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Summary of  Di f f usion of  Innovat ions t heory 
 
Another valuable thinking tool is Diffusion of Innovations,1 popularised by 
Everett Rogers, which treats change like a wave passing through society. 
 
The model looks at the way innovations are taken up in a population. An 
innovation is an idea, behaviour, or object that is perceived as new by its 
audience. 
 
Diffusion researchers have found that, for any given behaviour, an audience 
can be broken down into 5 segments, based on their propensity to accept 
the new idea or behaviour. Adoption begins with visionary, imaginative 
innovators, attracts experimental early adopters, and eventually sweeps in 
majority audiences, with laggards or sceptics holding out to the bitter end. 
 
 

 
 
 

 
The segment The educator's role 
 
Innovators – these are committed 
'global visionaries', often imaginative 
and evangelical. They lead the way for 
others and are the test-bed for 
original environmental innovations. 
Their ideological approach often 
frightens off pragmatic people, and 

 
• Directly involve innovators in the 
design of the program through 
Participatory Action Research. 
 
• Recruit and train innovators as peer 
educators. 
 

                                         
1 The standard text is Everett M. Rogers, Diffusion of Innovations, Fifth Edition 2003, Free 
Press, New York 
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yet no environmental education 
program can thrive without their 
energy and commitment. They are the 
ones who have already personally 
adopted the new behaviour, often 
investing a great deal of time and 
effort. 
 
 
Early adopters – these are 'private 
visionaries': imaginative people who 
are open to new ideas that provide 
personal benefits. They are often on 
the lookout for a strategic leap 
forward in their lives or businesses and 
are quick to make connections 
between clever innovations and their 
personal needs. They have no time for 
'ideological purity' - they want real 
results. They are fashion-setters. They 
may have big egos and need a lot of 
personal support. They are less cost-
sensitive than other groups – seeing 
their time and money as an 
investment rather than a cost. They 
are open to risks and like to hear 
“state-of-the-art”. 
 

 
• Promote your program through face-
to-face methods, such as information 
nights and peer education. 
 
• Create opportunities for 
experimentation, e.g. demonstration 
events.  
 
• Offer strong face-to-face support for 
a limited number of early adopters to 
trial the new idea. 
 
• Study the trials carefully to discover 
how to make idea more convenient, 
low cost and marketable. 
 
• Reward participant's egos, esp. 
through media coverage. 
 
• Promote early adopters as fashion-
leaders (beginning with the cultish end 
of the media market). 
 
• Maintain relationships through 
regular feedback. 
 

 
Early majority – these are 
pragmatists, comfortable with 
moderate environmental ideas, but 
they will not act without solid proof of 
benefits. They are influenced by other 
pragmatists and by mainstream 
fashions and fads. They have no time 
for risks, but will accept simple, 
proven, better ways of doing what 
they already do. They need easy 
solutions with minimum discontinuity 
and  like to hear “industry standard”. 
 

 
• Offer free give-aways or 
competitions to initiate a first trial. 
 
• Use mainstream advertising and 
media stories featuring endorsements 
from credible, respected, conservative 
players. 
 
• Guarantee performance. 
 
• Provide strong customer service and 
support. 
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Late majority – these are 
environmentally conservative 
pragmatists, uncomfortable with 
green ideas. They hate risk but don’t 
want to be left behind, hence they 
will follow the mainstream and 
established standards. They are often 
influenced by sceptics. 
 

 
• Refine the product to increase 
convenience and reduce costs. 
 
• Diversify the product to satisfy niche 
needs. 
 
• Respond to criticisms from sceptics. 

 
Laggards – ‘brown bombers’ will act to 
block progressive change. Their 
arguments need to be taken seriously – 
often they identify real problems 
which need to be solved before the 
majority segments can accept the 
innovation. 
 

 
• Regulate compliance. 
 
• Actively enforce regulations. 
 
• Publicise prosecutions. 

Rather freely adapted from Rogers, E. 2003 Diffusion of Innovations, Fifth Edition, Free 
Press, New York,  

 
This model suggests that social change is a process, which begins with the 
most imaginative and committed people, and then diffuses through society.  
 
One of the most valuable aspects of the theory is it's advice about the 
design of successful innovations. 
 
Why do certain innovations spread more quickly than others? Why do others 
fail?  
 
According to diffusion researchers, the rate of adoption of an innovation 
depends on the following qualities (as perceived by its audience): 
 

1) Relative advantage  
This is the degree to which an innovation is subjectively perceived as better 
than the idea it supersedes - measured in economic terms, social prestige, 
convenience, and satisfaction. The greater the perceived relative advantage 
of an innovation, the more rapid its rate of adoption is likely to be. 
    
2) Compatibility with existing values and practices 
This is the degree to which an innovation is perceived as being consistent 
with the existing values, past experiences, and needs of potential adopters. 
An idea that is incompatible with the values and norms of a social system 
will not be adopted as rapidly as an innovation that is compatible.  
 
3) Simplicity and ease of use 
This is the degree to which an innovation is perceived as difficult to 
understand and use. New ideas that are simpler to understand are adopted 
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more rapidly than innovations that require the adopter to develop new skills 
and understandings. 
 
4) Trialability  
This is the degree to which an innovation may be experimented with on a 
limited basis. An innovation that is trialable represents less uncertainty to 
the individual who is considering it for adoption, who can learn by doing. 
 
5) Observable results 
The easier it is for individuals to see the results of an innovation, the more 
likely they are to adopt it. Such visibility stimulates peer discussion of a new 
idea, as friends and neighbours of an adopter often request innovation-
evaluation information about it. 

 
The progress is not inevitable, however. There are two yawning 'chasms' 
which every new idea or product must bridge:  
 
1) The challenge of supporting early adopters 
 
Early adopters will often seek out new ideas, so contacting them can be 
easy. But the challenge is to provide the adequate one-on-one support that 
early adopters expect and the recognition they crave.  
 
There is also a challenge for the program managers to see this as a 
development phase, in which ideology must to give way to flexible, 
practical solutions. We need to remember that people adopt things for their 
own reasons, not ours.  
 
2) Winning mainstream credibility 
 
The second stage, one where most new ideas fail, is making the leap from 
experimental to mainstream.  
 
Firstly, the 'product' must beat it's competition at answering genuine public 
needs.  
 
Secondly, mainstream audiences are cost sensitive and hate risk. They 
require guaranteed off-the-shelf performance, minimum disruption, 
minimum commitment of time, minimum learning, endorsement from 
conservative leaders, and either cost neutrality or rapid payback periods.  
 
Thirdly, 'take-off' depends on word-of-mouth promotion. Your new idea 
must become, for a period at least, a fashion item. 
 
An example is Australian native plants, which became a fad in the early 
1990s, before achieving mainstream acceptance. The same is true of 
recycling. Currently, organic foods are becoming fashionable, meanwhile 
mobile phones have passed into mainstream acceptance.  
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Many pundits have tried to figure out the underlying principles of 
fashionability. An fascinating attempt is Faith Popcorn's 16 Trends 
(http://www.brainreserve.com/trends/trends.htm) 
 
If you have a hankering for social change theories you could look at Theory 
at a Glance (http://oc.nci.nih.gov/services/Theory-at-glance/PART_1.html 
It's rather dry, but it's a good compendium of social marketing models. 

 


