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Summary
Vocus teamed up with Brian Solis (@briansolis) to answer a burning question – what makes an online influencer. From the start, we realized
that it was a very subjective question – so we decided to put it to the marketing and communications professionals who work with influencers
every day. From August 25, 2010 to September 10, 2010, we surveyed 739 people on their perceptions of online influence – and the
results have cast a fascinating light on this trickiest of social media debates.
Key findings include the following:
• Influence is different from popularity but… An overwhelming 90% of respondents perceive a big difference between “influence”
and “popularity.” However, qualitative review of open ended comments on this question shows the distinction is not always clear. A
follow-on question also adds ambiguity, with 84% of respondents saying that there is a correlation between “reach” and “influence”
on social networks.
•

Quality of network and quality of content have a defining impact on influence. The top contributing factors that make
a person or brand influential include the “quality or focus of the network” (60%), the “quality of content” (55%), which tied with the
“capacity to create measurable outcomes” (55%), and the “depth of relationship” a person or brand has with social contacts (40%).

•

Content is king, but context is queen. 50% of respondents said that the single most important action a person or brand can take
to increase their influence online was to “create, post or share compelling content.”

•

Views vary on effective measurement. A majority, 29% of respondents, said “action” is the most important measure of
effectiveness in social media, yet more than one-third (36%) also ranked “action” as the least important.

•

Senior execs are willing to pay for influence. 57% of respondents said they would be willing to pay an influencer to help “drive
actions and outcomes.” Cross-tab analysis by title, role and organization provided additional insight as to who exactly is willing to pay
for influence. A cross-tab analysis by title showed that the executive level, such as CEOs and CMOs (63%), would be most willing to
pay for influence.

Introduction
“Someone like me” is how Richard Edelman, the CEO of the public relations firm that bears his name, characterizes the term “new influencer”
– a concept predicated by social media.1 For those tasked with building, strengthening or defending a personal or organizational brand
reputation online, the words “someone” and “new” are operative: it also means that there are more influencers, and that “someone” could
be, well, anyone.
This fact has caused marketing and public relations professionals to re-evaluate the term “influence.” We say reevaluate, as opposed to
redefine, because, while the definition of influence hasn’t changed, (as Brian wrote “the ability to cause measurable actions and outcomes.”2)
the identity of the influencers has. Perhaps that, in and of itself, is enough to merit a change in definition.
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Demographics
While this survey was offered globally via e-mail invitation and social
media channels, the majority of respondents (79%) hailed from North
America. The next largest region represented was Europe, with 14%,
while the remainder, a handful of respondents, said they were based
in Asia, Australia, South America, the Middle East and Africa.
In terms of functions or roles, marketers made up the single largest
group with 35%, while PR professionals followed with 28%. Social
media professionals, for example community managers, accounted
for 17%, and advertising and SEO types comprised the next two
categories with 2% each.
Respondents appeared to be seasoned professionals with 88%
reporting that they were at a “mid-career” level or higher. The single
largest group was from the executive level, such as owners, CEOs and
CMOs, with 30% of respondents.
In terms of organizations, 33% reported working for a corporation,
32% reported working for an agency, 14% said they were selfemployed, 12% reported working for a non-profit and 7% working
in academia and education. The remaining 2% work in government.
A majority, 42%, reported their organization as having revenues of
less than $1 million; 19% reported revenues in the range of between
$1 million and $5 million; 15% said between $6 million and $50
million. Organizations with $51 million or more in revenues were
represented by 28% of respondents, including 9% who stated their
organizations have sales in excess of $1 billion.

Influence is not popularity
Influence is not popularity – 90% of respondents seemingly drew a clear distinction when asked the “yes or no” question, “Is there a big
difference between popularity and influence?” The 237 open-ended comments submitted along with this question indicated a perception
that influence is serious and popularity is fun.
Influence drives, motivates, is steadfast, and causes people to take
action, while popularity is hip, perhaps amusing and wanes easily
amid a fickle audience. “Liking you and listening to you are two
different things,” wrote one respondent. “Popularity is an expression
of volume while influence is an expression of value,” said another.
Some felt popularity was simply not linked to influence. “The way I
see it, Simon Cowell from American Idol had influence, even when he
wasn’t very popular,” added a third respondent.
However, digging deeper, we find that the line between influence
and popularity does have touches of gray – it’s not always a simple
dichotomy between yes or no. For example, one respondent wrote,
“Influence is the next level after popularity,” referring to a causal link
between the two concepts, while another said, “You can be popular
without influence and vice versa.”
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Influence is correlated to reach
When asked if influence correlates to reach, the survey data indicated
respondents also held strong convictions – a resounding “yes.” Eightyfour percent of survey-takers said there was indeed a correlation.
This seems to contrast with popularity – for example, how do you
distinguish between reach and popularity, since popular people
generally have reach?
Yet again, the open-ended answers, 144 of them, indicated there was
more to this answer than a simple yes or no.

Reach does not drive action

Reach drives action

“A person can have only a few contacts and greatly influence just “Yes, you have to reach an audience in order to motivate them to
those few.”
action”
“You’re not an influencer unless you drive action. Enthusiasts can “The farther the reach, the greater the ability to drive action.”
have great reach, but not as much impact, as an influencer.”
“I would say there’s a stronger correlation between an influencer’s “It’s certainly not a perfect correlation, but it definitely exists.”
depth and their ability to drive action.”

Hypothetically – who is more influential?
When presented with a question about hypothetical influencers, respondents resoundingly chose the influencer (or brand) with a tighter
connection with his or her (or its) network. In an effort to avoid biasing the answers, the question avoided using any form of the word
“influence” and was phrased as follows:
Which person do you feel would have a more measureable effect on
an outcome (choose one):
•
•
•

Person C has millions of fans/friends/followers with little to no
connection
Person B has thousands of fans/friends/followers loosely
connected
Person A has handful of fans/friends/followers that are tightly
connected

Survey results showed that: Person A is more likely to have a
measurable effect according to 57% of respondents. Person B
followed with 36% and Person C trailed with 8%. In reviewing the
statistical data from this question and the two previous on “reach” and
“popularity” – it is reasonable to conclude that those with a marketingrelated background equate influence with the quality of connection to
a given network.
The qualitative data, however presents us with two realities: 1) no organization’s social media experience is the same and 2) the real world
is not hypothetical. Lady Gaga and Bono will tell us why in the next section of this report.
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Influence grudge match: Lady Gaga versus Bono
In describing the difference between influence and popularity, one respondent wrote, “Lady Gaga is popular, Bono is influential.”
It’s reasonable to consider Bono influential, because he and his band’s music often carries a political message, he advocates for charitable
causes, and more than once has stood on a world stage challenging leaders to help him raise money for humanitarian missions.
Bono was the artist chosen to perform during the at the first Superbowl Halftime Show following the events of September 11th – he revealed
an American flag sewn on the inside of his jacket at the end of his performance – to the delight of many, and to the outrage of some. There’s
little doubt Bono is popular, has reach and also, wields influence.
Lady Gaga is easy to label as being more popular than influential. Along with chart-topping popular culture music and racy videos, she’s
portrayed in the media – both mainstream and social – as a diva, of the Hollywood-esque glitz and glam. But what if she put her popularity
to work for a cause – one that’s generally considered good? For example, if she joined forces with the Susan G. Komen Foundation for the
Cure, would her popularity then be deemed influential? Perhaps, if, as Brian says, she was able to cause a measurable outcome – money
for the foundation, or better yet, contribute tangibly to declining rates of breast cancer.
This question is also useful for the discussion of reach – which 84%
of respondents said had a correlation to influence. With more than
6 million followers on a verified Twitter account, does Lady Gaga
(@ladygaga) not have reach? And if there’s a correlation between
reach and influence, can we deduce that she also has influence?
While we were doing this research, coincidentally, Lady Gaga did in
fact place her “popularity” in support of a cause. She held a rally in
Maine in an attempt to influence a U.S. Senator to consider legislation
repealing the U.S. Military’s policy of “Don’t ask, don’t tell.” She
also began using Twitter to advocate for the cause – even Tweeting a
message at Sen. John McCain. Her actions drew substantial coverage
in both mainstream and new media – a measurable outcome is yet to
be determined.

Contributing factors
What factors contribute to making a person or brand influential? Sixty percent of respondents said the “quality or focus of the network was
most important,” while 55% said the “quality of content,” which was tied with “capacity to cause measurable outcomes.” The next single
highest category was “depth of relationship” with 40%.
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This data was obtained by asking respondents to rate a list of named contributing factors on a scale of 1 through 5, where 5 was the best.
In analyzing the data, when we combined the rankings for 4 and 5 together, we found a consistent result for the top three:
•
•
•

90% rated “quality or focus of your network” as a 4 or a 5
85% rated “measurable outcomes” as a 4 or a 5
85% rated “quality of content” as a 4 or 5

Friend or follow: relationships matter
How do influencers attract followers? The top two reasons, according to a majority of respondents, were 1) they post interesting content
(37%) and 2) they have a personal connection to their network (32%). It seems relationships do matter.
This too was a ranking question where respondents were forced to choose among answers. For example, respondents could only
rank one choice as #1 and only one choice could be ranked #2, and so on. If we add the top two choices together, our analysis shows
similar patterns.
•
•
•

62% of respondents say they follow a person or organization for relevant content
51% say they follow people or brands considered thought leaders
43% say they follow because of a personal connection

The characteristics that did not rank as highly are just as interesting at those that did. Fun, following you back, and fame, did not rank highly;
however we wondered if these results were reflective of a relatively sophisticated survey sample given the marketing-related backgrounds of
the respondents. The thesis being: would this question produce the opposite result if we sampled a consumer-oriented audience?
More likely to follow people or brands…

Not as likely to follow people or brands…

Relevant content

They are fun

Personal connection

They follow you back

Thought leaders

They are famous
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Single most important way to build influence
This analysis of the previous question was validated in a follow-up
question where respondents were asked to choose the single most
important action a person or brand could take to increase their
influence online. Fifty percent of respondents said, “create, share
or post compelling content.” Authenticity, a defining principle of
social media ranked next with 31%, while “focus on contributing to
fewer conversations, but more in depth” ranked third with 10%. The
remaining difference was near-evenly spread among the remaining
choices including, “Contribute to as many social media conversations
as possible,” “connect with famous or influential people,” and “be
famous offline.”
The question on the single most important way to build influences
received 23 open-ended suggestions which followed similar themes:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Engage in dialogue, listen and respond
Be relevant to the audiences you are seeking
Create original and compelling content as an expert
Be unique and distinctive
Fulfill the promise they’ve made to earn the right to be part of the conversation
Build trust – a person you trust says ‘jump’ and you will more likely jump than if some random minor celeb says ‘jump’
Be authentic, passionate about work & have good content to share

So how do you earn the status of “influencer”? Our survey results indicate that you need to provide useful and relevant content to your
audience. Content is still king, but context is queen. And the queen, after all, is the most powerful piece on the chessboard.

Social media measurement undecided
Definitive answers on social media measurement were as equally evasive as the differences among popularity, reach and influence.
Respondents were asked to rank the following on a scale of 1 through 5, where a ranking of 1 was the best:
•
•
•
•

Click-through rates via Bit.ly or Website analytics
Views of a particular piece of content
An action (purchase, registration, download, vote)
Tweets, Retweets, likes and posts

Interestingly, “action” received the most rankings for both the most important metric (29%) and the least important metric (36%). There was
no other metric that stood out among the options. If we combined the survey respondents that rated any given category a 1 or a 2, “action”
again ranked first with 37%, followed by “views” with 36% and “tweets” and “click-through” – each with 32% respectively.
By view of a mean average, “action” again ranked the highest, with the breakdown as follows:
•
•
•
•

Action: 3.24
Views: 3.1
Click-through: 3.08
Tweets/Likes: 3.06

The rating scale for this question was slightly different from earlier questions, where 5 had previously been denoted as the best rating; in this
case 1 was the best. Consequently, we debated internally whether or not the results had been skewed.
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To test the findings, we submitted a similar question through online
polling to a Webinar audience on September 22, 2010 – an acid-test
of sorts. The online polling question had 113 respondents and was
presented just prior to presenting the survey data on this particular
question so as to avoid bias. The results were in line with the findings of
our initial survey as denoted below.
If there’s one nugget of knowledge we can take from this particular
question, it would be that one-size does not fit all. Social media
experiences will be unique for every organization and, it’s therefore
reasonable to suggest, that what organizations find important in terms
of measurement will generally be unique.
As Ogilvy’s Rohit Bhargava wrote of social media case studies being overrated, “The search for the perfect case study for permission to
innovate is like spending your life trying to find a guy named George to marry because your best friend is happily married to a guy named
George. Your objective may be the same as your friend (to get married), but the path you take will always be different.”3
Naturally, if you take a different path, you’ll have different mile markers along the way.

Will people pay for influence?
This is a fascinating question – with an equally fascinating answer.
57% of respondents stated that they would, in fact, be willing to pay
for an influencer to help them “drive actions or outcomes.”
In order to learn more – who exactly was willing to pay for an
influencer’s help – we performed analysis on three different levels,
divided by role (or function), by title and by organization.
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Pay by role. Among roles, search or SEO professionals were most willing (83% of respondents), and were closely followed by advertising
professionals (78%). The sample sizes for these roles were relatively small, but when we looked at larger samples, including marketing and
public relations, the indications also present influencers with a revenue opportunity. 61% of marketing professionals said they would pay
and more than half – 52% - of public relations professionals said they would pay for an influencer’s help.

Pay by title. Recall from our demographics that respondents from the executive level, including CEOs and CMOs, accounted for the
single largest group by title in this survey segment comprising 30% of all respondents. A full 63% of this group said they would be willing
to pay for an influencer’s help. More surprisingly, each segment in this cross-tab analysis – from intern to CEO – said they would pay for
an influencer’s help.

Pay by organization. Agencies, including PR, advertising and social media agencies, are more willing to pay for an influencer’s help to
drive results than any other single category of organization (64%). Corporations followed with 61%, then the self-employed with 57%, then
education or academics with 50%. Non-profits and government were last with 39% and 23% respectively.
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How do you define influence in 140 characters?
The final question of the survey was open-ended and received 611 responses. The tag cloud chart and subsequent analysis showed that
respondents used the words “ability” or “power” 70% of the time when defining influence. “Action” followed next, with 45% of respondents
using this word. “People” or “person” was third being used 38% of the time – perhaps reflective of the social nature of well, social media.
The most interesting part about this question was – the words most commonly used to describe influence could well be rearranged to form
a definition of the term.

A sample of individual responses is as follows (a few of these are a bit longer than 140 characters, but noteworthy
nonetheless):
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.

12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.

The capacity to drive followers’ actions
The ability to uplift people into action
Ability to persuade
Something that drives to a strong call to action
Ability to lead and inspire others
The ability to get others to act or think in a certain way
Sharing, putting your fingerprint on the Web, leaving your mark
on the world
Creating cause and effect, i.e. followers will incorporate an
influencer’s call to action
The ability to cause others to act
The ability to sway others. To be perceived as knowledgeable
and providing relevant content
Sharing compelling content that leads to one being considered
a thought leader and motivates others to Retweet, like
and post
The capacity to provoke an action/outcome
The ability to change or redirect behavior
Inspire and empower people to learn and grow
Influence is the ability to enable others to make confident decisions
Ability to connect, communicate and engage with your target audience with a far-reaching effect
Influence: The ability through thought, word or deed, to inspire action among others who can also inspire action
Creating or sharing content that is shared (or further shared) on a consistent basis
Presenting an idea – a call to action – in a way that entices others to embrace it
The one who drives people
The ability to steer the opinions or purchases of others. Even if a purchase isn’t made, the ability to get others to “check something out”
Convince
Influence is power attributed to trust
Someone people reference when discussing a subject or area
The ability to generate interest either on a large scale or create conversation amongst other influencers
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