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Abstract

Purpose – The objective of this study is to investigate how consumers 
are influenced in their intention to buy after having access – within 
social media – to persuasive messages sent out by digital opinion leaders.

Design/methodology/approach – Data collection carried out via 
survey and data analysis carried out with the use of structural equation 
modeling.

Findings – Digital opinion leaders capable of generating persuasive 
messages can change the attitudes of followers and make them accept 
the information provided, influencing their intention to buy evaluated 
products.

Originality/value – The results show that it was possible to verify the 
direct and positive relationship between the persuasiveness of a message 
and the acceptance of the information contained in this message, while 
also indicating a significant relationship between the persuasiveness of 
the message and attitude change in relation to the purchase of goods 
evaluated by it. This highlights the relevance of these digital opinion 
leaders to the definition of marketing strategies by companies.

Keywords – Virtual social media; digital opinion leaders; information 
acceptance; attitude; intention to buy.
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1	 Introduction

The rapid expansion of the internet’s 
popularity has made this environment attractive 
to people and businesses. The network is intended 
not only to be a form of entertainment, but also a 
platform for consumers to exchange experiences 
and preferences referring to consumer brands 
(Araujo & Neijens, 2012).  Reviews by internet 
users are a type of electronic word-of-mouth, 
and are important sources of information in the 
decision-making process of other consumers 
(Wei & Lu, 2013). This occurs because the 
psychological processes of individuals are subject 
to social influences (Deutsch & Gerard, 1955).

Due to their limited capacity of mental 
processing, people need to find ways to simplify 
their decision-making (Merwe & Heerden, 2009). 
Recommendations help consumers to reduce 
the amount of information to be processed and 
to filter the large amount of products/services 
available in virtual shopping environments, 
guiding them to a smaller set of alternatives that 
meet their specific needs (Kumar & Benbasat, 
2006). Thus, online consumers are people who 
are active in their quest for information, looking 
for texts referring to their interests, interpreting 
and making judgments about the messages 
received, in order to understand their content 
and adapt them to their own problems and 
situations (Rieh, 2002).

One of the main sources of electronic 
word-of-mouth are opinion leaders (Shi & 
Wojnicki, 2014). Opinion leaders are individuals 
who can influence thoughts, attitudes or the 
behavior of other people, leading them to act in a 
certain way at a certain frequency (Rogers, 1983). 
Consumers routinely adopt strategies to reduce 
their decision-making risks (Leal, Hor-Meyll, & 
Pessoa, 2014) and the opinion leaders act as agents 
for risk reduction, through experimentation and 
evaluation (Cho, Hwang, & Lee, 2012). 

In this context, this study is based on the 
relationship between online opinion leaders and 
their followers, who receive several evaluations 

and need to decide if they will accept or discard 
them in their decision-making processes. Thus, 
the main objective of this study is to propose a 
conceptual model to assess if persuasive messages 
can lead to acceptance by the consumers of 
information given by social media opinion 
leaders, and, also, to what extent the messages on 
products and services affect consumer behavior 
regarding the consumption of the recommended 
products or services and their intention to buy 
them. 

The acceptance of information is a 
topic widely studied and discussed in academia 
(Cheung, Lee, & Rabjohn, 2008; Cheung, Luo, 
Sia, & Chen, 2009; Cheung & Thadani, 2012; 
Sussman & Siegal, 2003; Teng, Khong, Goh, & 
Chong, 2014a). However, there are few studies 
referring to the determinants and potential of 
the messages on consumption on online social 
networks (Teng et al., 2014a). This paper, 
therefore, seeks to contribute to the literature 
expanding the studies on the impact of word-of-
mouth messages on the acceptance of information 
(Teng et al., 2014a) to specifically assess opinion 
leadership in online social media. Moreover, this 
study extends the research on the influence of 
the attributes of information on the adoption of 
information for consumption purposes, by adding 
their impact to the purchase intention of social 
media users who read this information and to the 
attitude of potential consumers.

2	Literature review

2.1 Opinion leadership, behavior and 
social media

The concept of opinion leadership refers 
to an individual’s ability to influence in a social 
network. Opinion leaders are the most influential 
group in social systems (Rogers, 1983). When 
potential consumers are not yet familiar with a 
product/service, they associate a high degree of 
uncertainty and risk to its purchase. Therefore, 
the adoption of this product/service depends on 
an individual’s predisposition to test new features 
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and form his or her own perception on the product 
(Ortega, 2011). Compared with people who seek 
information, the opinion leaders generally have 
more experience and more information on the 
product/service category, have greater involvement 
with it, and display a more exploratory and 
innovative behavior (Lyons & Henderson, 2005). 
Thus, we can see the importance of opinion leaders, 
whose main features are innovative behavior, the 
knowledge of a given category of products/services, 
and their power to influence others (Eck, Jager & 
Leeflang, 2011).

In the digital era, in which one can use the 
internet as a source of consultation for both news 
and reviews, the discussion on the influence of 
certain groups in the dissemination of information 
should be expanded to the online environment 
(Merwe & Heerden, 2009). Digital opinion 
leaders are those who use online spaces, such as 
blogs, forums, social networks and other forms of 
online social media actively and in a collaborative 
manner (San Jose-Cabezudo, Camarero-Izquierdo 
& Rodriguez-Pinto, 2012). They can influence 
people in three main ways: serving as a model to 
be copied, through word-of-mouth advertising, 
or by giving advice on purchase and use (Merwe 
& Heerden, 2009). Digital opinion leaders 
attract a lot of attention from internet users and 
play a key role in word-of-mouth advertising, 
generating messages and content of use to other 
people (Meng, Wei & Zhu, 2011), influencing 
people’s attitudes.

An attitude is an assessment, through 
a continuum, with positive and negative 
characteristics acting as anchors, that an individual 
makes through an association of knowledge, 
meanings and beliefs (Peter & Olson, 2009). 
This assessment allows for the examination of 
the personal relevance of a certain concept and 
whether one has a favorable or unfavorable 
position towards it (Cheung & Thadani, 2012). 
For example, a consumer’s attitude concerning 
whether he/she has gathered enough information 
varies from strongly positive to strongly negative 
(Nolder & Kadous, 2017). So, attitudes may differ 

in direction (positive vs. negative) and/or strength 
(strong vs. weak). The power of such attitude 
determines the extent to which it influences the 
behavior (Petty, Haugtved, & Smith, 1995). 
Thus, attitudes are a precursor of judgments and 
decisions (Petty et al., 1995).

This can be followed by an action by the 
individual, or not (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1977). 
Attitudes already formed by individuals may, 
however, act as mediators of behavior, influencing 
their purchase intention (Cheung & Thadani, 2012; 
Rocha, Ferreira, & Silva, 2013). Attitudes are always 
referring to a specific concept, whether physical or 
social objects, policies or other people (Ajzen & 
Fishbein, 1977) and are not necessarily intense or 
extreme, and may be negative, neutral or positive.

The emergence of online social media 
encompasses texts, images, videos and social 
networks (Berthon, Pitt, Plangger, & Shapiro, 
2012) and has amplified the ability to share 
and spread the content generated by users. By 
exchanging messages, digital social media users 
can interact and exchange information through 
various channels such as blogs, social networks, 
forums, virtual communities, sharing platforms 
and virtual worlds, among many others (Teng et 
al., 2014a).

Within this scenario, Instagram is one of 
the digital social media platforms that is being 
most used by opinion leaders to express their 
opinions on products and services. Instagram 
was created so that users could share photos, 
and presently also allows for short videos (Silva, 
Melo, Almeida, Salles, & Loureiro, 2013). Users 
interact through comments on published photos 
or through “likes.” 

2.2 Acceptance of information theory

The theory of limited rationality indicates 
that when a person is making a choice, that 
person does not have access to all the information 
available on that subject and, even if they did, 
they would not have the ability to process and 
evaluate it all (Merwe & Heerden, 2009). A way 
to facilitate their decision-making is through 
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recommendations from other users that give 
useful information on the products (Kumar & 
Benbasat, 2006). 

Deutsch and Gerard (1955) proposed the 
Dual-Process Theory (DPT) model to evaluate 
social influences on individuals’ judgments. 
According to this model, two types of influence 
can affect a person’s decisions: normative and 
informational influences. Normative influences 
are those that seek to make an individual act 
in accordance with the expectations of others. 
Informational influences, in their turn, are 
those referring to the acceptance of information 
passed on by others as evidence of reality. DPT 
suggests that the first motivator of attitudinal 
changes and, consequently, behavior, is external 
information (Bhattacherjee & Sanford, 2006). 
New information introduces other possibilities, 
causing one to think about different alternatives 
and possibly change the attitude towards a certain 
subject.

Another recognized model on the adoption 
of information is the Elaboration Likelihood 
Model (ELM), proposed by Petty and Cacioppo 
(1984). According to the ELM, the informational 
influence can occur in any part of the user’s 
decision-making process (Cacioppo, Petty, Kao 
& Rodriguez, 1986; Sussman & Siegal, 2003). 
For Petty and Cacioppo (1984), an individual is 
never totally profound or totally careless in his 
or her assessment of messages. Depending on 
the situations presented, each person will show 
different levels of depth in processing incoming 
messages. These different levels are presented in a 
continuous space, which goes from a central route 
to the peripheral route.

By following the central route, an individual 
interprets and assesses the arguments contained 
in an informational message and uses cognitive 

elaborations to assume a rational positioning on 
their validity (Wu & Shaffer, 1987). If arguments 
are considered to be of quality, people tend to 
consider the information useful (Bhattacherjee 
& Sanford, 2006). A user may often use his/
her perceptions on the source of information 
(heuristic evaluation) to assist in the assessment 
and judgment of the quality of the arguments 
(systematic evaluation) (Chaiken & Maheswaran, 
1994). If there is a predominance of heuristic 
evaluations, it is said that the peripheral route 
was followed, that is, the merits of the position 
held were rated based on tips or inferences on the 
source of information. The type of assessment that 
will be more influential to the consumer (which 
route they will follow) depends on the activity 
that is being searched (Rieh, 2002). In a situation 
of high relevance (high motivation or a strong 
capacity to judge the information), a person tends 
to follow the central route. However, in situations 
of low relevance (less motivation or capacity to 
judge), they tend to take the peripheral route 
(Petty & Cacioppo, 1984). Studies have shown 
that the assessment of information by means of 
the central and peripheral routes was not directly 
referring to the use of the information (Sussman & 
Siegal, 2003). The assessment of users leads to the 
acceptance or rejection of the message as a useful 
source of information. 

2.3 Persuasive messages and purchase 
intention

Using the basis of the acceptance of 
information theories, Figure 1 shows the proposed 
conceptual model. The constructs and hypotheses 
discussed below were used to formulate the study 
of both the direct effects of persuasive messages 
on the acceptance of information and attitude, as 
well as their indirect effects on purchase intention.
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Figure 1. Proposed conceptual model

2.4 Persuasive messages

As mentioned above, the ELM is 
recognized as a model of two-way information 
processing. The central route involves a more 
careful evaluation of persuasive messages, while 
the peripheral route leads to a reduced process of 
assessment of the messages by the recipients. The 
model is considered suitable to explain persuasive 
messages in social media, because it explains the 
dual process and the various effects on cognitive 
information processing (Teng, Khong, & Goh, 
2014b). Tang, Jang and Morrison (2012) studied 
information processing by dual routes in the 
context of travel sites and confirmed that people 
are more likely to consider persuasive messages 
through the central route when they’re relatively 
involved. For example, users are more likely to 
carefully evaluate information on the web if the 
content is more detailed and has more reviews by 
other users (Tam & Ho, 2005). However, people 
are more likely to go through the peripheral route 
if they can exert less cognitive effort by following 
heuristics rules (Tang et al., 2012). Thus, Teng 
et al. (2014a) argue that, for a message to be 
persuasive and follow the central route, it must 
possess four characteristics: argument quality, 
source credibility, source attractiveness, and source 
perception. Therefore, according to Teng et al. 
(2014b), the persuasiveness of a message is the 

ability of an online message to be perceived as a 
reliable source of information by those receiving 
it, and capable of influencing the attitude of that 
individual. 

The quality of an argument is referring to 
how information is perceived and evaluated. It 
should be assessed according to the consumers’ 
point of view, after all they are the ones who will 
judge whether the argument is suitable for use 
(Wang & Strong, 1996). For this work, it will 
be validated in terms of completeness (breadth 
and depth), accuracy, timeliness, relevance, and 
strength of argument (Wixom & Todd, 2005; 
Cheung et al., 2008; Cheung et al., 2009; Teng 
et al., 2014a).

Those who receive the information do 
not consider only the features of the message. 
If the message follows the peripheral route, 
the individual will assess the message without 
analyzing its arguments (Sussman & Siegal, 2003; 
Bahttacherjee & Sanford, 2006). One of the ways 
to assess the message through tips concerning 
its merits is to consider aspects referring to the 
credibility of the source (Cheung et al., 2008). 
The credibility of the source is the measure of to 
what extent a source of information is perceived 
as being competent and reliable (Sussman & 
Siegal, 2003; Bahttacherjee & Sanford, 2006). In 
this work, the credibility of the source is assessed 
based on knowledge (expertise on the product), 
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trust and prior experience of the transmitter with 
the evaluated product (Wu & Shaffer, 1987; 
Wu & Wang, 2011; Teng et al., 2014a). People 
tend to believe messages transmitted by sources 
that are considered highly credible and to accept 
information transmitted through them more 
easily (Cheung et al., 2009). 

Another possible assessment made by the 
users of the information is the attractiveness of the 
source. The attractiveness of the source means how 
pleasant the recipients of information consider the 
source, and involves concepts such as the similarity 
of opinions, familiarity and sympathy between 
transmitter and receiver (Teng et al., 2014a). 
Another factor that can influence the credibility 
of information is the perception on the source, 
which can be examined according to the utility and 
serviceability (how the message is capable of assisting 
in obtaining knowledge) of the information and 
research (Rogers, 1983; Hsu, Lin, & Chiang 2013; 
Teng et al., 2014a). Moreover, individuals tend to 
associate with people who have common interests 
(Teng et al., 2014a).

2.5 Acceptance of information and 
attitude

Unlike messages’ persuasiveness, which 
concerns the aspects associated with the message 
that may influence or not an individual’s 
behavior, the acceptance of information is a 
process in which people intentionally engage 
in the use of information, i.e. it is an aspect 
intrinsic to the individual during a process in 
which the individual purposefully judges if the 
information received is reliable and can be used 
in their consumption decision making (Cheung 
et al., 2008; Cheung et al., 2009; Cheung & 
Thadani, 2012). Also, according to the ELM, 
the central route involves careful examination of 
messages before shaping an attitude, while the 
peripheral route relies on environmental cues in 
the message to decide whether to accept it or not. 
In this integrative structure, the persuasiveness of 
a message refers to the force or plausibility of a 
message’s persuasive argument (Eagly & Chaiken, 

1993). So, if a person perceives the message as 
credible information, they tend to accept that 
type of information (Zhang & Watts, 2008; Teng 
et al., 2014a). Consequently, hypothesis 1 is thus 
proposed:

H1: The persuasiveness of the message has a 
direct and positive effect on the acceptance 
of the information by the consumer.

ELM explains how the characteristics of 
individuals and their respective settings interact 
to affect the cognitive processing of individuals’ 
decision-making (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). 
Thus, according to the ELM, individuals, when 
exposed to arguments, may experience changes in 
their attitudes by the central or peripheral route, 
depending on their involvement with the product 
or service under assessment (Petty & Cacioppo, 
1984; Cacioppo et al., 1986). Therefore, it can 
be assumed that exposure to persuasive messages 
is a fact that is capable of changing the attitude 
of those who receive such messages, influencing 
that user’s predisposition to buy the recommended 
products or services (Hsu et al., 2013). Therefore:

H2: The persuasiveness of the message has 
a direct and positive effect on the attitude 
of individuals regarding the purchase of the 
products/services recommended by opinion 
leaders.

2.6 Purchase intention

Purchase intention is understood as the 
desire to purchase a product in the future (Cheung 
& Thadani, 2012). The relationship between 
purchase intention and actual buying behavior is 
based on the fact that individuals make decisions 
based on the information available. Thus, a 
person’s intention to take action is the immediate 
determinant of their actual behavior (Ajzen & 
Fishbein, 1980) The relationship between attitude 
and purchase intention is well established and 
validated in the literature of online consumer 
behavior. For example, Chang, Cheung, and Lai 
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(2005) found that the attitude consistently has a 
significant impact on online purchase intention. 
This is also corroborated by Hsu et al. (2013), 
who revealed how a positive attitude can influence 
individuals’ purchase intention in online shopping 
environments. 

 Moreover, in studies on online word-of-
mouth communication, online recommendations 
are also a kind of social influence, especially when 
given by opinion leaders (Cheung & Thadani, 
2012). Therefore, it is expected that the adoption 
of information has a direct effect on consumers’ 
purchase intention. So the following hypotheses 
are proposed:

H3: The acceptance of information has a 
direct and positive effect on the intention to 
buy the evaluated products/services.

H4: The attitude of individuals regarding 
the purchase of the products/services 
recommended by online opinion leaders has 
a direct and positive effect on the purchase 
intention of the evaluated products/services.

3	 Methodology

A survey with a non-probabilistic sample 
of the population of interest was carried out to 
test the hypotheses formulated for the study. There 
already is a reasonable number of scholarly articles 
referring to the proposed research problem, 
including studies that define models that employ 
some of the variables in question here (Cheung 
et al., 2008; Cheung et al., 2009; Cheung & 
Thadani, 2012; Hsu et al., 2013; Teng et al., 
2014a).

Data was collected through online surveys. 
The surveys were sent through a link posted on the 
main page of the Instagram account “Comprei e 
Aprovei” (“I Bought and Approved”). Surveys were 
submitted online, because the research problem 
deals with the recommendations by online social 
media opinion leaders. Thus, the respondents, 
by definition, should make use of these online 
networks. Therefore, the sample is composed 

solely of people who have access to the internet 
and access online social media, particularly the 
Instagram account “Comprei e Aprovei” (Calder, 
Malthouse, & Schaedel 2009). By submitting 
the survey through the internet, the respondents 
are captured within the same environment (the 
internet) in which the object of study is accessed 
(online social media – the “Comprei e Aprovei” 
Instagram account), decreasing the possibility 
of bias and guaranteeing that respondents have 
homogeneous knowledge of the opinion leader 
in question (Carneiro & Dib, 2011).

3.1 Operationalizing the variables

This study uses scales already developed 
and tested in literature for the measurement of 
all the constructs involved in the structure of the 
proposed model. Therefore, scales from previous 
studies were used to measure the dimensions’ 
argument quality, credibility, attractiveness and 
perception of the source, and the constructs 
acceptance of information, attitude, and purchase 
intention (Dodds Monroe & Grewal, 1991; Wu 
& Wang, 2011; Hsu et al., 2013; Teng et al., 
2014a), with modifications to suit the context of 
social media opinion leaders.

•	 Quality of argument: scale by Teng et al. 
(2014a), composed of 14 items.

•	 Source credibility: scale by Teng et al. 
(2014a), composed of 4 items.

•	 Source attractiveness: scale by Teng et al. 
(2014a), composed of 3 items.

•	 Source perception: scale by Teng et al. 
(2014a), composed of 3 items.

•	 Acceptance of information: scale by Teng 
et al. (2014a), composed of 2 items.

•	 Attitude: original scale by Fishbein & 
Ajzen (1975), adapted by Hsu et al. 
(2013), composed of 3 items.

•	 Purchase intention: original scale by 
Dodds et al. (1991) adapted by Wu & 
Wang (2011), composed of 4 items.
The items included in the survey 

instrument were translated into Portuguese by 
professional translators, using translation and 
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back-translation steps to ensure that the scales in 
Portuguese were as close as possible to the original.

We conducted a pretest of the survey with 
a small group of people with a profile similar 
to that of the population under study, to assess 
the understanding of the respondents on this 
first version of the questionnaire. The results 
obtained with this initial pretest served to refine 
the questionnaire and to prepare a new version. 
This second version was also submitted to a second 
pretest. At this opportunity the participants were 
also instructed to provide their assessment of the 
questionnaire, while we checked if any additional 
adjustments were required to the translation and 
the presentation of the survey. With the results 
of the second pretest, the final survey instrument 
was prepared, with a total of 33 items measured 
through the use of five-point Likert scales, in 
addition to eight items relating to demographic 
variables.

3.2 Sample and data collection procedures

The study’s population was composed of 
Brazilian users of social media sites who use these 
networks to follow and monitor accounts of online 
opinion leaders. The sample selection was carried 
out by choosing the account of an opinion leader 
that had many followers and whose posts fit the 
objective of this study: to assess the effects of the 
messages of a given opinion leader on consumer 
purchase intention. Among the several accounts 
of Brazilian opinion leaders in social networks 
that were considered, the selected account was 
“Comprei e Aprovei,” which had about 140,000 
of followers on Instagram and is dedicated solely 
to the evaluation of products and services; in it, 
the account administrator often publishes pictures 
and text with reviews on products and services 
that she purchased. The availability of the account 
administrator, Raquel, to help the researchers 
by applying the questionnaires directly to her 
followers was another reason for selecting this 
Instagram account in particular, among several 
other opinion leaders with the wanted profile 
that were initially considered. After establishing 

contact with Raquel, we made a partnership with 
her to perform the survey with her own network 
of followers. She agreed to publish the link to 
the survey on her feed, inviting her followers 
to answer the questionnaire. However, because 
the page has a mostly female audience, just the 
answers from females were considered in the 
research.

The decision to choose only one opinion 
leader (Raquel) and place the questionnaire in a 
specific type of online social media (Instagram) 
was made with the purpose of uniformity of the 
conditions of the respondents. By limiting the 
application of the questionnaire to a specific 
account, we sought to ensure that respondents 
were assessing the same messages and that the 
focus of their assessment would be the same 
content, message type, person of influence, and 
social networking site. This approach aimed to 
avoid the interference of external effects to the 
study on the responses to the questionnaire.

A total of 228 responses were obtained, and 
24 questionnaires were eliminated because their 
respondents were under 15 and over 50 years old 
(11 people) or male (13 people). Thus, the final 
sample was composed of 204 valid respondents. Of 
these, most of the participants were young, with the 
largest number of respondents between the ages of 
20 and 24 (34%) and between 25 and 29 (23%). 
Mean age was 25.1 years old. Of the total, 80.9% 
of respondents have high school or undergraduate 
education, with the latter having the highest number 
of responses (46.6%). Note that there is a prevalence 
of answers that indicate experience in the use of 
online social media, as 92.6% claim to have more 
than three years of access to online social media, and 
83.3% reported accessing these networks more than 
ten times per week. Regarding the interaction with 
the “Comprei e Aprovei” account, 78 people (38.2%) 
claimed to often read the page’s posts, 52 (25.5%) 
reported always reading them, and 44 (21.6%) 
stated reading the posts almost always. Most of the 
respondents (95.1%) stated having wanted to buy 
a product or service that they saw being evaluated 
in “Comprei e Aprovei;” a smaller number (47.1%) 
actually bought a product evaluated by her.
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4	Results

4.1 Measurement model 

A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was 
performed to test the validity, unidimensionality 
and reliability of the scales used in the measurement. 
Several indexes (incremental and absolute) were 
used to evaluate the adjustment of the proposed 
measurement model. After several iterations 
refining the model, the final measurement model, 
with 27 indicators, presented good adjustment 
rates (RMSEA = 0.069 with C.I. of 0.061 to 
0.077; CFI = 0.938; IFI = 0.940; TLI = 0.920; 
χ2/d.f. = 1.976, p < 0,001). 

The face validity for all scales used was 
guaranteed during the development of the 
survey instrument (choice of scales already used 
in literature, careful translation and pretests). 
The correlation matrix between constructs was 
examined to verify nomological validity: all the 
correlations were significant and in the expected 
direction. Regarding the convergent validity, the 
average variance extracted (AVE) was calculated 
for each construct. All the calculated AVE 
values were between 0.51 and 0.71, indicating 
the convergent validity of the scales used. With 
respect to internal consistency and reliability 
of the scales, all the employed scales met the 
minimum reliability levels considered adequate 
by the literature (Fornell & Larcker, 1981), 
showing values between 0.72 and 0.88 for the 
alpha coefficient, and between 0.73 and 0.94 

for composed reliability. Finally, all the shared 
variances were below the variance extracted 
through the items that measure each of the 
constructs, indicating appropriate discriminant 
validity. 

4.2 Structural model

Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) was 
used to test the proposed model and the hypotheses 
of the research. All the fit indices showed a good 
adjustment of the model to the data. The reason 
χ2/d.f. was 2.76, below the 3.0 value suggested 
by Byrne (2010). Moreover, the incremental 
adjustment indices were above 0.90, with a CFI of 
0.907, a TLI of 0.901, and an IFI of 0.909. The 
absolute adjustment indices, in their turn, were 
under the 0.08 limit established by literature (Hu 
& Bentler, 1999; Hair, Black, Babin, Anderson, 
& Tatham, 2009; Byrne, 2010), also indicating a 
good adjustment of the model. The RMSEA was 
0.073 (C.I of 0.066 to 0.079) and the SRMR was 
0.075. Given these rates, the conclusion is that the 
adjustment of the proposed model is satisfactory.

After verifying the adjustment of the 
proposed structural and measurement models, the 
coefficients estimated for the casual relationships 
between the constructs were examined (Table 1 
and Figure 2). Verification of each of the research 
hypotheses was performed by analyzing the 
magnitude, direction, and significance of the 
standardized coefficients, estimated by means of 
the structural model, with all hypotheses being 
verified. 

Table 1  
Estimated standardized coefficients, hypotheses, and significance 

Proposed relationship Standardized 
coefficient p-value Verified

hypothesis

H1: Persuasive messages → Acceptance of information 0.61 < 0.001 yes

H2: Persuasive messages → Attitude 0.86 < 0.001 yes

H3: Acceptance of Information → Purchase intention 0.20 < 0.011 yes

H4: Attitude → Purchase intention 0.73 < 0.001 yes
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Figure 2. Estimated standardized coefficients for the proposed model (* indicates 
p-value < 0.05, ** indicates p-value < 0.001)

The extent to which the variability of 
each dependent variable was explained by the 
independent variables was also assessed. As 
described in Figure 2, attitude and purchase 
intention had good portion of their variances 
explained (75% and 73%, respectively), while the 
acceptance of information had 38% of its variance 
explained. Although these results suggest a model 
with high explanatory power, they indicate that 
there might be other constructs and relationships 
capable of explaining other parts of the variance 
present in the constructs in question, which were 
not considered in this model.

5	 Discussion

The focus of this study were messages 
about consumption transmitted by online 
opinion leaders in digital social media. The results 
show that consumers, after receiving a message 
and considering it persuasive, tend to accept 
this information as a reliable and useful source 
for purchase decisions. As mentioned earlier 
in this work, the persuasiveness of a message 
is subjectively assessed by those that receive 
it through dimensions such as quality of the 
argument, source credibility, attractiveness of the 
source, and perception on the source. 

The authors believe that the determinant 
attributes of persuasive messages (quality of 

the argument, credibility, attractiveness and 
perception of the source) play significant roles 
in the success of creating persuasive messages in 
social media. In other words, persuasive messages 
can be more successful in generating changes 
in attitudes of social media users, influencing 
purchase intention. 

In the proposed model, the change in 
attitude and behavioral intentions have been 
integrated with the processing routes described 
in the ELM model to explain how individuals 
process information, with the intent of predicting 
and understanding the influences of persuasive 
messages on consumer behavior. It was found that 
the opinion leader, through electronic word-of-
mouth, may use the ELM structure to identify and 
measure the impacts of influential messages, based 
on the attributes that make them more persuasive.

The results show that the persuasiveness 
of a message presented direct, significant and 
positive effects on the acceptance of information 
(magnitude of 0.61) and attitude towards 
purchase (0.86). These findings indicate that 
once the receiver of the information assesses it as 
persuasive, they see it not only as a compelling 
message, but also as a reliable evaluation that can 
be used in their consumer decision process. More 
than believing in the transmitted information, the 
potential consumer judges the message as being 
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a useful source of knowledge that can be used in 
future purchasing decisions. 

The strongest observed effect referred to 
attitudinal change. The message perceived as more 
persuasive can cause the individual who receives 
it to create a favorable attitude referring to the 
consumption of the products recommended by 
online opinion leaders. Given that the transmitted 
information was previously considered as being 
of quality and that the source of information was 
conceived as credible and attractive (persuasive 
message), it is understood that this can lead to 
a more favorable assessment in relation to the 
purchase of the products indicated by that online 
opinion leader. As proposed by the DPT model, 
the first motivator of attitudinal change is external 
information (Bhattacherjee & Sanford, 2006), 
which is in line with the encountered results 
and with what had been stated in the research 
hypothesis.

However, the model only explained 38% 
of the variability of the acceptance of information 
construct. This indicates that there may be other 
constructs capable of explaining the acceptance of 
information and that have not been considered in 
this study. There may be other factors that lead a 
message to be considered persuasive and that were 
not included in the model, reducing its effect on 
the acceptance of the persuasive message. Teng 
et al. (2014a) propose that the persuasiveness 
of a message can also be referring to the style of 
that message. According to the authors, visual 
information such as images, videos and prints, 
as well as aspects such as the number of  “likes” 
(the button that indicates that the followers of 
the online opinion leader saw and approved the 
post), comments in the message, and the degree 
of interaction between the digital opinion leader 
and their followers have significant impact on the 
acceptance of information by consumers. Another 
proposition is that consumers tend to believe less in 
recommendations of digital opinion leaders when 
they realize that the message is an advertisement 
and not a spontaneous review (Shi & Wojnicki, 
2014). Similarly, there may be external factors, 

in addition to the persuasiveness of the message, 
which lead to a greater acceptance of information 
by the person who receives it. Cheung & Thadani 
(2012) indicate that contextual factors also 
interfere in the acceptance of information, such 
as the platform on which the evaluation is made, 
which may affect the perception of the reliability 
of the information.

In the case of the “Comprei e Aprovei” 
account and the online opinion leader Raquel, 
these results indicate that a follower of this 
account sees a post on a product or service and 
tends to believe that the reviews made by Raquel 
are trustworthy and, therefore, are influenced 
by them. By believing that the messages from 
“Comprei e Aprovei” are compelling, its followers 
also have a more favorable position regarding 
the purchase of the products that are indicated 
by Raquel.

Studies propose that positive attitudes 
regarding the purchase lead to an increase in 
the intent to purchase that product or service 
(Chang et al., 2005; Cheung & Thadani, 2012). 
This relationship was verified in this research, 
with a magnitude of 0.73 This indicates that the 
people who adopt a positive attitude as to the 
purchase of products recommended by digital 
opinion leaders tend to develop the intent to 
purchase that product. A favorable attitude is 
not necessarily followed by a behavior favorable 
to the object (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1977), but in 
the model presented it was found that changes in 
attitude caused by persuasive messages can lead to 
an increase in the desire to purchase the product 
reviewed by an opinion leader. This result shows 
that, within online shopping environments, a 
relevant way to influence consumers’ buying 
behavior is to try to shape a positive attitude 
referring to those products and services. Persuasive 
messages can play an important role in this sense, 
seeking to establish parameters for stimulating 
the emergence of a positive attitude through 
the attributes of the message, such as quality 
of the argument, credibility, attractiveness and 
perception of the source.
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Cheung & Thadani (2012) suggested that 
the acceptance of word-of-mouth messages would 
lead to an intention to buy the products evaluated 
in the message. This study encountered such 
connection (magnitude of 0.20). Despite the low 
magnitude of the standardized coefficient of this 
relationship, the direct and positive relationship 
was significant, as expected. This indicates that 
when a potential consumer accepts a message as a 
useful and reliable source of information, they are 
inclined to want to buy the product evaluated in 
the message. Thus, one can see the importance of 
an opinion leader’s message. The information they 
transmit, in addition to being considered useful 
by the consumer, can be a source of information 
that directs the consumer to want to purchase the 
evaluated product.

Specifically, in the case of the “Comprei 
e Aprovei” account, the followers who accept 
the information and have a favorable attitude 
toward buying the products or services indicated 
by Raquel tend to have the intention to purchase 
what is being recommended. This shows that a 
post on of the “Comprei e Aprovei” account has the 
potential to make its followers desire and consider 
purchasing the reviewed products or services. 
Finally, social networks create a continuous flow 
of communication in which the information, 
reviews, and recommendations on products and 
services can converge interactively and in a timely 
manner with consumers, influencing the attitude 
of individuals throughout these interactions.

6	Conclusions

This study set out to investigate the ability 
of persuasive messages to influence the purchase 
intention of consumers, seeking to examine if 
messages from an online opinion leader can 
influence the acceptance of the information by 
the individual and result in an attitudinal change 
towards the consumption of the goods reviewed 
by that leader. Based on the ELM, in which there 
are two distinct routes to process information, 
according to the inherent characteristics of the 
message, the claim is that the persuasiveness of 

the messages can affect the attitude and purchase 
intention of consumers, resulting in theoretical 
and managerial implications.

There are four contributions to the theory. 
First, the proposed model verified the direct and 
positive relation between the persuasiveness of a 
message and the acceptance of the information 
contained in that message. It also verified the 
relationship between the persuasive message and 
the attitudinal change referring to the purchase 
of the goods assessed by the individual. Moreover, 
it intended to investigate how the acceptance 
of information transmitted by opinion leaders 
and the attitude of consumers in relation to the 
consumption of products recommended by them 
influences the purchase intention of consumers 
seeking information on online social media. The 
study showed that both constructs (acceptance 
of information and attitude) have significant 
effects on the purchase intention, suggesting 
that consumers exposed to a persuasive message 
would be more likely to want to buy the product 
or service being described in the message.

The second contribution was to align two 
research lines that were being treated separately: 
the theories of external information as modifiers 
of attitude and theories on the persuasiveness 
of messages referring to the acceptance of 
information. To do so, a parsimonious model 
was proposed to assess the effects of the power 
of persuasion of messages provided by online 
opinion leaders on consumers’ attitude and 
acceptance of information, which, in turn, affect 
the individuals’ purchase intention. 

Third, the model proposed in this research 
advances the understanding of the topic by 
including the construct attitude in the model 
proposed by Teng et al. (2014a). Based on the 
arguments of Cheung and Thadani (2012), the 
importance of the relationship between attitude 
and purchase intention is clear. Thus, the model 
present in this study includes this relationship in 
the list of proposed hypotheses, increasing the 
understanding of the studied phenomena.

Finally, the fourth contribution was to 
focus the discussion on a specific type of word-



69

Rev. Bras. Gest. Neg. São Paulo v.20 n.1 jan-mar. 2018  p.57-73

The effects of social media opinion leaders’ recommendations on followers’ intention to buy

of-mouth communication: the one carried out by 
online opinion leaders, in particular those who are 
active in online social media. The study suggests 
the power that these opinion-makers have when 
they share their opinions on products and services 
on social networks, creating messages that can 
persuade consumers to form positive or negative 
attitudes referring to their purchase intentions.

Regarding managerial contributions, three 
points are worthy of highlight. First, according 
to the results presented herein, marketing 
professionals must realize that social medial is 
playing a key role in reaching clients and building 
relationships. In this sense, these social media 
networks may influence consumers’ behavior 
regarding their attitudes towards products and 
services. Thus, online persuasive messages must 
be carefully stimulated and managed by marketers 
with the purpose of influencing the consumers’ 
purchase intention. Alliances between companies 
and online opinion leaders can be strategic to 
increase awareness on the product or brand, as well 
as actual sales. The study suggests that companies 
should partner up with opinion leaders to have 
their products reviewed and recommended to 
the leader’s followers. The recommendation is 
for marketers to involve their client-base directly 
through social media platforms in association with 
opinion leaders to leverage greater positive attitude 
from the members of online communities.

Secondly, instead of investing so much 
money in traditional marketing, companies must 
recognize the importance of word-of-mouth 
communication and integrate it into their overall 
marketing strategy. By understanding the impact 
and effectiveness of persuasive messages in the 
electronic word-of-mouth, marketers will be able 
to design more effective marketing campaigns. 
In other words, marketing managers can use 
the results of this study as guidelines to obtain 
competitive advantage in the ever-changing 
business scenario, seeking ways to use the power 
of opinion leaders and their persuasive messages 
to form a positive attitude towards their products 
and services. Thus, marketing strategies need 

to consider the role of the opinion leader and 
their influence on the target audience. This 
works shows to the companies the importance 
of the influence of online opinion leaders on 
a consumer’s intention to purchase a product 
reviewed by such leaders. Managers must be aware 
of the increasing power that these digital leaders 
have over the brands and should be aware that 
online word-of-mouth marketing can be a strong 
ally, as consumers have more trust in what their 
peers are talking about on social media than in 
traditional advertisements. 

Thirdly, online opinion leaders can also 
check how relevant their messages are to their 
followers, as what they say can influence the 
buying behavior of those who follow their posts 
on social media. As the study showed, there 
are some characteristics that lead consumers to 
consider a message as more persuasive: the quality 
of the message transmitted (the wealth of details, 
reliability, relevance, timeliness, comprehensibility) 
and aspects of the communicator themselves (their 
competence and reliability, knowledge, previous 
experiences, pleasantness, empathy, and similarity 
of tastes with the reader of the messages). By 
understanding these aspects, the opinion leaders 
can work their messages to make them even more 
persuasive to the consumer. 

The limitations of the study are due to 
the fact that all questionnaire responses came 
solely from the followers of a single opinion 
leader (Raquel, owner of the “Comprei e Aprovei” 
account) inside a single social media network 
(Instagram). Although this was a conscious and 
justified decision to ensure homogeneity and 
consistency of responses, the model tested only 
the vision of the people who follow this account. 
Thus, the relationships verified in the research 
cannot be generalized to all and any type of 
opinion leader or social media network.

Regarding future research, we recommend 
conducting studies that extend the application of 
the proposed model to different profiles of online 
opinion leaders on different online social media 
networks, expanding the scope of the results 
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obtained by this research. Future research may also 
explore other scales for the constructs used in the 
model proposed in this study; for example, they 
may add other dimensions to explain the construct 
“persuasive messages,” or seek more information 
on the “acceptance of the information” construct. 
Another option would be a smaller number of 
scales to assess the persuasiveness of a message, 
which would simplify the model, making it easier 
to be applied.
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