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The impact of peer-to-peer web technologies has changed communications. Perhaps the most dramatic impact is the way such technologies have transformed the nature of influence, engagement and trust in the online world. This radical democratisation of authority and influence has created a whole category of new ‘Influentials’ who have reshaped the way information is shared and flows within online society. The following Topology attempts to provide a behavioural model for this new process. As such, it is a general model which is focused on the dominant behaviours of individuals online. Several behaviours will often be seen, particularly as roles blur over time. Furthermore, this document is intended to be a thesis to provoke response and the basis for academic analysis by the Web Science Institute.



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY


GLOSSARY 
The Topology of Influence
Idea Starter – An individual who starts a conversational meme
Amplifier – Individuals who collate multiple thoughts and share ideas and opinions
Curator – Individuals who use a broader context to define ideas and play an educator role
Commentator – People who detail and refine ideas
Viewers – Observers or individuals who take passive interest


INTRODUCTION
The Internet changed the world in ways that Johannes Guttenberg could have only dreamed when he invented the printing press in the 15th Century. Early notions of the World Wide Web focused on the global information superhighway and its potential to feed the world’s interests, intrigue, interactions, innovation and influence. Today, these themes are still very much alive in our analysis of the digital world and its constant evolution to date. 
Psychological analysis of our online behaviour has indeed spurred theories around why we engage online and consume information in various ways. However, there is still a lot of unexplored territory, particularly around how ideas and conversations start, spread, stick and influence broader behaviour and online communities.
This concept essentially explores the notion of idea generation and the art of conversation in the digital world, specifically focusing on how micro-level interactions can impact and influence macro-level patterns of behaviour. There are a myriad of channels online which influence whether an idea or conversation grows to become a worldwide phenomenon, remains an isolated entity, or disappears forever without comment or contemplation. 
Democratisation, education, technological advancements, politics, globalisation and the reality of mass communication and mass social platforms are some of the many factors that have helped to create the first truly global communications environment. As in the physical world, hierarchies of influence exist online also, which help shape the lifecycle and reach of any idea, topic, issue, opinion, debate or discussion. 
In traditional hierarchies ‘influentials’ often correlate with figures of authority, those in possession of wealth, or celebrity status. The Internet has, however, given life to a multitude of publishing tools which allows anyone the opportunity to have influence, engage, participate in a conversation, and have a viewpoint, regardless of social status, location, expertise or profession. The result is a new hierarchy of influence that necessitates a changed approach from traditional influencer relations approaches. 
By reviewing the behaviour and characteristics of each influential, we can identify what role they play in the online hierarchy of influence and work to understand, and map out, their impact on conversations. We can also analyse how their influence evolves over time, whether it increases or diminishes, for instance, particularly as many roles constantly adapt and evolve due to shifting external factors. Edelman calls this hierarchy the ‘Topology of Influence’. 
Even people who use the Internet without a defined ‘agenda’, other than to find an answer to a question, unknowingly or unintentionally contribute to a broader map of influence. 
In developing this Topology, Edelman has explored the hierarchies of influence in the online world, the type of influencers within each tier of the hierarchy, how they evolve into their respective roles, how they are interconnected, and most importantly, their relationship in fuelling conversations within the wider digital ecosystem. 
The Topology equips Edelman and our clients with the knowledge to identify specific influentials, understand patterns of influence within their networks and communities, and develop approaches for engaging them successfully. In doing so, we can help deliver positive outcomes for our clients, impact brand preference, drive behavioural change, motivate advocates and help to achieve commercial success. 



A NEW WORLD OF INFLUENCE
Whose idea is it anyway?
It can be argued that Ed Keller and Jon Berry, in writing The Influentials, discovered or at least articulated the importance of word of mouth. They identified how one of humanity's first forms of social influence has become even more important and influential today for people making sense of the world. 
Keller and Berry thesis’ states that, ‘one in every 10 Americans is what they call an "influential."’[footnoteRef:1] These people are said to have a tremendous impact on the rest of society because their ideas and opinions are actively sought out by friends, family and community members around them. The authors explain that the conversations they hold and the examples they set have the power to shape the community's behaviours and attitudes.  [1:  Ed Keller and John Berry, The Influentials] 

We believe that social media has revolutionised the nature of influence and the role of influentials. Through the process of democratisation of influence and authority, the influential has been empowered and has grown. It seems hard to believe that as long ago as 2006 David Brain outlined the impact of this on the marketing world[footnoteRef:2]. [2:  David Brain, ‘The Democratisation of Everything,’ Sixty Second View ] 

“So in communications and in the way brands and companies deport themselves to their customers and to their stakeholders, the game is changing fast. The new model citizen, who is increasingly participating and demanding a say and respect and, even a relationship, is not the person we used to know. They don’t believe us in the way they used to. It is fundamental for most companies, brands, PR people and communicators.”






Authority has seeped from the 10 per cent that previously orchestrated the process of influence to everyone taking part in the conversation. Today everyone in an online conversation can be a new influential; however, this is not to suggest that all these new influentials are equal. One of the defining features of the vast majority of online conversations is that they are visible – word of mouth made trackable. This has enabled us to track influence and the interaction between influentials.
Using new tools[footnoteRef:3] and approaches, we can clearly see who starts these conversations and map networks of influence. Furthermore, we can also engage with these online citizens in conversations that build and strengthen ideas, change behaviour and ultimately aid the dispersion of ideas to wider audiences who have purchasing power, authority or influence.  [3:  TweetLevel  and BlogLevel] 



THE ‘TOPOLOGY OF INFLUENCE’
Defining online conversations and engagement
From Edelman’s experience, we have observed that people participating in conversations within the digital ecosystem have certain identifiable qualities and characteristics which can be ascertained from their style of online engagement, level of contribution and participation in informed discussions. 
By analysing these characteristics, Edelman has defined the ‘Topology of Influence’ which identifies the people participating in online conversations, their position in the topology, who they are influenced by and their own influence on their community and the broader digital ecosystem. 
The categories that form the Topology of Influence are: ‘Idea Starters’, ‘Amplifiers’, ‘Curators’, ‘Commentators’ and ‘Viewers’. 
[image: ]
Hierarchies of influence
Through our observations, we conclude that a small group, usually fewer than one percent of participants, start new memes within conversations or communities. We call these influentials ‘Idea Starters’. This group of influentials have great authority but very often rely on a bigger group called ‘Amplifiers’ who occupy around 10 per cent of the conversation, and spread the idea far and wide. 
Amplifiers extend and circulate ideas within and across interested communities. These individuals sometimes have professional or commercial motivations, and can include journalists and analysts, but are just as often self-defined experts, enthusiasts and avid consumers and sharers of information.  
‘Curators’ add context to the conversation, pull together disparate strands and adapt the conversation into new directions – yet they generally fall short of starting entirely new memes. They often pick up information from outside of their primary community or interest and bring that information back for their own community to consume and discuss, often tailoring the meme to resonate with their own circle.
‘Commentators’ add their own commentary, opinion and insights without becoming too deeply immersed in the conversation. Although Commentators are often less influential than Idea Starters and Amplifiers, they are capable of seriously skewing a conversation and affecting opinions. Some Commentators are particularly sensitive about getting the facts right, and we often find Commentators intervening to correct inaccuracies or counter an insufficiently supported view.
Curators and Commentators are a very important component in the Topology of Influence because they bring broader context, scope and refinement to conversations.
Our Topology reflects the new reality that anyone who participates in online conversations can be influential, and sometimes, even those who don’t participate but only search and consume can be influential, too. 
This group is called ‘Viewers’, and they only leave their footprint through search engines like Google, by visiting websites that are venues for conversation. Viewers affect how Google values that site and how often subsequent Viewers find their way to the same venue.
We estimate that more than 40 per cent of web users are Viewers, though we expect that this will vary from one country to another. And while Viewers do not create online content, they do tend to be vociferous consumers of information and often share what they read and learn with their offline networks. 




IDEA STARTERS
Who are Idea Starters? 
In Jeremiah Owyang’s Dow Jones’ White Paper on, ‘Tracking the Influence of Conversation’, a meme was defined as: “an idea or discussion that grows and spreads from individual to individual into a lengthy commentary.”[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Jeremiah Owyang, ‘Tracking the Influnce of Conversation,’ p.7 ] 

An ‘Idea Starter’ tends to be an individual who is highly engaged with media, on- and off-line. They use multiple media platforms and outlets, as well as social media, to consume vast amounts of data to initiate an idea or discussion that, in some cases, fuels and provokes wider conversations. As a result they have an intricate network of trusted relationships, particularly online, which can often be relatively small in comparison to the networks of their Amplifier counterparts. Therefore their network is not necessarily a mass communications platform, as the quality of relationships is more important than the individual’s quantity of relationships. 
Idea Starters may not necessarily be the individual who has the ‘bright idea’ but they are the ones who start a conversational meme within the online topics of discussion. Just like planting a seed in the optimum environment, the meme experiences germination and growth within the community which reacts through engagement. Increasingly this happens around formalised, but not walled, communities. The idea is generally started via a blog, ezine or contribution to a forum.
Qualities and characteristics
Idea Starters are people who are typically creative, form opinions and articulate them well. They have a good sense of timing. They get inspiration for ideas from the information they consume from reading, observing conversations and their own inner contemplations. Crucially they have the ability to state a view at the right time and have a profound level of engagement with a community that will interact and respond to their idea.
Typically, they are difficult to identify for two reasons. Firstly, because as ideas start to spread, tracking the root back to the Idea Starter can sometimes be tricky. Secondly, if the Idea Starter gains popularity quickly or sparks a broader discussion due to their initial meme, their following and perceived ‘celebrity status’ within their community grows quickly which can mean they morph into an Amplifier relatively quickly. This ultimately shifts the characteristics of their initial Ideal Starter role.
Some of the most engaged Idea Starters work both as individuals or part of a close team when initiating conversations. This requires a high level of transparency around who and what contributed to a new thought and the traditional respect for the important influences and data sources that were involved in forming the concept. 
Tavi Gevinson, the young American fashion blogger is an example of an Idea Starter. Tavi set-up the ‘Style Rookie’ blog when she was just 11-years-old. Initially her parents did not completely know what she was doing on her computer for hours on end until she asked for their permission to appear in the New York Times for a feature story. Tavi describes herself as, “a tiny, 13-year-old dork that sits inside all day wearing awkward jeans and pretty hats.”[footnoteRef:5] Her musings on the fashion world have captured the attention of millions of readers who return to her blog daily to explore her ideas and insights on the fashion world. Today she has over 31,000 followers on Twitter. [5:  The Daily Mail - http://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/article-1215048/Meet-Tavi-Gevinson-13-tiny-blogger-fashion-industry-feet.html] 
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The nature of engagement is important to the community which tends to see an Idea Starter as being very authentic on a particular subject area, and not having a paid or vested interest. For example, are they authentic enough to avoid received wisdom? How do they deal with platitudes? How deep is their topic expertise and experience? This is different from traditional journalist objectivity. 
Many Idea Starters are typically consultants, experts or advisers within the area of conversation. A key characteristic of an Idea Starter is their willingness to be transparent and contextualise their subjective influences. Their readership is not necessarily large but readers view the individual as trustworthy. Over time their readership may grow due to the strength and relevance of their ideas, as in Tavi’s case.
Ray Wang is another example of an Idea Starter in the niche space of enterprise technology. Although he is currently an analyst, which is not usually the norm for Idea Starters who rarely tend to be journalists or analysts, his unique perspective on the impact of disruptive technologies on business processes has been game-changing. Ray built up his expertise in management consulting at Capgemini, Ernst & Young and Deloitte which formed the backbone of his experience. Today Ray has nearly 15,000 followers on Twitter, he has a popular blog, A Software Insider’s Point of View, and is considered an influential in this space.  
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A key source of this authenticity is that Idea Starters often know how to do something as well as think or comment on it. They are in many ways true innovators sitting at the cross road of tacit and explicit knowledge - this is what gives them their edge and explains the depth of their engagement.
An evolving role
Idea Starters who are very successful face certain challenges as technology evolves and new platforms begin to present complex obstacles. The fact that they become famous and highly credible within their communities means that they spend less time creating content and more time communicating and managing relationships. Additionally they often grow beyond their initial subject expertise and this can erode their authenticity within the community. Furthermore new platforms and popularity encourage greater broadcasting of communication. At this stage Idea Starters tend to become more reminiscent of Amplifiers.
Therefore, the lifecycle of an Idea Starter is not static. It is a phase that evolves over time in accordance to the demand and engagement driven by its listeners, and how regularly involved the influencer is in the community. It can be short lived but the position, power and status can be regained. It requires control, breadth and depth of thinking, specific expertise, and the ability to position ideas with the right audience at the right time.
The special ones: Idea Starters who amplify
This special combination of engagement is crucial as they accelerate and build conversations with great momentum and they also link the clusters of Idea Starters to the more assertive Amplifiers. Idea Starters tend to enjoy discrete conversations and authenticity above all else. As a result their conversations often live within micro communities and that is where their ideas can be absorbed. 
When Idea Starters, with the ability to amplify, pick up on a meme it can break out of the micro channels into macro-level conversations, main stream media and word of mouth.
Idea Starters who amplify often have similar personal and professional interests and have a thirst for knowledge as well as a desire to pre-empt or be kept in the loop about the next big thing. By driving micro conversations with a wide range of online communities and keeping abreast of industry related issues on a personal level, this can help keep them informed and be able to feed into professionally related ideas that can initiate business, drive opportunities or get a real world perspective.
AMPLIFIERS
Who are Amplifiers?
‘Amplifiers’ are people who thrive by sharing opinions and like nothing better than being the first to do so. They are trusted within their communities and have a large following and readership. They are a hosepipe of knowledge and data. Generally they do not synthesise data or generate new hypothesis for a conversational meme, other than to collate and aggregate established thoughts.
Qualities and characteristics
Often Amplifiers are journalists and analysts, as well as celebrities who have strong communication skills and an online presence. Industry commentators and specialists are just as prevalent and are often the most influential Amplifiers (see Tweet Level list). 
The level of engagement can vary enormously between Amplifiers. Web based Amplifiers such as Guy Malachi use digital platforms to solicit ideas from their communities and engage in micro conversations.
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[image: ]American blogger and television personality, Perez Hilton is another example of an Amplifier. Famous for turning his blogging passion into a career and creating a niche for single-handedly making and breaking celebrities in all types of media, Perez Hilton is the ultimate Amplifier.


Mashable’s Pete Cashmore is also another Amplifier. He scores highly on Edelman’s Tweet Level list, especially when it comes to ‘trust’. With an average score of 93.6, @Mashable is viewed as a credible authority and a reliable source of information when it comes to getting the latest information on social media news. 
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As Amplifiers grow in popularity, time becomes a challenge to maintain this level of engagement although many people show a remarkable capacity to keep to personalised communications. This leads to a rare constituency of online conversations where people can act as both genuine Idea Starters and Amplifiers. This group acts as a bridge between level of engagement where ideas start and the amplification of them into broader online communities and real world conversations.
Mike Butcher, Editor of technology start-ups blog, TechCrunch, is an example of another Amplifier. Compared to his list of followers, Mike closely follows a fairly closed circle of influencers.
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The relationship between Idea Starters and Amplifiers
There is a relationship of reliance between Idea Starters and Amplifiers. Each group fuels the other to develop and share content. Without this relationship, Idea Starters would get lost in the noise and Amplifiers would not have the thought provoking ideas and content which they so like to share.
Both are renowned for their level of insight, engagement, timings and network of contacts which gives them a certain level of prestige and influence within their communities. They like recognition and being in demand, and therefore feed off each other which fuels this process.  
This makes these groups the Influentials in the conversation, but they are not the only groups as we shall see. But before looking at these next groups, a word of caution, are we getting carried away with this idea of conversation and authenticity? Are we just kidding ourselves that it is not just about influencing after all? By seeking out Idea Starters are we not looking to further an objective?  
John C. Dvorak’s quote in PCMag.com and his view that ‘Cluetrain’ may be cultish emphasises this view.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  John C. Dvorak, ‘Cult of Cluetrain Manifesto’, PCMag.com] 

“…the apparent faith this odd vision of an idealistic human-orientated internetworked new work/new economy marches forward. I imagine all these folks holding hands in a large circle, rolling back and forth, with some in the middle of the circle, spinning and chanting and hugging, all naked. I’m betting that most of these folks go to the Burning Man and all of them write blogs about it and how cool it was. They link to each other’s blogs and read what they say about each other – all highly complimentary.”







It is exactly this notion of authenticity which so annoys Dvorak that makes Idea Starters so powerful in conversation. In part this means a level of naivety is necessary as Dame Gillian Beer observes, “babies are having new ideas all day long.”[footnoteRef:7] To respect this view of the world, to listen with intelligence and bring this understanding from Idea Starters into our own view of the conversation means that anyone can become an influential. This is what is so exciting for individuals, organisations, brands and governments alike – everyone has the potential to change their behaviour, and those around them, and become more successful. [7:  Dame Gillian Beer, ‘Where ideas come from,’ The Guardian] 

Where do new ideas come from?
The way ideas start, develop, grow and spread stems within an online community. Understanding the community who starts and amplifies the ideas is key. In building deeper relationships it is important to understand the Idea Starter and Amplifier landscape.

Where do new ideas come from?
New ideas can emerge very slowly. It can be a gradual, ongoing process where new ways of thinking surface.
Ideas can come via a form of rupture through long walks, chance associations, baths, dreams, inner tensions, irrational situations or relaxation – you cannot always foresee it as the idea comes from a ‘Eureka’ moment.
Past ideas can be reformulated in the present. A person may have already thought about an idea and then forgotten it, or they may have written it down. The same ideas can then resurface at a later date where they consider it to be a ‘new’ idea. A person “comes to attention” which is when the idea is ready.
Education and social surroundings can influence new ideas. You need to leave behind what you have learnt and redefine the way you think to get new ideas. New ideas jostle commonsense and question what you know. Imagining a world not like your own brings about new ideas caused by such paradigm shifts.
Ideas do not exist until they are received by an audience. They need to be debated, attacked and rethought.













Here is a list of the top 20 influentials within the general technology conversation on Twitter. As is clear this typology is a new landscape which media (beyond a few high profile examples such as Mashable) hardly represent, while experts such as Chris Brogan dominate and even companies like Google are a major source of ideas. The challenge for the future is to build authentic ideas that allow deeper relationships with these extremely diverse communities.


Tweet Level’s top 20 influentials within the general technology conversation




CURATORS
Who are Curators?
One principle of transparency is that influence does not simply rest with Idea Starters and Amplifiers. These influentials energise the beginning of the conversation. However, as conversations develop there are two important behaviours that have a major impact on how the conversation is shaped and spread. This is where ‘Curators’ and ‘Commentators’ fit into the Topology of Influence.  
Curators and Commentators are in many ways the guardians of the ‘new transparency’. To explain this here is a quick digression on the hidden heroes of the Internet.
Hyperlinking and the Conversation Revolution
One of the unsung heroes of the Information Age is the hyperlink. This one innovation in the entire history of the online revolution meant that Internet readers could instantaneously connect with referenced primary source material or ideas to check the legitimacy, background and context of the information. Indeed the ability to ask, question and then interact, became the prerogative of the reader. 

This might not seem a huge change from traditional media where the published word was always open to interrogation, scrutiny or legal action, but the main difference is that the only available way to do so was through a formalised process of writing a letter or directing your query through a complaints procedure. The hyperlink helped shape a new culture around how ideas and thoughts were developed and questioned, the speed at which they were to do so, and how conversations pervaded the online world.

Nicholas Carr refers to this notion in his book, The Shallows: What the Internet is Doing to our Brains. His provocative theory essentially boils down to the argument that the ability to search and access the world’s information means that our habits of concentration and work has changed with growing web usage. This is causing our brains to evolve to a different pattern of skimming information which he claims is rather shallow, hence the title. 

The hyperlink has indeed changed the way we consume information, and our demands on technology and efficiency.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Nicholas Carr, The Shallows: What the Internet is Doing to our Brains] 



“…the Net seizes our attention only to scatter it.”

Our ability to concentrate for prolonged periods of time on in-depth material has, as Carr believes, significantly diminished, as has our patience to do so when there is a vast array of resources already available to explore.
The second innovation around hyperlinking was the ability at one click to email a question or directly challenge the creator of the material. Ideas became live and open to dissection like never before, and in real-time. This did not just include the big ideas either, any thought was now open to the smallest piece of plagiarism or un-sourced repetition. The creator of ideas was now in a live Q&A and it was because of this new transparency that he or she had to respond. 
This technical ability, above all else, drove the ‘culture of authenticity’ that emerged around Internet communities and conversations; the insistence of cross referencing, and credibility checking that has become the norm today and a key driver of content co-creation.  This process eventually embedded itself and became a natural instinct for every true geek who insists on contextualising the online conversation and always maintaining transparency.  
Even in places where this culture of open transparency is weaker, such as parts of Asia, true geeks know that if the link is not there then the phrase or source can be verified on a search engine which is exactly how the true geek thinks.
This mind-set is summarised in a short post on Joho the Blog – Transparency is the new objectivity.[footnoteRef:9]   [9:  Joho the Blog, Transparency is the new objectivity] 


“You can see this in newspapers’ early push-back against blogging. We were told that bloggers have agendas, whereas journalists give us objective information. Of course, if you don’t think objectivity is possible, then you think that the claim of objectivity is actually hiding the biases that inevitably are there. That’s what I meant when, during a blogger press conference at the 2004 Democratic National Convention, I asked Pulitzer-prize winning journalist Walter Mears whom he was supporting for president. He replied (paraphrasing!), “If I tell you, how can you trust what I write?,” to which I replied that if he doesn’t tell us, how can we trust what he blogs?
So, that’s one sense in which transparency is the new objectivity.
What we used to believe because we thought the author was objective we now believe because we can see through the author’s writings to the sources and values that brought her to that position. Transparency gives the reader information by which she can undo some of the unintended effects of the ever-present biases. Transparency brings us to reliability the way objectivity used to.
This change is, well, epochal.
Objectivity used to be presented as a stopping point for belief: If the source is objective and well-informed, you have sufficient reason to believe. The objectivity of the reporter is a stopping point for reader’s inquiry. That was part of high-end newspapers’ claimed value: You can’t believe what you read in a slanted tabloid, but our news is objective, so your inquiry can come to rest here. Credentialing systems had the same basic rhythm: You can stop your quest once you come to a credentialed authority who says, “I got this. You can believe it.” End of story.”

This culture of transparency is central to the way conversations work and it explains why the model changed from being top down to bottom up, as it pervades the whole conversation wave. 
Yet the crucial behavioural element to ensuring it works rests in our topology with the highly influential Idea Starters and Amplifiers.  After all, in the traditional top down world there have always been people with ideas who amplified them via publishing and broadcasting throughout history, for example: the Protestant Reformation and Martin Luther’s attack on the Catholic Church in 1517; the Scientific Revolution from the 16th Century; Louis XIV’s Absolutist reign in 1643; the French Revolution and Hitler’s dictatorship from 1933.
Qualities and Characteristics
Curators and Commentators in many ways are the guardians of the ‘new transparency’, the executioners of deference and true democrats. It is these, often ordinary people, that take amplified ideas and either validate them, question the assumptions, challenge the ideas, seek the reference and even start fragments of a new conversation or debate. Just look at how Wikipedia works and has grown, for instance.
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This behavioural group began as an observation as we found that a key segment of influencers were not trying to create new ideas or amplify them, but were bringing content together and adapting the idea.  
As we began to look further into this behaviour it became apparent that the degree of adaption seemed less important than the act of gathering and sharing this information.  In many cases the content was not being changed greatly from the essential meme or idea, but was being put into context and given greater definition and relevance.
The individuals that we have labelled Curators share similar characteristics to the people that Malcolm Gladwell describes as ‘Mavens’ in Tipping Point. He says that Mavens are, “information specialists”, and “people we rely upon to connect us with new and correct information.”[footnoteRef:10] The main motivation for Mavens is that they want to educate audiences rather than persuade them. We can certainly see similarities between Mavens and Edelman’s Curator category who have a passion for defining the context and relaying correct information to educate their audience.  [10:  Malcolm Gladwell, Tipping Point, p.12] 

Wikipedia recently compiled the following list of the top Wikipedians online, arranged in order of the total number of edits they have made to the English language Wikipedia which demonstrates the Curator community. They have also used their own grouping code to describe the main activities of this Curator community.
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Over time we began to refer to this group as Curators (rather than Adaptors) as it seemed to more accurately describe the deeper motivation for this group. There is a degree of ambiguity to this description as many Curators were also adapting content; for instance taking quotes or references from other articles and by placing them in a new context and adding to the meaning of the original idea. 
Indeed, a small minority of them were significantly adapting the original idea.  But we do feel that Curators is the better description, and to explain why we look to a post written by Steve Rubel several years ago when he gave a succinct explanation of curation.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Steve Rubel, ‘The Digital Curator in your Future,’ Micro Persuasion] 
“The Internet has empowered billions of people and is distributing their creativity across millions of niches and dozens of formats. Quality and accuracy, of course, can vary. However, virtually every subject either is or will be addressed with excellence – by someone, somewhere.
However, the glut of content as we all know also has a major downside. Our information and entertainment options greatly outweigh the time we have to consume it. Even if one were to only focus on micro-niche interests and snack on bite-sized content, demand could never ever scale to match the supply. Content is a commodity. The Attention Crash is real and – make no mistake – it will deepen.  Enter the Digital Curator.”









Steve outlines how important the ‘Digital Curator’ is in the development of influence and authority on the Internet. It is this motivation for sharing, giving meaning, and identifying where excellence resides that can help make sense of digital chaos. This wonderful need for people to help curate what is, and what is not, so important online is a key dynamic of the Topology of Influence. 
For example, Mahala.com is a thriving community of Curators, as is the Tech section of the New York Times website. The @BreakingNews feed on Twitter can also be classed as a digital Curator service. 
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Therefore we need to acknowledge that a Digital Curator is different from the traditionally defined Cultural Curator, who is a crucial guardian or overseer of tangible objects.  A Digital Curator is working with electronic material, and where it is linked and interconnected. Just by putting it into context, this act alone adapts the content.  
Our definition of Digital Curator is different from the traditional; it allows for adaptation of the idea in giving it broader context but importantly it does not mean the Curator starts a new idea or meme.  If this was the case they would be an Idea Starter, not a Curator, and it appears that few Curators want to start new ideas afresh; they are largely satisfied and motivated by this role of creating context.  
Justin Knapp, also known as Koavf on Wikipedia is one of the most dedicated digital Curators online today as illustrated by Wikipedia’s top Wikipedians online list.
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Given the time it takes to curate even the smallest conversation there is a practical force behind this. However, there is also the point that they are two different acts; one more organisational and sharing, the other more inspirational and isolated.
Curators are historians, librarians, encyclopedias, researchers and organisers of the online world. They find, group, share and archive digital information with the aim of categorising content, providing quick and easily accessible information for today’s time precious audience, and preserve cultural heritages for future audiences. Curators may subtly edit information to include a broader context to define ideas, but they usually have a low level of online engagement compared to Idea Starters and Commentators.
Wikipedia is the ultimate Curator’s tool and currently one of the most popular online preservation platforms to resonate so successfully with the online world. Another, as discussed, is hyperlinking and other forms include mash-up sites.
Curators are in many ways a radical group. The key point with this segment is that as a behaviour, it barely existed in the traditional world beyond academia and the spoken word.   Before the web you could not comment on a media in any specific manner beyond rather formalised processes that were very controlled, for instance, writing a letter to the editor, and you certainly did not really adapt this content to your way of thinking other than an equally formal expert response in another journal. 
The Internet changed all of this. Now you could take a person’s thoughts from an article, mash it up with other sources, and then share this broadly as your own adapted content. You could be wildly wrong and inaccurate, in which case you may often be called to account on this, or you could be wildly successful in hitting a huge communal conversation with this adapted content.  
Preservation platforms such as Wikipedia have helped make the new transparency become a reality. Wikipedia successfully brought a library of information to the masses; it removed geeky perceptions once associated with looking up information in printed encyclopedias, cost boundaries (think back to buying CD-ROM software such as Microsoft Encarta), language barriers (as Wikipedia is available in a multiple languages), and became relevant to today’s  connected audience because of its real-time and broad content.
Interestingly once Curators were given the power to adapt content, they did so in many different ways and importantly for hugely different motivations:
 


Some Curators are highly motivated by taking an idea and setting it in a new direction often into micro niches and conversations. Curators acting like this can become Idea Starters in their own right but often they fall short of giving a concept more definition or more context, even knocking it down. In this way their reward comes from participation and authentic recognition, yet often without the risk of bearing the digital chest and risking announcing a wholly new idea and conversational thread.
A second group of Curators aggregate content they pull together from different conversations and strands, into one place like a blog, directories or even deep and rich content. The point is that they are very careful to avoid taking ownership of ideas but would far rather say, ‘this is what the world thinks, I am doing you a favour as a part of your digital community, let me know your thoughts.’  This kind of Curator often takes great pains to try and swallow the whole fire hose before presenting a pared down highlight.  
Curators such as this can often act as groups and support societies, organisations and single issue causes.  As such they become deep resources within a conversation and build integrity through transparency of how they present their soundings from the digital fire hose.
Professionals who want to look good.
Enthusiasts without the confidence to re-define who are often found in rich conversational areas such as gaming and gambling.
Those seeking to sell and have agendas to reassess an online conversation.
Challengers from trolls to professional experts who seek to build a following by challenging an idea not debating but acting as the grist.

COMMENTATORS
Who are Commentators?
Commentators are the real revolutionaries; they are individuals who detail and refine ideas. Today’s geeks were born in a world of abundance - for them the world of the Long Tail needs no explanation. They are used to choice which they thrive on and rail against a world without it. They look for real and trusted descriptions in what they are choosing, not just in the Long Tail of product and services, but the parallel Long Tail of ideas which is rapidly developing.   
When this choice is realised or a particular idea stands out, our geeks want to comment and they do. Commenting is the way that authority is shared in the new world. It links the thought to other communities and the ideas convey authenticity and energise the conversation. There are multiple ways of commentating. Here are just some categories: the troll, the enthusiast, the expert, the mad man, the philosopher, the fan, the bombast and the verbose. It is easy to scoff at many of these categories in the cold light of day but it is the variety and enthusiasm of Commentators that makes the new world of digital influence go around.  
[image: ]Kate Bevan, former Technology Reporter at the Guardian is the definition of a Commentator. She is a heavy Twitter user and has Tweeted over 46,573 times to date. Often outspoken and very assertive, Kate is passionate in her views and commenting on those of others, particularly competing newspapers and fellow journalists. 

Commentators are very often engaged with a community or conversation. It is for this reason that such a powerful multiplier kicks-in. They have skin in the game and take this responsibility seriously. Sometimes a Commentator may also be an Idea Starter or Curator, but very often they see themselves as important simply because of their comments and a commitment to engagement. Perhaps Idea Starters and Curators are too busy starting and organising to quickly comment. The huge volume of comment that some online citizens generate is actually a sure sign of a true geek who is using new technologies to hugely boost their productivity.
As Chris Anderson describes it in his book, The Long Tail[footnoteRef:12]:  [12:  Chris Anderson, The Long Tail] 

“Amplified word of mouth is the manifestation of the third force of the Long Tail.  It is not until this third which helps people find what they want in this new super abundance of variety, kicks in that the potential of the Long Tail market place is truly unleashed.”





Qualities and Characteristics
Whereas an Idea Starter is motivated by creativity, Amplifiers and Curators want to share, but they also crave a status and leadership recognition.  A Commentator is truly taking part in what they feel is the desire to share. 
Commentators realise that by sharing they also get to find what they want in return at some point. It is a mutually rewarding activity which may explain why the comments tend to be shorter, pithier, less heavily invested but also so prolific. In many ways Commentators are the true revolutionaries and the missing link.  
Rhodri Marsden, CyberClinic columnist at The Independent is also another example of a popular Commentator. Rhodri has posted over 35,323 Tweets and is regularly dipping in and out of trending topics on Twitter. 
[image: ]





The differing motivations behind Commentators are:
The Commentator may hold strong values of fairness, takes his/her role of being an ‘informer’ seriously or genuinely enjoys sharing ideas/opinions. They like to provide a balanced argument, or emphasise their own point of view, to portray a story to different audiences. 
They want to form new conversations or see an opportunity to take the conversation in a different direction by providing commentary on broader issues or themes.
The Commentator wants to show-off their knowledge of wider conversations and be perceived by the community as a knowledgeable and well informed source of information.
The individual wants to be perceived as a trusted source of information.
To satisfy a feeling of personal authority.
For the sake of the freedom of speech and expression.








Commentators are also more likely to comment on other blogs rather than have their own. They are also more likely to be avid Tweeters or engage more in social networking sites such as Facebook.

VIEWERS
Who are Viewers?
The Internet is a modern day marketplace where people go to seek information, goods or services. Although the end result may be to find information or ultimately make a purchasing decision, the activity people participate in whilst doing so is essentially ‘searching’. This is what ‘Viewers’ are known for. 
There are two primary ways a Viewer finds information online; search and social. David Armano successfully argues on Logic + Emotion and further expressed below that social media and search engine activity relate. 
One route is to initiate a search using a popular search engine such as Google. Recently Google tweaked its algorithm to reward authority and quality of content, as opposed to what is considered to be of lesser quality such as link farms. This move presents an opportunity to brands who can provide quality content which can be placed in a respected earned media property which wields authority. 

[image: ]
The results of a Viewer’s targeted searches, which are increasingly ranked by authority and quality, dictates what they will amplify to their own networks using either email or a variety of social platforms to spread the information. 
Information is also found and shared on a variety of social media platforms ranging from blogs, message boards, Twitter and Facebook, to name but a few. The attention of a participant is obtained typically through a ‘stream’ or ‘friend’ of a connection. Media is then digested and shared which generates conversations. In this scenario, Viewers are influenced by their connections to digest, amplify and discuss media. 
Search and social do not exist independently, but co-exist in a dependent fashion. For example, it is common practice for journalists of respected media outlets to monitor and even source conversations which occur on social properties which in turn can affect the search results of a specific phrase. 

[image: ]

Qualities and Characteristics
The characteristics of a Viewer are relatively simple - they are searchers. They seek information about a topic that is important to them and they are transient in their community memberships. Individually they contribute little to the addition of content but savour the information that is freely available online to make ‘informed’ choices. 
Everyone who uses the Internet can be described as a Viewer. The people who invariably influence this group are those with one significant attribute – Google juice. Therefore the algorithm running at the heart of the search reflects the core reason why these Viewers make the decisions they do because they make judgements as they skim. 
Again, referring back to Nicholas Carr who writes in, The Shallows: What the Internet is Doing to our Brains, that our habits of concentration and work have changed with growing web usage and this is causing our brains to evolve to different patterns of skimming information which he claims is rather shallow.[footnoteRef:13]  [13:  Nicholas Carr, The Shallows: What the Internet is Doing to our Brains] 



“Google as the supplier of the Web’s principle navigation tool, also shapes our relationship with the content that it serves up so efficiently and in such profusion. The intellectual technologies it has pioneered promotes the superficial skimming of information and discourage any deep, prolonged engagement with a single argument, idea or narrative.”






Carr believes one of Google’s founders: 
“Page had another insight, not all links are created equal. The authority of a web page can be gauged by the incoming links it attracts. A page with a lot of incoming links has more authority than a page with only one or two. The greater the authority of the web page, the greater the worth of its own outgoing links. Page’s analogy led him to realise that the relative value of any webpage could be estimated through a mathematical analysis of two factors: the number of incoming links the page attracted and the authority of the sites that were the sources of those links. If you could create a database of all the links on the web, you could have the raw material to feed into a software algorithm that could evaluate and rank the value of all the pages on the web. You would also have the makings of the world’s most powerful search engine.”











[image: ]



Carr underestimates the engagement the Viewer has with the content. It may be shallow but it is not irrelevant as it is the frequency and speed of interaction that makes a true influential. They do not need long to understand and they certainly make judgements by synthesising and aggregating thoughts very differently from traditional opinion forming, but this is not superficial. 
The power of this engagement is illustrated by how these patterns of search create endorsement for deep content experts, such as Idea Starters and Curators. It is the Viewer’s choices on Google that give a democratised influential their authority. If these choices were as superficial as Carr believes, then these new influentials would be an arbitrary selection of noisy web citizens. They are clearly not, as even lesser known influentials stand out for the veracity of their opinions and depth of content. 

 



COLLECTIVE EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE
By exploring the multiple categories that form the Topology of Influence within online communities, the potential impact and reach of an initial idea or conversation to the broader digital ecosystem becomes apparent. Regardless of where a conversation initiated online, or the niche community involved, every engagement has the potential to influence a far greater audience beyond the immediate participants in a variety of ways due to the myriad of communication channels online and the hierarchies of influence.
Our research has shown how each influencer plays a specific role in the hierarchy and worldwide phenomenons such as the YouTube video hits of the ‘Sneezing Baby Panda’ and the ‘Crowded train in Japan’ highlight exactly how initial micro-level interactions can impact a much broader community. The recent example of the @SuperInjunction Tweeter who became a global celebrity overnight after having just six Twitter followers to having 23,375 in less than 24 hours after Tweeting nine comments is also an example of this. 
[image: ]



As our analysis of Viewers shows, everyone has the potential to be an influencer and be influenced in return, just by searching online. For brands this is a huge opportunity, particularly for building a solid base of advocates, influencing brand preference and behaviour change, and ultimately purchasing decisions – all by telling a compelling story and having a passion to engage through social channels.
To do this brands need to be aware of the Topology of Influence and how ideas can disperse through online communication channels, interactions and social networks. However, it is important for organisations not to only place their attention solely on current brand advocates and their immediate community of peers, family and friends, if they wish to be successful. Instead they should look to capture a much broader audience who are potential brand advocates and superfans.
Mark S. Granovetter’s paper on The Strength of Weak Ties explores the cohesive power of weak ties, and how influence can spread further between different groups of people than connections within close-knit communities.[footnoteRef:14] He uses mathematical sociology to explain how the strength of an individual’s relationship to their immediate community (strong ties) limits and diffuses the amount of new information entering the group, and therefore influence and trust can be driven more quickly and effectively through weak ties.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  Mark S. Granovetter, The Strength of Weak Ties]  [15:  Mark S. Granovetter, The Strength of Weak Ties, p. 1376] 

 “Weak ties are more likely to link members of different small groups than are strong ones, which tend to be concentrated within particular groups.”




Therefore the opportunity for brands is to listen to conversations and identify who the Idea Starters and Amplifiers are within their industry or community. It is important not to just focus on the most popular influencers who have the most connections in the community, as the conversations taking place may be completely irrelevant to the brand.
Once the main influencers are identified, brands need to motivate them to engage by feeding them new content and exciting experiences, and drive them to collaborative platforms which will in turn encourage the dispersion and sharing of ideas and insights among a wider community. 
[image: Description: Tie-network.jpg] 





 
 
Here, the nature of the Topology of Influence will mean that the conversation will have more success of being passed on through network channels, reaching broader audiences through the collective emotional intelligence and ultimately by influencing Google juice.
It is important to conclude by reiterating that engagement through social platforms is not, and should not be viewed as an experiment, or indeed be considered on an ad-hoc or isolated basis. To build trust, open advocacy, deeper communities, behavioural change and to influence commercial success, online engagement is like any other social relationship – it requires time and attention. 
Like any purchasing decision, there is a certain lifecycle where people are receptive to new ideas and messages. Therefore, the successful brands who capture attention will be those who maintain an ongoing and engaging relationship with their communities, and provide motivation and suspense through exciting content and rewards to keep their advocates coming back for more. 
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