiasecl evatr*arion rhar rhey rrust and

,...o**enclation of the brand leading to

enlrzurceci oustomer actualizations' Usage of OL

as a marlceting tool thtls snsures accrual of

protongtd benJfits to the branct by cost effective

use of scarce rcsoqrces thr:ough segment specific

tar:geting of marketing initiatives' We Qan

therefors express:

Rural Consurnpr - f (Brand Awareness, OL

influence, acceptability, accessibility, Buying

B ehaviour, availability, afhrdab ility)

Maiketing initiatives, using the tool of OLs aided

with colienient acce ssibility, avai I ab i 1 i ty, rob ust

loiistics, service networlc and pr:icing perceived

bfrural consumers as value. for money will ga a

long way to ensure suQcess in rural rnarketing of

rrlgt involvement product categories in general

urr? irn launch of new products in the category in

particular.
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