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Abstract

Opinion leader should be individual who is important and influential for the suacess of village development

programs and attract youth to engage in the oil palm industry. The purpose of this study is to examine the

characteristics of the opinion leader and its relationship with the intensity of the influence of an individual termed as

opinion leader. In addition, this study also aims to identifu which of the characteristics is most important in

influencing the intensity of the influence of an opinion leader.In this study data, collected are both primary and

secondary. Primary data were collected using a qualitative approach through face to face interviews with four

informants consisting of entrepreneurs, the village chief, the Village Development and Security Committee (JKKK)

and an acting head of the village. The study was conducted in North Johor, Malaysia. The study found that personal

characteristics such as personality and demographic are important in attracting youth to engage in the oil palm

industry. Individuals with social status, high income, innovative, knowledgeable and have high social mobility are

more convenient to have a following among the youth. This means that formal education is no longer a guarantee for

someone to gain followers because what matters is the experience and expertise in the field. Other features are

media habits, product-related characteristics, social attributes, and also having characteristics of an opinion seeker.

These successful individuals play a key role in restoring confidence in the future of the youth towards a career in the

oil palm industry. In addition, the study found that opinion leaders who are directly involved in the oil palm industry

are more trusted by the youth as compared to the leaders who hold key positions at the village level but partially

involved in the sector.

Keywords: opinion leader, communication, oil palm, social mobility, youth

1. Introduction

Every program and intervention in development is designed to transform society through the messages

disseminated to the public. Spreading this message will also take into account the social structure of a

society. The social structure of society can be considered as a network of interdependence between

individuals and eventually will become animportantnetwork in the success of a colnmunity development

program. Therefore, experts who are in the same social environment will be more familiar and easier to

influence others than ifan idea is brought by outsiders.
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In this study, individuals who are influential in the social environment or opinion leaders are studied so

as to comprehend the personal characteristics that belong to them because these characteristics will

determine the intensity of effect of a leader. In the context of village communities who are mostly oil

palm smallholders the opinion leaders have an effect on individuals who are around them. Therefore, the

study of personal characteristics is of opinion leaders is important to understand their ability to influence

the youth to engage in the oil palm industry. Previous researches have found that many individual

successes are based on businesses that do not break up, make fulI use of the opportunities, take risks, do

research, creative and innovative, self-interest and high motivation. In addition, they also have the

experience, network and asset ownership (Nurul Hadirah Masura 2016).

Small farmers who are successful is because of their ability to control the diversification of economic

opportunities Q.Iurul Hadirah Masura 2016). The secret of their success canbe used as icons for others,

especially the younger generations, who are already exposed to this sector, but what is needed is to create

awareness and enthusiasm for success through participation in oil palm agriculture. Thus, identifying the

characteristics of opinion leaders in the traditional environment and characteristics which are related and

most influential to the intensity of a leader's influence is important because of the possibility of significant

differences or new dimensions possessed by those who are less exposed to the latest information

technology.

2. Opinion leader and influence on society

Opinion leaders play an important role in understanding the potential of technology and communicate it

to the wider social network. Opinion leaders should have a high esteem for anyone who accepts their

ideas. Shuwei Chen et al (2015) have evaluated the effects of competition in attracting followers by

opinion leaders in social groups based on four characteristics identified opinion: leaders' reputation,

stubbomness, extreme levels of appeal and use bounded confidence model. He found that opinion leaders

have a reputation for stubbornness and extreme high levels can cause difEculties for a group to teach a

consensus but a strong opinion leader makes it more appealing. Opinion leaders who are successful are

usually less stubbom, more appealing and less extreme to aLTract more followers and competitive

environment.

Knox et al (2003) have sought the views of three opinion leaders on how to improve the company

benefits that can be obtained through customer relationship management because the three identified

opinion leaders have long been engaged in implementing advocacy in customer relationship management.

This scenario suggests that the opinion leader is the reference point in adding value in the context of

management.
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The importance of opinion leaders as a point of reference is agreed by Disch et al(2016). Six leaders

involved in health care have been targeted for their views on the future of health care and the challenges

in making changes to the existing system. Discussion and debate among opinion leaders provides a

wealth of information on health care, including ideas for implementing the changes taking place in the

country.

The importance of the involvement of opinion leaders in the medical field were examined to determine

their effectiveness. However, Louise Locock et al. (2001) found it difficult to reach consensus on who the

opinion leaders are and what are their roles. The credibility, authority and influence of opinion leaders not

only bom of personality, skills and their dynamic relationship with others, but also other factors. Opinion

leaders made up of professionals and peers play important role. However, opinion leaders such as peers

are seen as more convincing and taken to as role model by their colleagues. In the study of Chan & Misra

(1990), he identified several new dimensions of opinion leaders, such as demographics, product-related

characteristics, personality and media habits. Their study found that personality is the most important

characteristic that determines the difference between a person with another person, and determine the

differences in their actions. Thus, the opinion leader is someone who has the ability to informally

influencing the attitudes or behavior of individuals through methods require.

3. The characteristics of opinion leader

Based on literature review five characteristics ofopinion leaders have been identified and they include

personality, demographics, social attributes, media habits and innovativeness. Opinion leaders have been

reported to be less dogmatic, more innovative, more venturesome, confident in their appraisal of the

product category, and more socially active. Self-confidence is probably a function of greater knowledge

of product features as a result of higher level involvement in yhe product category. Social activity is

probably a function of a general tendency to be more gregarious and cosmopolitan (Chan & Misra 1990).

Personality also refers to people who dare to introduce new ideas to his followers. Thus, an opinion leader

must understand the aspirations of youth. The personality and charisma of a person is important in

influencing followers, but a succesful opinion leader should be parl of the community in which he tried to

find influence. i1 is a village leader and oil palm smallholder, but changes he brought is not in his field of

expertise, moreover he never participated in the wiring safety & security course. So this program can be

seen not attract many followers.

Few demographic characteristics have been found to differentiate opinion leaders from followers.

Some characteristic maybe a younger, higher level of educatiorl earning high income, ar'd showing

greater social mobility (Chan & Misra 1990). Their impact is greatest when they are socio-

demographically similar to recipients (Riecken & Yavas 1986). In this study, formal education did not
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play an important role. Followers who have traditionally lived in the village place more value on the

experience and expertise ofan individual to be opinion leader.

Social attributes are associated with individuals who have good social interactions within their

social environment. They must be favoured by their followers and others. Social attributes will

ensure an intensity of influence by opinion leaders to gain followers. They must be people who

are willing to help, not stingy of their knowledge and have a good interaction with the locals.

Generally they are recognizable and approachable by the public.

Early research seems to support the notion that although opinion leader are more exposed to mass

media in general. However, there is empirical evidence which suggests that opinion leader may differ in

level of exposure to print media such as magazines or news paper, which are more information. This may

be attributable to the fact that opinion leaders are likely to be better educated and to enloy an intellectual

challenge, thus having little extra time for television (Danko & Maclachlan 1983). For the village

community, newspaper, radio and television are their main source of information. Efforts to search for

information through the Internet is still less. For a village far from the city center, they do not have the

internet to get information. Thus, reliance on sources of information is not fully developed. Although

there are constraints in obtaining irtformation via websites, social media are important intermediaries for

all the informants interviewed. This method is considered quicker and easier to do than face to face

communication. Just sometimes problems occur due to slow Intemet access. Overall, the use of whatsapp

is the most popular among the villagers as compared to websites. The next application is the use of

facebook to promote the activities of the village. Social nefworking sites such as facebook offbr various

opportunities to express opinions on politics or public affairs, raise awareness of specific topics, and send

links to media contents to the whole friend list. While social networking sites were originally seen as a

tool for social relationships and self-presentatiorl recent studies recognized that they also serve as sources

of information on news and public affairs (Bode 2016).

Innovative is one of the important features that determine the intensity of influence of an opinion leader.

An opinion leader who is innovative is the first to get new products, survey if there are new products that

will appear and know about the development of a product. However, this innovative concept is more

appropriate in the study related to the marketing of the product or in a community whose members have

been exposed widely to the media. Innovative features exist among the informants interviewed, but they

are not early adopters as mentioned by Rogers in the theory of diff,rsion of innovation. This is due to a

lack of exposure to the latest communication technologies that causes these opinion leaders to be opinion

seekers, i. e. a complementary rotatton between opinion leaders in the search of opinion.
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4. Method

The study involved data collection methods, primary and secondary. Primary data collection was

conducted through survey using purpose sampling was also conducted on 100 opinion leaders who have

been identified among the smallholders of oil palm farmers" Indicators of opinion leaders in this study are

oil palm smallholders who was the leader of the village, entrepreneurs, or individuals who are influential

in local communities. The selection of informants because they are individuals who are influential and

have been recognized by a government agency to the national level and also highly respected by the

villagers. Interviews were also conducted with offrcials of MPOB, to get their views on the role played by

opinion leaders in helping young people to take up agriculture, especially palm oil. Two locations were

identified for the study, Kluang and Kulai Jaya both in North Johor. Johor State has the most number of

smallholders in Peninsular Malaysia followed by Perak, Selangor and Pahang. Secondary data collection

is dependent on resources such as books, journals and reports and bulletins published by the MPOB

(Malaysian Palm Oil Board).

5. Findings and discussions

All seven characteristics are assumed to have a relationship and influence on the intensity of an opinion

leader in influencing young people to engage in oil palm farming.

relationshi be leader and the i ofinll

**. Correlation is sigrificant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

From Table 1 there is a significant positive and average (0.679 **) relationship between social

interaction and intensity. There is also a significant positive and average (0.692 **) relationship between

personality and intensity. Meanwhile, social interaction and intensity are found to have a highly

significant positive relationship (0.821**). As depicted in the table, the lowest significant positive

relationship is that of relationship (0.623**) between the habits media with intensity.

Ofllcablc l:The tween the charactenstlcs of oprnron lntcnsltv ol lnlluence

Personality
Social

attributes

Mcdia
habits

Demographics
Product-related
characteristics

kmovator
Opinion
seeker

Pcarson

Corrclation

lntensiサ    Sig(2‐
tailcd)

N

0679ネ
十

0000

100

0.821**

0000

100

0623ホ
拿

0.000

100

0746*幸

0000

100

0.751ネ
ネ

0.000

100

0.731ネ
ネ

0.000

100

0.666*ネ

0.000

100
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Table2: The most Influential Characteristics of Opinion Leader

B      Nilai‐ t Sig. Adjusted R2 Sig.

(Constant)

Personality

Social attributes

Media habits

Demographics

Product-related
characteristics
Innovator

Opinion seeker

0.393

‐0.112

0.360

0.132

0.245

0.052

0.268

‐0.072

1.686

‐1.136

3.083**

2.222**

3.346***

0.532

0.95

0.259

0.003

0.029

0.001

0.596

0.000

3.692***

‐0.786    0.434

0.767 43.355 0.000***

Nota : *** significant a|0.01, **significant at 0.05 dan *significant at 0.10.

Based on Table 2, personality variables, social attributes, media habits, demographics, product-related

characteristics, innovators and opinion seekers have accounted for 76.7% (Adjusted M: 0.767) of the

variance inherent towards intensity. This shows that the leader influence model is high in explaining the

encouragement of youth participation in the palm oil sector.

While the value of the F model is significant at the level of 0.000. This shows that the model which is

built in determining the important factors in intensity is true. Therefore, the null hypothesis is rejected as

there is strong statistical evidence to conclude that the model for the intensity variables based on

personality variables, social attributes, media habits, demographics, product-related characteristics,

innovators, and opinion seekers to encourage youth participation in the Palm oil farming sector is true.

Whereas, there are four very important variables in determining the influence of opinion leaders in

promoting youth participation in the palm oil sector namely demographics and innovators because they

have significant t-values (significant at the level of 0.01), while social attributes and media habits are

significant at 0.05 level. This shows that the four variables are very important in contributing to the

intensity of the influence of an opinion leader.

Therefore, the null hypothesis is rejected because there is a strong statistical evidence to conclude that

the intensity of an opinion leader is based on personality traits, social attributes, media habits,

demographics, product-related characteristics, innovators, and a an opinion seeker in encouraging youth

participation in the oil palm sector. In this case, the innovator variables are significant factors in affecting

the youth participation encouragement variable in the oil palm sector with a coefficient of 0.268.

The conclusions made from this analysis, that the variables such as personality, social attributes, media

habits, demographics, product-related characteristics, innovators, and opinion seekers are important in

determining the intensity of encouraging youth participation in the oi1 palm sector are true.
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There are two new features that have been identified as having a positive and high relationship i.e.

product -related characteristics. Opinion leaders have been found to be more knowledgeable about, and

enduringly involved with the relevant product. Individuals who are highly involved with a product are

more likely to be interested in and accumulate knowledge about the product (Chan & Misra 1990). All

informants of this study are still doing the farm work themselves, even thugh they have workers. The aim

is to monitor and provide guidance in terms of cultivation methods, spraying against insecticides and use

of fertilizers. These farm owners are skilled in what they are doing and still are directly involved and not

just leave the farmwork to the employers alone. Knowledge related to products such as the purchase of

seeds, the use ofthe suitable pesticides, the latest breed ofpalm oil, fertilzers and the latest technologies

related to oil palm should be known by an opinion leader. In addition, other recent features are opinion

seekers who have a positive and modest relationship with the intensity of an opinion leader's influence.

Opinion leaders can not exist without the opinion seekers as opinion leaders give advice requested by the

opinion seekers (Clement, propped an Rott, 2007).Therefore, opinion leadership may be an indication of

innovativeness; opinion leaders may be created from early adopters to persuade later adopters to try a new

product or service (Chan & Misra 1990). The two-step flow of communication implies that the leaders

leam from and form opinions on to others. These receivers influenced by opinion leadership, the

consumers at the end of the two step influence flow, are the opinion seekers. Opinion leaders cannot

exists without opinion seekers, implying that opinion seeking is also domain specific (Flynn, Goldsmith

& Eastman 2001). The study found that an opinion leader is also an opinion seeker. Despite all the

informants were successful as entrepreneurs and oil palm smallholders, they still ask for advice from the

government agency responsible for oil palm such as the Malaysian Palm Oil Board (MPOB) and Area

Farmers' Orgaruzation. MPOB still plays a major role because all the informants are oil palm

smallholders registered under the agency. Therefore, they are the opinion seekers who will get an

information source from relevant agencies regarding the process of planting untill harvesting. Although

one important feature of the opinion leader is innovative, a precursor to new products, at the same time

they are opinion seekers before introducing producst to others. Katz andlazarsfeld (1955) also stated that

a desire to be a member of a group is a motivating factor in adopting the values and beliefs of the group's

leaders. By looking the leaders for opinions on products, the seekers also place themselves within a social

group. Considering the situation, this is like a circle which is interrelated among opinion leaders who are

also the opinion seekers.

6. Conclusion

Opinion leaders are successful individuals who play a key role in restoring confidence in the future of

the youth towards a career in the oil palm industry. From the findings, it is apparently clear that formal

-1807-



SUHANA SAAD,ALI SALMAN,MOHD YUSOF ABDULLAH,NOVEL LYNDON

education is no longer a guarantee for someone to gain followers because what matters is the experience

and expertise in the field. This applies to opinion leaders who are seen as the bearers of new invention and

ways of doing things.

In addition, other features such as media habits, product-related characteristics, social attributes, and

having characteristics of an opinion seeker are also vital in ataacting followers to the opinion leader. In

addition, the study found that opinion leaders who are directly involved in the oil palm industry are more

trusted by the youth as compared to the leaders who hold key positions at the village level but partially

involved in the sector.

This study suggests that there should be continuous efforts in ensuring the role of opinion leaders as

role model for the youth remain pertinent. This will require the cooperation of the trusted leadership of

the farming community and the youth association in working hand in hand to see to the implementation of

farming programs.
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