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ABSTRACT

This paper explores the role of opinion leader (foven of reference group member) in customer/corsum
decision making on cement product purchasing. Thayshas focused on pertinent literature, quaniaand qualitative
studies to assess how opinion leaders make theal lrlaoosing decision and recommend cement brandigtomers.
Cement is a semi-engineering and high involvemeatiyct and therefore customers need to go thromgbxéensive
information search process. In such case opiniaddeand reference group largely influence thesitetimaking process
of customers. This paper is an attempt to invesgighe variables that influence the brand choosiagision of the
architects- a major opinion leader group in ceniedtistry. The qualitative research reveals somabkes (BUET Test,
Price, Availability, Delivery of order, Raw materiaGoodwill, Initial setting time, Commission andif(p that are
considered when architects make suggestion for sthgathe cement brand. Finally, these eight vaemliave been
factorized into four factors nameligchnical aspects, goodwill and brand image, disttion coverage and service aspect

and financial aspeatf the cement brand.
KEYWORDS: Influence of Opinion Leader in the Decision Makilgpcess of Customers

INTRODUCTION

Studies in consumer behavior reveal that decisiakimg process of the consumers/customers is coethos a
complex set of activities. The decision making essceven gets more complex in case of technicduptoln such cases,
consumers/customers to a large extent depend ompebple who are regular users of the product or hawfficient
knowledge about the product. These groups of pespte influence the decision making and brand chapgirocess of
the customers are commonly referred as referenmepgThere are remarkable numbers of studies orinfheence of
reference group on consumer decision process. timfately and of course unintentionally there haanbeery little focus
on how the reference group makes their own braotide process. More specifically, there is a gapxisting literatures

in studying the factors that reference group carsit recommending a specific brand to general waess/customers.

This study is an attempt to investigate the factbes opinion leaders (one kind of reference grazgo)sider in
recommending brands to customers. Keeping thisgserin mind, the cement industry in Bangladeshliees taken as
case in this study and the brand decision prodesschitects (opinion leader group in this cases Ibaen investigated. The
rationales of taking the cement industry as casdvan. First, cement is a semi-engineering prodnck thus influence of
opinion leaders on customer decision process ishnmigh. Second, in the competitive cement indusfridangladesh,
marketers are now undertaking different promotiostahtegies targeting the opinion leaders; arctitemd masons.
Therefore, understanding the decision making psooéarchitects will help the marketers to formelaffective strategies

to communicate the reference group.
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2 Mahfuz Ashraf

Objectives of the Study

The broad objective of this study is to identifydasietermine factors or variables which influence émgineers,

the most influential reference group in cement gidy to prescribe particular brand of cement tst@mmer.
More Specifically
The specific objectives of the study include;
» To investigate the decision making process of &cts in recommending cement brands to customers.
» To identify the most prominent factors/variableatttietermines the particular brand choice.
* To factorize the correlated variables under someedsions.
LITERATURE REVIEW

From consumer-behavior perspective, it appears tpabduct and brand choosing behavior of

consumers/customers can largely be influenced diy teference groups (Bearden and Etzel 1982).

A reference group is defined as “an actual or imagi individual or group conceived of having sigraht
relevance upon an individual’s evaluations, asjginsi or behavior” (Park and Lessig, 1977, p. 1@3arden and Etzel
(1982) defined a reference group as a person apgobpersons that significantly influence the babaof an individual,
and argued that the reference group concept (HytBdR) provides a way to comprehend why many indiaisl do not
behave like others in their social group. The m@vsause of spokespeople in product and servicewgndments reflcets
the widely held belief that individuals who are adkd or who belong to a group to which other induals aspire can
exercise an influence on infromation processinitude formation, and purchase behavior ( Beartiietemeyer, and Teel
1989). Consumers frequently rely on word of moutt eeferrals and observational learning from ott@rsumers when
making a purchase decision (Dichter 1966). In scases, the referral has a positive impact on fhaichase decision,

and in other cases, it does not alter their detisio

Reference groups are usually conformed by the ksoeiavork of an individual: family members, friendsd
colleagues, and inspirational figures (BachmanhnJand Rao, 1993), and experts who have an egpénticertain areas.
Reference groups have basically two functions @gl1965): anormativefunction that sets and enforces standards for the
individual, and a&omparativefunction that serves as a comparison point agaihsth an individual evaluates himself and
others (Cocanougher and Bruce, 1971). Park andd-€s%77) further elaborated the Kelley's (1965)daband described
three dimensions of reference groups: informationélitarian, and value-expressive. According teaBden and Etzel
(1982), informational influence occurs when, facumgcertainty, an individual searches for informatiand counts on
sources with high credibility or high experienceotler to help him make a decision; utilitariariuefice occurs when an
individual acts according to the desires of othibet are important to him in order to obtain a relvar to avoid some
punishment; and value-expressive influence is ataraed by the individual's acceptance of ceraiternal standpoints

given his psychological need to associate withragreor group.

Basically only one reason reference influencespimehase decision of the consumer that is powdfer@nt
forms of power are used by the reference groupsy Eine coercive power, social power, referent povesvard power,

expert power, information power, legitimate power. e
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Reference group influence on individuals’ behadepends on the nature of individual and produce typeans
individuals who have little information and few expnces about a particular product seek out aduice the expert or
knowledgeable person Moreover product type andhvevoent in product purchase also factors for takiegception from

reference group.

Buyer decision process consists five stages (Figégependix), these are, Problem recognition, Infation
search, Evaluation of alternatives, Purchase detistost purchase behavior. The buying processaidegth recognition
on the part of an individual or organization thiagyt have a problem or need. After defining the fmabbuyer have to
collect information’s about this particular produahd then buyer have to analyze collecting infaimmabased on buyer

buying characteristics and preference. Analyzirfigrmation ultimately conclude with taking purchateision.

Most of the time problem could be recognized byt@uer individually, but information collection demds on
reference group. When the customer has no prioeréeqce about particular product he has to coleqiensive
information then they went to the reference groupcbllecting information, moreover when productghase in high risk
situation consumer likely engaged extensive infdimma collection, where reference group exert thdwese After
collecting information customer required to analythés information. Basically consumer used evoked is their
evaluation process, means known brand by the comsurtf customer have limited knowledge, experieméermation
about particular brand then they are influencedthzy reference group members, who have certain iexped about
particular product. As well as when products ahmécal and product perceived risk is high thenl#ation process

depends on expert’s perception and references.

Cement a building material made by grinding calditimestone and clay to a fine powder, which camriieed
with water and poured to set as a solid mass ad asean ingredient in making mortar or concretés &n important

building structure material and at this reason bduslder face a complexity for purchasing thistisafar product.

Cement made by some raw material which is so contplgt customers never identify which quality isogaand
which one is bad, moreover buyer has a limited Kadge about product type and its brand. Due to ¢biziplexity

cement buyer generally depends on experts’ suelngiseers’ recommendation to select the brand meo¢ to be used.

Cement Manufacturers, facing an increasing conipetiharketplace, are finding it difficult to diffemtiate their
cements on the basis of quality, price, promotionlazation (Huda, Faruq and Sharmin 2007). Qualitgluding
performance, conformance, reliability, and dur&pitind price are treated as key variable influepdinand selection
(Hildebrandt 1988; Mazursky and Jacoby 1986) argtacner satisfaction. Additionally, service qualéyaluations are
critical inputs to the customer decision makinggass (Dodds, Monroe and Grewal 1991; Zeithml 198BS literature

suggests that there are linkages between qualitg,experience and promotion and brand selection.

After analyzing the many literature and expert apin we identified several independent variablesctviiead
engineers to refer particular brand of cement ttividual house builders. These variables includ&EB Test, Price,

Availability, Delivery of order, Raw material, Goadl, Initial setting time, Commission and Gift.
Methodology

This study followed mixed approach where both daglie and quantitative research methods have bsed.
First, qualitative research technique namely intdépterview has been conducted to identify thdaldes that architects

consider in choosing cement brands. 6 in-deptini@®s were conducted with the primary purposedahtifying the
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characteristics that are considered by architectieterminants of quality cement. Besides, we gttedhto investigate the
perception of the architects about various cemeands, identify their preferred brands and invedégthe underlying
causes behind preferring those brands. A semitsirest questionnaire was used in conducting theeptd interviews;
issues arose out from a given interview were sively used as a basis for further inquiry in sojosat interviews. The
architects from govt. institutions, private conaulty firms and real estate companies were seldotethe in-depth

interviews.

After developing an understanding of the brand-shg decision process of the architects and ideatibn of
the variables, a survey was conductedneasure the relative importance of the idemtifrariables in choosing cement
brands. Besides, the correlations among the vasaidve been investigated and then factor andigsideen performed
to reduce the variables into some factors. A stinect questionnaire was administered in the survegrevthe importance
of the variables (identified in the qualitative @asch) was measured on 9 point Likert-scale. Insttee, ‘extremely
important’ was coded as 9 and ‘not important dtaall1. Architects form private consultancy firmsal estate companies

and govt. institutions such as Public Works DeparthifPWD) and Roads and Highways Department.

Making conclusion or generalizing the findings fransurvey to the population requires a statisycsitjnificant
sample size and sound research methodology. Theraiide range of recommendations in the existtegakure regarding
the optimum sample size required for conductingofaanalysis. Everitt (1975) recommended a minimafll0 subjects
per item to obtain an adequate sample size foorfeamalysis. Gorsuch (1983), on the other handymaended five
respondents per variables, with a minimum of 10§jexts, regardless of the number of items. Guil{d@b4) argued that
sample size fofactorization should be at least 200, while Cafte8i78) recommended three to six subjects per wgth,a
minimum of 250. From the qualitative research (@pth interviews), we identified eight variables,datherefore,

following the recommendations of Everitt and Gotsutbe sample size determined for this study w&s 10

FINDINGS

Findings from Qualitative Research

As mentioned in the methodology section, we coretliet number of in-depth interviews with some aech to
identify the factors that they consider in recomdirg cement brands to individual house builders arghnizational
customers (i.e., real estate companies, buildergtactors, etc.). The in-depth interviews helpedinsover a number of
variables. Architects usually consider the technicsgects of the cement when they choose a cemantl bAmong the
technical aspects initial and final setting timesttresult and raw materials of the cement etc.caresidered most.
However, while asked how they judge whether theargrbrand meets the optimum combination of the maaterials or
will set in the desired time, almost all of thepesdents mentioned that they rely on the BUET fieation. For instance,
Mr habibur Rahman (Project Engineer in Asset Dgwelent) said “Brand that satisfy PSI (one of therfar of testing of
the cement followed in BUET test) according to thessign criteria, ensure initial & final setting #nis considered as a
good cemerit Md. Ziaul Hoque (Sub divisional Engineer in PutMiork Development) mentioned availability of cement,
presence of adequate level of clinker and otherernads, and quick delivery as the major factors the consider in
recommending cement brand in a construction work. Adhique Kadir (Assistant Engineer in Public Warke
Development) brought up some variables which arssidered as the determinants of quality cementthadvariables
include; consistent result in laboratory test,aatf raw material and initial and final setting &rof the cement. However,

the architects from the real estate companies aivdte consulting firms especially pointed out teailability, quick
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delivery, price and laboratory test result as thedrtant variables considered in choosing cemeanticbrProviding gifts
and commission to architects is a well known proomatl strategy of cement companies in Bangladebbugh the gifts
and commissions from cement companies influenceatbbitects in recalling and recommending the bsaofithose
cement companies, architects denied to put mucloritapce on this issue as a determinants of recomiimgrcement
brands. However, almost all of the architects aekedged that they received gift items from diffdareament companies

on several occasions.

Based on the in-depth interviews, we identified thkowing variables that architects consider irogking or

recommending a specific cement brand:
»  Availability
* Price
» Initial setting
» Test Result
» Delivery
*  Goodwill of brand
* Raw Material, and
+ Gift & Commission

In the next section, it has been attempted to ecafly test whether there is high correlation amalng above
mentioned variables and if found, the highly catedl variables will be factorized to identify sofaetors which can

subsequently be used in future research.
Factor Analysis as a Research Technique

Factor analysis is the name given to a group dissital techniques that can be used to analyzasrigiationships
among a large number of variables and to explagetvariables in terms of their common underlyimgethsions (factors)
(Hair, Anderson, Tat ham, & Black, 1998). This as@& is usually conducted to reduce the numbertivibates or
variables used in the research. As in our reseaight independent variables were used; thus, tirdactor analysis, the
eight attributes have been reduced to some fadiash factor includes only those attributes, wrach correlated with
each other. But the factors extracted are not lzde@ with each other. The hypothesis used in faalyses is that each
variables or attributes are perfectly correlatethviti but has no correlation with other variabléghis hypothesis is not

accepted, factor analysis can be possible.

For conducting factor analysis there are severahoas which includeprinciple component analysis, common
factor analysis, unweighted least squares, genezdlileast square, maximum likelihood, alpha methnd image
factoring. In this paper, to conduct the factor analysis, hege used principle component analysis becausénaanyr
concern of this approach is to determine the mimimmumber of factors that will account for maximu@riance in the
data for use in subsequent multivariate analysidM&lhotra, Naresh 2008). Where other methods amgptex and are not

recommended for inexperienced users.
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Factor Analysis of the Data

As the first step, in order to establish an appedeness of the factor analysis application, Kaldeyer-Olkin

sampling adequacy test and Barlett’s test of sphityi were performed. Table 1 reports the resdithese tests.

Table 1: KMO and Barlett's Tests

KMO and Bartlett's Test
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy. 10.6
Bartlett's Test of Sphericity Approx. Chi-Square .28
Df 28
Sig. .033

The KMO sampling adequacy test statistic is 0.8&8ich is higher than the threshold value of 0.5i(Ha
Anderson, Tatham, & Black, 1998). The Barlett'stte$ spherincity statistic is 43.28. This indicatdwmt the null
hypothesis that the correlation matrix is an idgntiatrix is rejected at the 0.05 level of sigréiice. Thus, these results
support the appropriateness of the factor analyssfor the purposes of this study.

Table 2 reports communalities for selected itenmn@unality indicates how much of the variance m sklected
items has been accounted for by the extracted coemis. For example, 81.7 percent of variance irfAkailability” item
is accounted by the extracted factor(s) while thie@nt of variance accounted by the extracted fgtm the “Price” item
is 82.5.

Table 2: Communality

Items Communalities
Availability .817
Price .825
Initial setting 721
Test Result .728
Delivery .801
Goodwill of brand .705
Raw Material .610
Gift & Commission 911

Table 3 reports initial eigenvalues of the compdsieAccording to the latent root criterion (CattelB66), a
component with eigenvalue greater than one shoelddmsidered for further analysis. The factor agialyn this study
identified four (4) components which had eigenvalugeater than the benchmark value. These four cpes

cumulatively explain 76.47percent of total variance

Table 3: Total Variance Explained

Compo Initial Eigenvalues .
nent Total % of Cumulative
Variance %
1 2.28 28.50 28.50
2 1.63 20.46 48.96
3 1.18 14.80 63.77
4 1.01 12.70 76.47
5 .67 8.40 84.87
6 49 6.18 91.06
7 A2 5.36 96.43
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| 8 | 28 | 356 | 100.00 |

Next, Table 4 reveals the result of the rotatedmmment matrix. The main purpose of the rotatiotoiseduce the
number of the components on which the items hawgher factor loading. This is expected to reduwe number of

variables and produce a clear structure for trerpmétation of results.

Table 4: Rotated Component Matrix

Component

1 2 3 4
Availability -.02 .01 .89 -13
Price -.49 .13 12 -74
Initial setting .64 15 -.48 -.25
Test Result g7 .22 27 -.07
Delivery -.05 -.10 .88 .08
Goodwill of brand .29 74 27 .07
Raw Material .73 .24 .36 .28
Gift & Commission -.03 .18 .01 .94
Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysist&ion
Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization.

Experts’ perception about Raw materials of the cgnmas 0.73 loading on the factor 1 which means tthia
attribute is highly correlated with the factor theTlnitial setting time is highly correlated withet same factor having the
coefficient of 0.64 and test result of the cemenBIUET test is 0.77 which also is highly correlateith the factor 1.
Goodwill of brand is highly correlated with the fac2 having the factor loading of 0.73.Availahiliand Delivery of the
cement are correlated with the factor 3 with thatihee coefficients of 0.89, and 0.88 respectivdliie remaining two
Price and Gift & Commission setting by the compang highly associated with the factor 4 with theftioients of 0.74
and 0.94 respectively.

Table 5: The Identified Factors and Their Associatd Variables Are Presented in the Following Table

Factor Attributes Factor Name

Factor 1| Initial setting time, Test Result and Rdaterial | Technical aspect of the product
Factor 2| Goodwill of brand Goodwill and brand image
Factor 3| Availability, Delivery Distribution covega and services
Factor 4| Price, Gift & Commission Financial aspect of thegurct

The findings of the factor analysis helped us itherbur factors namely; technical aspects, gootlasiid brand
image, distribution coverage and service aspectfimadcial aspect of the cement brand. Undertéohinical aspectthe
architects mainly consider the initial setting tinf@boratory test result, and raw materials. Theresfa cement brand with
optimum setting time, consistent good laboratogule and necessary raw materials is expected ted@ammended by
architects to the customeriGoodwill or brand imagef cement brand is another factor which is considén choosing a
cement brand. The third factor has been named yuidtribution coverage and service aspect of the argrand this
factor includes availability and timely delivery thle cement-inancial aspect of the cemetie fourth factor, includes the

price of the brand and the gift and commission jgied by the cement companies.
RESEARCH IMPLICATIONS

Cement is a technical and semi-engineering prodhigstomers (individual house builders and orgartrat

buyers), because of their lack of product knowledygely depends on architects who can be terraapmion leaders in
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this case. In this paper it has been attempteduestigate the decision making process of the tetsi and identify the
factors that they consider in recommending cemeamids to customers. Though there have been numstadiss on the
influence of reference group or opinion leaderscastomers’ purchase decisions, study on the fa¢hatsthe opinion
leaders consider in recommending specific cemamds to their customers is missing. This studyiateempt to fill this
research gap. However, the factors identified ie gtudy can subsequently be used in future relsearto identify the

relative importance of the factors as determinahtrchitects’ recommending specific cement brandustomers.

CONCLUSIONS

Customer/consumer decision making depends on phedtuct knowledge. If they have deficient knowledigen
reference group plays significant role for assgstiustomer/consumer taking final decision. The wtfatuses on how
engineers (one form of reference group member) estgghe customer/consumer for choosing cement ptodu
Fundamentally, architects value some factors inostmg and recommending cement brand, which inclied@nical
aspects of the product, brand image, distributimvecage and financial aspect of the company. Fgslof this paper will
be of use to managers, to look at how referencapgtake their decision, what factors they considaecommending a

cement brand.
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