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Stakeholders and Opinion Leaders

Towards a definition 
Stakeholders and Opinion Leaders are two categories of individuals that we often associate with the idea of making a case. Are they the same? In fact, the term “stakeholders” is the more inclusive term. It refers to “those people inside and outside the library who have a vested interest in the library” (http://skyways.lib.ks.us/pathway/stakehld.html ). Underlying this concept is the thought that stakeholders include both those who “are affected by” the Library and those who “can affect” the Library. The defining feature of stakeholders is therefore that they have an existing (or indeed potential) relationship with the Library. 
In contrast, the term “opinion leaders” comes from the context of change management. Again, relationships are involved. However, in this case the relationship is not with the Library it is within the community that the Library exists to serve. Whereas “stakes” are often governed by formal positions or responsibilities within an organisation the role of an “opinion leader” is usually determined by their personal attributes or perceived standing in the community.
 A brief case history
Perhaps the distinction between stakeholders and opinion leaders is best illustrated with a specific example. In a postgraduate medical education centre, in which one of the FOLIOz team once worked, the Clinical Tutor played a major role as both a stakeholder and as a representative of other stakeholders – consultant medical staff and junior staff in training. As is often the case he formally chaired the Library Committee. Any newcomer to the Library would easily identify this formal role by reference to organisational charts, the formal records of Library Committee meetings or even the signs posted within the postgraduate centre.

However, after a further period of observation it soon became clear that another figure was of paramount importance to the success and indeed survival of the Library. The former Clinical Tutor continued to play a significant role within the postgraduate centre and within the hospital at large. He was a major influence on the Postgraduate Administrator and, indeed, as a fellow (and more senior) physician with the current Clinical Tutor, could often make his wishes take effect. However, the former Clinical Tutor had no ongoing formal responsibility or relationship in relation to the Library.

What is the significance of the above case history? The influence of the former Clinical Tutor could not be identified from a formal stakeholder analysis. Only by gaining a detailed understanding of the organisation and its culture and networks could you identify that the former Clinical Tutor was an “opinion leader”. A major strategy in making a case successfully within this context was to secure the informal support and backing of the former Clinical Tutor, “testing the water”, before presenting a formal case through the Library Committee or some similar route. 

Characteristics of Opinion Leaders
An “opinion leader” is thus “an individual recognized by his/her own community as an expert with well developed interpersonal skills and personal attributes” 
Interestingly, within a clinical context, Hiss and colleagues (1978) have identified the following characteristics of those informal opinion leaders to whom physicians turn if they need an answer to a question: they always seem willing to answer questions and do so by beginning with concrete information and becoming more abstract and explanatory as time allows, they always seem up to date in a broad range of knowledge domains, and they have a humanistic style of communication [1]. Like equities, however, the influence of opinion leaders can be either favourable or unfavourable. It can be inordinately difficult to overturn their opposition as it can be correspondingly easier to achieve a desired action with their support. 
In summary, then, stakeholders will usually include, but not be confined to, influential opinion leaders. On the other hand, there will be local opinion leaders within the community that have the power to influence but have no relationship with, or indeed desire to get involved with, the activities of the Library.

Stakeholder Analysis
You will frequently encounter the concept of a "stakeholder analysis" as a tool for preparing your case effectively. This recognises the important fact that not all stakeholders are equal: some have more influence, some less; some may be inherently friendly to your plans, others hostile. So, stakeholders can be grouped into four main categories according to the extent to which you can trust them and the extent to which they agree with your change management objectives: Allies, Bedfellows, Enemies, Opponents (See the table below).
	 
	Trust

	Agreement
	Low
	High

	High
	BEDFELLOWS – make agreements, but keep an eye on them!
	ALLIES – ask for their advice and support. Keep them informed.

	Low
	ENEMIES – isolate, out-manoeuvre or forget


	OPPONENTS – engage and negotiate


Of course, some stakeholders may prove difficult to classify - this suggests that they may be on the margins between two categories and that there may be some scope for manoeuvring them - by securing their agreement or working on building their trust.
Making the most of opinion leaders
 

The National Network of Libraries of Medicine in the U.S. has produced a useful guide to outreach and evaluation activities, Measuring the Difference: Guide to Planning and Evaluating Health Information Outreach http://nnlm.gov/evaluation/guide/ [2]. It contains the following practical example of the successful use of opinion leaders:

 

Example: 
 

When planning your skills training classes, contact opinion leaders and early adopters from your audience to encourage them to help influence the success of your efforts to train end user information seeking behaviours. 

Suggestions for participation by opinion leaders could include:
Attending a training session or providing a testimonial about their experience in using the Internet;

Offering their endorsement for use in promotional literature;

Agreeing to spread the word in conversations with colleagues about the message you want to convey (e.g. making time to learn how to find and share useful information will help you and others)

Summary

Hopefully one take-home message from the brief summary above is that preparation for your case is vitally important. Analysis of IT projects that succeed, compared with those that fail, has found that “stakeholder engagement”, and the lack of it, is a major factor. Regardless of how effective you are in putting your case across, either verbally or in documents, this effort will potentially be wasted if you have not given attention to the environment within which this is to be delivered. We have seen that we need to specifically identify, and then analyse, those who either affect or are affected by the Library. We also need to think about those who have particular influence in the community that we are trying to serve – harnessing this to effect as in the above example.
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