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Paper 24 
 
Decision Watch UK 
 
Fiona Blades, Claydon Heeley Jones Mason 
Stephen Phillips, Spring Research 
 

How a new methodology focusing on the purchase decision helped 
uncover a segmentation of Influencers to harness the power of word-of-

mouth 
 
Summary 
 
This paper outlines a new approach to investigating and understanding the 
impact of word-of-mouth on purchases. The methodology has confirmed the 
power of word-of-mouth but more importantly has identified how this influence 
travels between people and why, resulting in a segmentation of Influencers.  
 
From this understanding we create actionable tools to harness what appears to 
be an ‘underground force’. We categorise the sources of word-of-mouth (both 
people ‘Influencers’ and other communication channel ‘influences’), describe 
these sources and illustrate why they are important. Finally we show the 
marketing implications coming from this work including: 

• the use of a new model of the purchase journey; ‘snakes and ladders’ and  
• the identification of an entirely new audience beyond the basic customer 

and prospect targets commonly used, namely External Influencers. 
 
Introduction 
 
The ideas for this research (which we called Decision Watch UK) and the 
resulting change in marketing approach came, as many good ideas do, over a 
bottle of wine. Spring and CHJM had been discussing the problems associated 
with understanding word-of-mouth (WOM). Marketers know that WOM is 
important; our own experience, anecdotes told in groups and books such as 
Malcolm Gladwell’s Tipping Point, all highlight the importance of WOM.  The 
difficulty was how to use this knowledge in day to day marketing.  Much activity 
that seemed to be directed at encouraging WOM resulted in little more than a 
viral campaign aimed at generating awareness but not necessarily tied into the 
purchase process.  We needed to understand more and to harness WOM more 
effectively. 
 
In particular we wanted to understand how WOM works within social networks 
and most specifically in relation to the purchase decision. We wanted to see who 
talks to whom about what and the effect that this has on purchase behaviour. The 
frustration we both felt was that existing work we knew about didn’t get down to 
the real detail. We have all seen work which asks questions such as “How much 
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do you agree or disagree that people listen closely to your opinions on…..” but 
the bias involved in this approach is so obvious that the results can only ever be 
taken with a pinch of salt.  
 
The other approach we had both taken, separately, was to talk to people in depth 
about who they spoke to before a decision or behaviour that we were interested 
in and then plot this qualitatively on an influence map such as the one shown in 
figure 1: 
 
  

Friend 

Colleague 

Spouse

 You

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1 
 
The map allows people to plot how influential each person is by showing how 
close they are to the centre. 
 
However, all of the approaches we discussed were fundamentally unsatisfying; 
we never quite believed the results as each time you asked someone about a 
particular behaviour their answer was strongly coloured by their own perception 
of how that behaviour impacts on their self image. 
 
I want to be rational and popular  
 
The key problem with asking straightforward questions about behaviour is that 
people will post-rationalise their decisions. The study of purchasing heuristics 
shows that many decisions are far from a rational, conjoint style task of trading 
off different product or service features. Instead the decision may be a knee jerk 
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reaction to one simple product aspect or even the reliance on the heuristic of 
biggest brand.  
 
And even if decisions are made on a rational basis, we may not want to admit 
certain elements of that rational choice for fear of appearing less ‘self contained’ 
than we would like to be. If self containment is a part of someone’s self image, 
then admitting to rational behaviour that includes asking other, more qualified, 
people for their advice, may be against the self image we want to project. 
 
So investigating the reliance on word-of-mouth for decision making is fraught with 
difficulty. Whatever you say about the impact of WOM in turn impacts others 
image of you. Yet we all know how important WOM can be and so the finding an 
effective way of investigating it is crucial for marketers. 
 
The Breakthrough – Stop asking silly questions of irrelevant witnesses 
 
So with all of these problems associated with understanding how people make 
decisions and in particular, who they talk to during the process, we saw that 
traditional approaches to understanding WOM were doomed. We needed a 
better way than asking a person directly the level of importance they associate 
with WOM and also needed a better way of getting an understanding of how 
many people they spoke to, about what and how this impacted behaviour. 
 
Here is when the wine took hold… We realised that to truly understand the 
impact of WOM on decisions made by one person, we had to talk to all of those 
who had been involved in that particular decision – a little like interrogating a 
crime scene, the picture builds by speaking to all the witnesses. Instead of just 
taking the views of the purchaser, we had to understand the perspective and 
insight of those slightly removed from the decision, people we later referred to as 
Influencers. 
 
The Research Shift 
 
Normally researchers focus on asking specific questions to a defined audience, 
we decided instead to focus on the event:  the purchase. 
 
We put the purchase or behaviour at the centre of the research objective and 
went on from there.  In this way we decided to start our investigation into the 
behaviour / decision with the purchaser and then to network out to the other 
people and things involved in that decision in an unstructured way.  
 
Beyond the initial purchaser, we left the target audience and questions open.  
This approach would allow us to map, investigate and understand all of the 
different influences or Influencers that are involved in that central decision. It also 
does not pre-suppose any structure or model behind the decision and allows us 
the freedom to construct a new model of behaviour from the evidence. 
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What we did 
 
The initial test for this approach was to conduct a series of depth interviews with 
recent purchasers of three categories: 
 

• Cars 
• Golf clubs 
• Mortgages 

 
The categories were chosen to see how influences and WOM varied by product 
category and see if there were overriding concepts that worked across 
categories.  
 
We created an initial interview structure which focussed on the purchase and 
probed very deeply on what actually happened in the process (to uncover 
influences and Influencers).  
 
The basis of the interview was to get the purchaser to talk through the purchase 
with us in as much detail as possible. We included as a prompt a simple 
purchase process arrow and asked them to start from “the first time they started 
thinking about buying a new (category)” and then to describe the process and 
influences they encountered jotting each step or activity down on a post-it note 
and then attaching it to the purchase process arrow. 
 
 

Initial 
Purchase 
Thought 

Purchase

 
Figure 2 
 
Having taken the purchaser through this purchase process, including all of the 
media they referred to and the people they spoke to, we then asked for the 
contact details of those people so that we could follow them up with further 
interviews. 
 
The initial interviews lasted around an hour and were held in respondents’ 
homes.  The time varied according to how many instances of purchase we 
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recorded and across how many categories.  For example, we spoke to one 
recent purchaser of a Mercedes-Benz A-Class about their recent purchase of a 
smart car as well.  There was also a recent mortgage customer who had just 
bought a car.  So in this way we were able to analyse more relevant purchase 
decisions. The follow up interviews lasted between 10 and 25 minutes and were 
conducted by telephone. Those interviews started with an explanation of what we 
were doing and then basically took the interviewee through the same purchase 
process concept as the purchaser but from the Influencers’ perspective. 
 
We wanted to understand the Influencers’ relationship with the category to 
understand why they were included as Influencers and also what beliefs they 
brought to the purchase process. Several times we found that these Influencers 
had spoken to or been influenced by other people in respect to the specific 
purchase occasion we were discussing and in these cases we then also 
attempted interviews with these ‘second tier’ Influencers. 
 
An example of what we found around purchase 
 
After owning a Fiesta for only 7 months Alison found herself the proud owner of a 
Mercedes-Benz A-Class.  Even she seemed quite surprised by how this had 
happened because rationally she didn’t need a new car!   
 
In investigating the purchase from a variety of angles it emerged that the primary 
chain of influence was through her husband, Nick, then back to a business 
associate of Nick’s, Gary.  Nick loves cars and spends every Saturday in Alison’s 
words ‘dream-building’ by browsing car manufacturers’ websites and regularly 
buying a car magazine.  One rainy Saturday he suggested to Alison that they 
went into their local Mercedes-Benz showroom.  Whilst in there they saw the A-
Class, Alison decided to take a test drive and within 2 weeks she’d taken 
delivery.  As she explained, Nick was extremely encouraging of her making the 
purchase. 
 
When we interviewed Nick we found out that a month before he and Alison went 
into the Mercedes-Benz showroom he had spent 2 days on the road with his ex 
boss, Gary.  Gary already owned a Mercedes CLK and had just bought his wife 
an A-Class (although she didn’t yet know as it was to be a birthday surprise when 
they walked into the showroom).  We asked Nick whether his conversation with 
Gary had any bearing on his deciding to visit the Mercedes-Benz showroom –  
 

“I’d never been to a Merc showroom before. Sub-consciously it must have 
been some influence. I do have a sneaking regard for what he’s done. 
He’s a kind of role model. If he’d made that sort of decision he hadn’t done 
it lightly. He would have done his homework. That’s the way he does 
everything.” 
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So the chain of influence came from Gary’s interest in Mercedes both for himself 
and his wife, through to Nick who then took his wife, Alison, to see the showroom 
and she decided to buy an A-Class.   
 
There was another, less influential strand, on the purchase decision too.  Alison’s 
sister in law had just bought a Renault Scenic which made Alison think about 
getting an MPV.  She knew that to get a Renault Scenic would be highly 
antagonistic to her sister in law but the Mercedes A-Class fulfilled Alison’s 
requirement for a larger car (similar to an MPV) as well as for status. 
 
We then plotted all of Alison’s influences and Influencers on an influence map as 
shown in figure 3. This helps to illustrate the variety and importance if all 
influences involved in the decision! 
 
 
 

Salesman

Brochure

Parents

Children Alison 

Brother 
/ Sister 

Showroom 

Test 
Drive 

Nick’s 
Mum 

Sister 
in Law 

Gary 

Husband 
Nick 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Figure 3 
 
We saw a similar picture in the mortgage market where Paul (who we interviewed 
and was the main customer on the mortgage) had clearly been heavily influenced 
by his wife (another!) Alison.  Paul had not even attended the meeting with the 
MarketPlace (from Bradford & Bingley) mortgage advisor.  Alison, had arranged 
to meet him near where she worked.  And she, in turn, had heard about the 
MarketPlace mortgage advisor from a work colleague.  Yet once Paul was 
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convinced of the product and service he recommended it to two of his relatives 
within a month of taking out a mortgage - a clear example of advocacy, just as 
Gary had been a Mercedes-Benz advocate (as well as Nick’s role model). 
  
Hopefully we can see from these examples that the power of WOM is extremely 
strong and often the main influence on purchase choice. Influencers play a 
critical role in decisions and are ignored by marketers at their peril. We will go on 
to discuss what we can do with this information and how we can include these 
Influencers in the marketing mix.  
 
However, first in an attempt to improve further investigations in this area we 
discuss what was wrong with our initial interviewing approach and how we both 
improved it in the field and how we suggest improving it for future studies. 
 
Improving the research process 
 
With hindsight it became clear that we should not have presented the purchase 
journey as a horizontal arrow with a beginning and an end. Several times 
respondents would start off with a specific reference point as the start of that 
journey such as the end of a warranty on a car or a bonus leading to a luxury golf 
club purchase. However, as the interview progressed it became clear that they 
had been considering a purchase long before then and had been discussing a 
possible purchase with others prior to this theoretically watershed moment. There 
are many implications to this which we will discuss later in the paper but for now 
it is clear that when conducting this type of research we need to discuss the 
purchase journey in an even more open manner. 
 
A second learning was that we needed to be very careful about the language we 
used.  Clearly asking someone if they had been ‘influenced’ by anyone was going 
to be inappropriate but even words like ‘recommended’ or ‘advised’ missed the 
point too.  This wasn’t just a self perception issue but often people simply didn’t 
think that any influence had occurred. When we said to a smart owner that she 
had effectively sold two smarts in the last month she couldn’t understand what 
we were talking about.  Yet she had approached both a work colleague 
(thumbing through a car buying magazine) and neighbour (looking at her smart 
parked outside the house), taken them through all the features she liked and then 
she even took them for a (test!) drive in her car.  Asking respondents about who 
they’d ‘talked’ to or ‘chatted’ with was much closer to people’s perceptions of 
what had really happened.  Once we had the raw evidence we were able to 
detect rather than ask where influence had occurred.  
Another key concern we had going into the research was how prepared the 
respondent would be to hand over contact details for their Influencers (people 
they’d chatted with) and also how prepared the Influencer would be to talk to us. 
These fears quickly dissipated and we found that everyone was prepared to give 
us contact information (although one person did not want to give contact details 
for one of their Influencers) and without exception the Influencers were happy to 
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talk to us. We left the calls until two days after the initial interview and found that 
many of the Influencers had been warned in advance about our call. This 
seemed to make the interview much easier to do and we did not detect any bias 
in the Influencers from being warned. We did incentivise both the purchasers and 
the Influencers. 
 
Critical Learning – The Purchase Journey 
 
As mentioned, it became clear that our simplification of the purchase journey was 
not only conceptually wrong but practically limiting.  
 
There was not a structured rational approach such as the classic model shown 
below where brands are ‘funnelled’ down from being considered, to short listed, 
to purchased: 
 

• Emerging need (desire or specific need for a product within the category) 
to 

• Active consideration (start with a long list of brands that are acceptable) to 
• Researching (information gathering about the long brand list) to 
• Short listing (selecting brands that best fit your needs / desires) to 
• Purchase (final decision about which brand to choose) to 
• Post purchase (follow up to retain customer loyalty for next purchase) 

 
Instead, even these relatively major decisions were clearly often arbitrary or 
impulsive. Most specifically people could leap into and out of being ‘likely 
purchasers’ several times before actually buying something.  
 
From this we came to see the purchase decision as being like a game of snakes 
and ladders.  Every now and then there could be a stimulus to fast-track towards 
making a purchase decision and equally something could happen that set the 
prospective purchaser back, sometimes even to the start.  
 
So the customer journey was not a linear process. 
 
The Gary problem, a new purchase journey 
 
An effective example of this was Gary who was interested in cars anyway and so 
almost always on the look out for a new one. When we first discussed the 
purchase journey he told us it was two weeks and he had made a quick decision 
to buy a specific car. This was in fact true, the decision to buy the car he did buy 
was short but the decision to buy a car was long.  
 
In fact his purchase process, along with many others, appears to be one of 
considering a single brand at a time rather than comparing a number of brands 
together. He saw an ad for the car he eventually purchased (a Mercedes-Benz A-
Class), liked the price and styling and asked two friends about it. Both said it was 
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a good idea so he went ahead and purchased it - a straightforward purchase and 
one that did not include any consideration of competing brands. 
 
However, when we discussed the purchase in more detail it became clear that 
the journey had lasted almost two years and included the littered wrecks of other 
brands along the way.  
 
Eighteen months previously Gary had been considering purchasing a Toyota Rav 
4 and liked both the look and styling. The price was also within his budget. 
However, just before purchasing (he had already looked at models in a garage) 
he saw a vague acquaintance of his driving one in the village and asked him how 
it was, Gary said “apparently they have a few gear problems and he wasn’t that 
happy so I went off the idea”. The extraordinary power of WOM became obvious, 
this unscientific sample of one vague acquaintance, whose knowledge of cars 
Gary couldn’t even assess, put him off purchasing any car for six months. This 
process was repeated with two other brands and each time someone or 
something dissuaded him from purchase at the last minute, in fact each of the 
purchase journeys was brief but the whole episode was long. 
 
In Gary’s case his final purchase was fast-tracked by a price ad for a Mercedes-
Benz A-Class on the back of a magazine (an influence stimulus) and through two 
friends who thought buying an A-Class was a good idea (Influencer stimuli).  
With Paul, our mortgage customer, a mortgage supplement he read in The Times 
which made him think about re-mortgaging was a ‘ladder’.  And in golf it was 
seeing someone hitting a great shot who the respondent thought was a worse 
player than himself. 
 
On the ‘snakes’ side we saw Gary’s Rav4 owner put the purchase back six 
months and Alison’s sister-in-law put a barrier on her having a Renault Scenic (“it 
would have been more than my life was worth!”).  In golf there is a new law 
coming out that will make a large amount of a golfer’s equipment illegal if they 
want to use it to get their handicap so the first question our golfer wanted to know 
was whether his new club would be eligible or banned. 
 
A new model of purchase journeys – marketing implications 
 
What we see coming from this in depth focus on purchasing is that the journey 
itself, or our short hand descriptions of it, need to change. No longer can we think 
of the structured brand funnel approach as even being useful shorthand for 
purchase. Instead we would suggest that we think of the customer journey as 
one full of snakes and ladders that can stop and fast-track the decision.  Some of 
these ‘snakes’ and ‘ladders’ will be influences and some will come about through 
the power of Influencers. 
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So how do we use this information? 
 
We need to identify and develop marketing strategies around the likely ‘ladders’ 
(and ‘snakes’).  Through research and/or brainstorming we believe it is possible 
to identify the most important ‘ladders’ and ‘snakes’ for a brand. 
 
Let’s look firstly at those communication pieces we saw in Decision Watch UK 
that are an influence.  For example, realising that price ads on the back of a 
magazine can be a powerful influence, particularly for A-Class where many 
people don’t realise that they have enough money for Mercedes-Benz’ entry level 
car, might mean that these price ads need to be more prominent within the media 
mix.  Understanding that supplements on mortgages in newspapers can trigger 
interest reinforces the importance of placing advertising in their midst to ride on 
the back of this interest.  It may also be possible for brands to create the 
accelerating ‘ladders’ themselves, particularly important for brands creating new 
markets.  For example, a brand could have created the mortgage supplement.   
 
Then we need to look at WOM and Influencers – the hidden but powerful force 
that both accelerates and puts back decisions.  Before we develop marketing 
strategies to address Influencers we need to understand more about who they 
are. 
 
The Different types of Influencer 
 
As the analysis progressed we realised that there were distinct Influencer types. 
These were people that either were approached by purchasers for specific 
reasons or presented their views to people unsolicited. We classified these 
Influencers into the following types shown in figure 4: 
 
 

The Purchase 

The Professional 
(‘The Inside Man’)

The Category Expert 
(‘The Specialist’)

The Researcher 
(‘The Numbers Man’)

The Researcher –
enjoys gathering 
information 
regardless of 
category 
The Role Model – a 
person others aspire 
to 
The Reassurer – re-
enforces the 
purchase decision 
Category Expert – 
loves the subject 
Professional – close 
working relationship 
with the category 
The Advocate –
proactively enthuses 
about the brand 
The Owner – 
responsive only 
when asked 

The Role Model 
(‘Mr Big’)

The Reassurer 
(‘The Yes Man’) The Owner 

(‘The Informant’)

The Advocate  
(‘The Pusher’)
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The most important point to realise at this stage is that these Influencer types do 
not appear in all categories and even when one Influencer type appears in two 
categories it may well have a different level of influence in each. We are 
suggesting that these are the types of Influencers involved across all categories.  
To see which impact in any particular category and how important they are in that 
category would require specific investigation. 
 
The purchaser talks to an Influencer because… 
 

• They know about (category): Category Expert 
• They know where to look to find out about (category): Researcher 
• I trust their decision: Role Model 
• They own that (brand): Owner/Advocate 
• They work in the (category): Professional 
• They understand what’s right for me: Reassurer 

 
But as we have said earlier, this is often an unconscious approach, the 
conversation might just happen in the normal course of events. 
 
Now we will describe each of the influencer types in more detail: 
 
The Category Expert 
 
This is your friend, colleague or acquaintance that knows more about the 
category than you do. You turn to them for advice as an ‘expert’ because that is 
how you view them.   Category Experts normally have a particular interest in that 
category – they love cars or golf or are financially sophisticated when it comes to 
mortgages.  Their interest leads them to read relevant publications, browse 
relevant websites and watch TV programmes devoted to the category.  Nick, 
Alison’s husband, was a Category Expert who devoted time every Saturday to 
exploring the world of cars.  In his capacity as husband he also acted as a 
Reassurer for Alison. 
 
For some people in some categories the Category Expert will specify products 
and brands for others to buy in great detail. One of our follow up interviews was 
with a web designer who began to moan about the number of people who came 
to him for advice about what computer to buy. He mentioned telling people both 
the brand and detailed product specifications of computers they should buy.  
 
This type of influence probably exists in many categories and in some is clearly 
very important. Consider for instance the last example against a standard 
marketing approach. If the client selling computers had asked us to arrange 
group discussions of potential purchasers we would have asked people how 
likely they were to purchase a computer and then recruited them. In the groups 
we would show them a series of potential communications pieces and asked for 
reactions. Being non-technical they would likely go for fastest / prettiest / best 

Page 12 of 22



C
o

n
fe

re
n

ce
 P

ap
er

s

Page 1 of 8

Dealing with the decase of anxiety
David Blackburn, Corporate Edge

Project1  21/1/05  4:20 pm  Page 4

Decision Watch UK 
 

name type heuristic approach to the decision. The suggested media would likely 
be mainstream for this mainstream audience. This information would then form 
the basis of our campaign when in fact we would be using the wrong messages, 
for the wrong people in the wrong place!  
 
For many of these purchasers we know that their involvement in the decision is 
surprisingly small. Instead of persuading them of the merits of our product we 
would be better off talking directly to their influencers. In this case we really 
needed to engage the Category Expert instead. They are likely to want a more 
technical discussion possibly in a category media vehicle (e.g. computer 
magazine or website). 
 
The Owner 
 
In certain categories it is clear that social permission exists for us to approach 
owners and ask opinions. One obvious example is cars.  It is socially acceptable 
to stop someone in a car park and say “I am thinking of buying an XX, I notice 
you have one, what’s it like”. This type of permission seems to exist in more 
hobby based purchases with obvious display properties. For instance golfers are 
socially permitted to ask others about their golf clubs. You may feel that it is 
socially acceptable to ask someone what they think of a book they are reading 
(even if you don’t know them) however it is unlikely that you would feel permitted 
to ask someone about the newspaper they read. We think it is probably essential 
in these types of cases for the category to be at least somewhat leisure / hobby 
related.  In other categories, such as mortgages, there needs to be a closer 
personal relationship with the individual to ask about their mortgage. 
 
Perhaps the most interesting thing we observed about owners is that their power 
can be negative. They can easily kill a purchase decision. Purchasers use them 
as a disaster check “do you like your….., have you had any problems with it”. 
Dissatisfied owners in certain categories can do a lot of harm. 
 
From a marketing perspective this reinforces the importance of creating a good 
ownership experience.  And wherever possible we should be trying to move them 
up to being brand advocates. 
 
The Advocate 
 
Brand advocates are the only Influencer type to spontaneously approach the 
purchaser and not the other way around. As the name suggests they love their 
brand and are looking for other people to ‘convert’ to their way of thinking. 
 
For example, the follow up interview with our smart owner revealed that she had 
managed to sell two cars to people who had not even considered that make or 
model at the time (both to a work colleague – our initial depth interviewee - and a 
neighbour).  
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There are obvious marketing responses to advocates. They should be 
encouraged and the proportion of your owner base that are advocates should be 
increased.  However even the most ardent advocate has times when they are 
likely to be more communicative. 
 
Advocacy is often strongest just after purchase.  This is not a necessary 
condition but a likely one and shows the importance of immediate after sales 
service and attempting to ‘delight’ customers at or after purchase to encourage 
advocates to recruit new prospects. 
But it is possible to create other positive experiences, such as an invitation to an 
event, that delight customers and then to build advocacy programmes to 
encourage positive WOM on the back of these experiences. 
 
The Role Model 
 
This type of Influencer is most like the traditional ‘early adopter’, ‘salesmen’ or 
‘opinion leader’ type of Influencer. Typically one of your more charismatic friends, 
boss, social club leader etc., they are looked up to and listened to on a range of 
issues and are one of the few Influencer types to work across categories.  
 
Obviously their power and role will vary by category but they are likely to have an 
impact in many areas. Unfortunately, as all researchers know, finding and 
influencing these people is particularly difficult. 
 
The key to marketing with Role Models is to have as many as possible being 
seen to use your product within their peer groups.  It is typically the type of 
Influencer that most marketing has focused on, but we believe is often not the 
most powerful Influencer or works only in conjunction with other key Influencers. 
 
The Researcher 
 
We identified a group of Influencers who we dubbed ‘Researchers’ because 
people tended to go to them for information about where to look and what to do 
before making major purchases. Their expertise is the research process itself, 
not any particular category. They are known by friends and colleagues as good 
‘investigators’.  They read publications such as ‘Which?’ and tend to do extensive 
research into a category prior to purchase. Researchers are heavy Internet 
users. 
 
However, Researchers may well not be asked for their specific opinions on a 
particular product, instead they are asked primarily about where to look, what 
sites and or magazines to read. This is their main purpose although they will be 
asked for their views, particularly if they have made a recent purchase in the 
category. 
 

Page 14 of 22



C
o

n
fe

re
n

ce
 P

ap
er

s

Page 1 of 8

Dealing with the decase of anxiety
David Blackburn, Corporate Edge

Project1  21/1/05  4:20 pm  Page 4

Decision Watch UK 
 

From a marketing perspective the Researcher will look for comparisons and 
independent reviews.  Thinking in these terms could help brands provide tools on 
their website more appropriate to Researchers and also relevant to many 
customers in the midst of the purchase decision. 
 
The Reassurer 
 
Typically a close relative, probably spouse or parent, the Reassurer’s role is to 
reassure the purchaser that they ‘deserve’ to spend the money on themselves in 
the way the purchaser wishes to. 
 
For both cars and golf clubs, and we suspect for other major ‘non-need’ purchase 
categories, the purchaser will often feel guilty about spending a large amount of 
money on themselves. There are other potential uses for the money and, in the 
case of a luxury purchase such as a new car or golf club, there often needs to be 
an ‘I deserve this’ defence. 
 
We found people saying “well our business did really well this year so we wanted 
a treat” or “I had always spent the bonus on the kids before so I deserve to spend 
it on myself just once, don’t I?”.  Even when they were talking to us researchers 
there was some need for self-justification and this need must be far greater within 
a family. Therefore the Reassurer’s role will be to assuage that guilt and allow the 
purchase. 
 
It should be noted that we found parents, spouses and kids playing this role 
depending on family situation and alternative money use.  Reassurers are often 
important in expensive purchases.  The group buying decision needs to be more 
fully recognised, particularly in ethnic communities, where this approach to 
purchase can be extremely strong. 
 
The Professional 
 
The Professional is someone connected through work to the purchase such as 
the car dealer, retail sales person or bank advisor.  
 
There are professionals who are involved with a variety of different brands, for 
example, golf retailers, IFAs and car supermarket brokers.  And companies 
usually communicate with these already, some more effectively than others. 
 
There are also professionals within your own company.  Clearly those operating 
at point of sale get well trained and their influence is well understood.  However it 
was outside of this sphere, in their social context, that we found the influence 
interesting.  
 
We interviewed one ex-employee of banks and building societies who was 
frequently consulted by her friends on financial matters.  She kept up to date with 
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financial issues and interest rates as a habit from her time working in the 
industry.  This made us think that all employees of a company, whether in sales 
or not, become potential sales ambassadors of that company and should be 
encouraged to introduce new customers. 
 
All Influencers Together 
 
Having described the different Influencer types it will be clear that some will be 
more crucial in some categories than others: the more complex a category, the 
more important the role of the Professional or Category Expert: the more 
luxurious the item the more important the role of a Role Model or Reassurer.  
 
Also it should be clear that certain people may well take more than one role, with 
a spouse potentially acting as Category Expert and Reassurer and a trusted 
friend as an Advocate and Role Model. 
 
Apart from the category itself, the experience of the person in the category and 
with a particular brand, plays a major role in how many Influencers there are, and 
the roles the Influencers play. The more experienced a person is in the category 
the less likely they are to seek out the advice of a Category Expert, however, if 
they know the category but not the brand they may well look to an Owner or 
Advocate for advice (see figure 5). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   

None 

Advocate 
 

 Owner

Category 
Experience 

Brand 
Experience

Researcher 

Expert 

Expert

 Professional 

 
 
 
Figure 5 
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Research Implications 
 
We are currently in the process of attempting to quantify the findings from 
Decision Watch UK. In the meantime we believe that the qualitative approach we 
have pioneered can have an immediate impact on your brand.  Research can: 
 

• Help you understand how WOM works in your category and the types of 
Influencers involved 

• Help to understand the true models of purchase journey in your category, 
without the post-rational bias from the purchaser themselves.  It can help 
identify the ‘snakes’ and ‘ladders’ to purchase 

 
With just these pieces of information we suspect you will end up revising your 
communications strategy and target definition.  
 
There are some clear research next steps though: 
 

• Investigating the other influences in the mix; people readily say that what 
they read in newspapers or magazines and on the Internet influence them. 
This investigation into non-human influences should be conducted using 
Semiotics. 

• Next we should try to quantify numbers and types of Influencers in each 
category and measure the relative importance of each.  

 
Also when looking at communications and sales approaches we believe that it is 
important to go beyond the simple approach of interviewing likely purchasers. 
Instead you should consider recruiting groups of Advocates and Owners, 
Category Experts and Researchers (who are outside your target group) and 
compare the results of these to groups conducted among basic target 
purchasers.  
 
Marketing Implications – Interrogating The Purchase Journey 
 
In too many categories, marketers have simply stopped engaging closely in the 
purchase cycle, believing that the structure for that cycle is well known and 
obvious. As more work is done in this area by researchers and social scientists 
alike, it is clear that our understanding of how purchases are made is lacking. 
 
Because of the work around Heuristics and Influencers and the increased 
recognition of the importance of WOM, we believe that it is time to re-investigate. 
It is critical that we understand how purchases are made and that we 
communicate at the right time, to the right people in the right way. Too often we 
default to running a few focus groups with people who say they are likely to buy 
something, if we do this we may well be asking the wrong questions of the wrong 
people.  
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On the non-scary side, it is the type of thorough investigation you should only 
need to do once in a while! 
 
We have discussed these findings with several clients and found that most, when 
pressed, didn’t believe that their standard purchaser journey model was anything 
other than a handy rule of thumb. The question is whether it is the best rule of 
thumb. 
 
One of the major problems with the purchase funnel model is that it presupposes 
that the decision to buy something is beyond the control of the marketer. The 
funnel suggests that the marketer is supplied with a potential customer who 
needs to buy something from the category and is weighing up between 
competing brands. However, this view may be entirely wrong.  We believe 
thinking about the purchase process as a game of snakes and ladders where we 
can fast-track potential customers or they can be waylaid by a negative 
experience is more productive. The ‘snakes’ and ‘ladders’ can be researched and 
brainstormed, with a series of mini marketing solutions developed to encourage 
steps along the way to final purchase.  Both influences and Influencers can be 
‘snakes’ and ‘ladders’.  Traditionally we have focused on the communication 
influences and the workings of Influencers have been largely untapped. 
 
Marketing Implications –Engaging The Influencer 
 
We need to start recognising Influencers as a target audience and develop 
relevant communications for each Influencer type.  Most brands will have 
customer and prospect databases.  These need to be extended as illustrated in 
figure 6: 
 
 
        Customers Prospects External Influencers
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Category 
Experts 
Reassurers 
Researchers 
Professionals 

Category 
Experts 
Reassurers 
Researchers 
Professionals 
 

Advocates 
Owners 
Role Models 
Category 
Experts 
Reassurers 
Researchers 
Professionals 

Figure 6 
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Also from a communications perspective we need to understand the types of 
messages that will engage Influencers and that they will pass on. Some obvious 
examples of ways to work with the Influencer types include: 
 

• For Advocates arm with brand stories and create a member get member 
program 

• For Owners ensure positive ownership experience and encourage 
advocacy 

• For Category Experts engage them in new product launches or on expert 
panels 

• For Researchers, use their input to refine web site development 
• For Professionals who are employees encourage positive ambassador 

roles in social contexts  
• For Role Models, try to identify them among your customers and treat 

them with added benefits  
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Resulting Marketing Strategies – The Mercedes-Benz Case Study 
 
We have started to apply these research learnings to the future research 
programme and marketing strategy for Mercedes-Benz. 
 

1. Research programme 
1.1 Understanding advertising response by Influencer type 
We have devised a set of questions to identify Influencer types and added 
these to the Mercedes-Benz advertising tracking study.  Once the results are 
available in early 2005 we are expecting to understand the proportions of 
different Influencer types within our core car-buying target audience.  
Previous work on ‘Transmitters’ by CIAMediaLab (figure 7) indicates that the 
car category has a relatively high number of ‘transmitters’ versus other 
categories (like savings and loans).   

 
 
Figure 7 
 
We will also be using the tracking study research to see how different 
Influencer types absorb communication.  For example, does a Category 
Expert pick up more communication for cars across the category with an 
Advocate picking up disproportionate communication for his or her particular 
brand?  Are there particular issues that have high awareness with one group 
(e.g. Researchers) and low awareness with others (e.g.Owners). 
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1.2  Understanding brand perception by Influencer type 
For both Mercedes-Benz and our other clients we are looking at appending 
the Influencer segmentation to a daily brand image monitor about to be 
launched by YouGov.  This will enable a client to see whether negative or 
positive WOM (e.g. caused through PR) is effecting their target audience and 
in particular how it is effecting those most influential to the brand. 
 
1.3  Enriching our understanding of Influencers  
Although we have identified different Influencer types we haven’t explored in 
detail what kind of communication they would be particularly receptive to.  So 
at the moment we are looking at doing some qualitative work using stimulus 
of both existing communication pieces (e.g. newsletters, magazines) and 
more radical solutions such as building bespoke web content.  In order to 
maximise the value of the research we are considering how to link it to the 
attitudinal segmentation already used by Mercedes-Benz. 
 
2. Integrating into marketing activity  
 
2.1 Launches 
With the launch of the new luxury CLS-Class we took our understanding of 
Role Models to drive the strategy.  We devised a ‘sightings’ programme 
where the car was available to a limited audience for a limited time.  For 
example, by creating a ‘sighting’ at the Institute of Directors Annual Dinner we 
attracted over 60 requests for a test drive. 
 
The new A-Class will be launched in early 2005 and we will be buying the 
names of Category Experts to include in launch communications because we 
know that some potential A-Class prospects will talk to Category Experts. 
 
2.2 Advocacy programme refinement 
This research has helped us develop our Advocacy programme, in particular, 
to formalise some of the activity that was happening on an ad hoc basis.  For 
example, encouraging the invitation of friends (who might be interested in 
purchase) to events with Advocates. 
 
2.3 Targeting database development 
Currently we are investigating the creation of an External Influencer database 
including Category Experts, Professionals and Researchers as well as 
collecting additional data on our customers and prospects to understand 
those that are disproportionately influential to sales. 
 
2.4 Identifying other ‘snakes’ and ‘ladders’ 
We work as part of an integrated communications team for Mercedes-Benz 
and have shared the learnings from the Decision Watch UK research.  
Whenever we are pulling together communications plans or tackling a brief for 
Mercedes we try to identify potential ‘snakes’ and ‘ladders’ in our 
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brainstorming.  Over time we hope that additional research will supplement 
our understanding. 
 

Summary & Conclusions 
 
The first conclusion from this paper is that a new method of qualitative research 
looking at WOM has been tried and proved to be successful. Analysing the 
purchase decision has unlocked a new and more actionable way to look at WOM.  
By networking from the respondent to their Influencers we can create a much 
richer and more valid picture of a purchase decision. In fact, in many categories 
we would suggest that not doing this will leave you with a very limited view of 
how and why people purchase your products, like looking at a crime scene 
through the eyes of one witness and ignoring the statements of three or four 
others. 
 
Secondly we conclude that a lot of what we assume about purchase journeys is 
wrong. The structured funnel concept is often wrong and most purchases seem 
to be a more like a game of snakes and ladders than anything else. Often 
multiple brands are not considered, at least simultaneously, and the idea of 
purchasing anything tends to wax and wane, often over a relatively long period of 
time. 
 
Thirdly we believe that we have identified another group of people that marketers 
need to engage with, beyond customers and prospects. This third group, the 
Influencer group, can have a major impact on brand choice and so needs to be 
communicated with. From a marketing efficiency standpoint, it is possible to 
engage with owners and Influencers and get them to send your message to 
potential customers for you. The major benefit of this is that a message from 
them is likely to have more impact on a target customer than a direct message 
from you. 
 
Finally we hope that this research approach and marketing thinking can and will 
have a significant impact on your marketing strategy and that the research 
community engages with us to further develop these ideas and improve upon the 
findings. 
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