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CHAPTER XI

Toward a Theory of the Diffusion
and Adoption of Innovations’

A science without a

theory is blind because it lacks that element which alone is able to
organize facts and give direction to research. Even from a practical
point of view the mere gathering of facts has very limited value. It
cannot give an answer to the question that is most important for
practical purposes—namely, what must one do to obtain a desired
effect in given concrete cases? To answer this question it is necessary

to have a theory, but a theory which is empirical and not speculative.
This means that theory and facts must be closely related to each other,

Kurt LEWIN, 1930

A search of the diffusion literature re-

veals (1) a general lack of agreement upon sociological con-
cepts involved in adoption behavior, and (2) absence of a

synthesis of these concepts into a general theory that might
be tested by empirical research. The many studies that

have been completed provide an excellent base for an
attempt to formulate a general theory of the diffusion and
adoption of innovations.

Ordinarily, one would expect theoretical considerations
to appear in the early chapters of a book. They could then
serve as a framework for the entire volume. However, in the
present case 1t 1s our belief that any theoretical statement
must be so highly tentative that it is more appropriately

1. With A. Eugene Havens, The Ohio State University. A portion of
this chapter was originally presented as a paper at the 1961 Rural

Sociological Society.
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placed at the end rather than at the beginning of the present
wm:k. The purpose of this chapter is to state a direction in
which analysis should proceed toward a general theory of the
diffusion and adoption of new ideas.

THEORETICAL APPROACH

| Perhaps one of the most effective means of conceptualiz-
ing adoption and diffusion behavior is first to view this be-
havior in its most basic and elementary form, and then to de-
velop some of the complex variables affecting this behavior.
At one level of conceptualization, adoption of a new idea
by an individual is a type of action. According to Parsons
and Shils (1952, p. 56), an act consists of three basic ele-
ments: (1) an actor (2) orienting to () a situation. This con-
ceptualization of human behavior implies:

1. Behavior is oriented toward attaining ends or goals.
2. It takes place in situations.
3. It is normatively regulated.
4. It involves an expenditure of effort or “motivation.”

_The ultimate goal or end which individuals seek to at-
tain is interpersonal security (Sullivan, 1953). Security is
that subjective state of well-being which minimizes tension.
“Ends” are not used in the present case to mean verbaliza-
tions or rationalizations for behavior. For example, if a
farmer says that he adopted an innovation because he felt it
would increase his farm income, higher income is not an
end but a verbalization of the end. At a more general level
of abstraction, the farmer’s goal is security.?

2. The concept of security may be at such a high level of abstraction

that difficulties will be encountered in measuring it. There has been no
attempt reported in the literature to relate a measure of interpersonal

. S€curity to innovativeness.

i
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Behavior takes place in situations. Individuals do not
exist as a mass of disconnected units. They are members of
social systems, and these memberships in social systems have
important effects upon their behavior. The situational fieldss
in which behavior occurs do not necessarily follow com-
munity or organizational boundaries. One may be psycholog-
ically identified with a group and take the group’s perspec-
tive as his own without being on the membership list. Of
course, physical proximity, along with social status and other
psychological identifications, are factors influencing fre-
quency of interaction.

Behavior is normatively regulated. Interaction with others
in a situational field provides the individual with a sense of
identity. The “others” in a situational field are significant to
the individual and influence his behavior. These “signif-
icant others,” or reference groups, aid an individual in de-
veloping his self-identity. The manner in which an individual
identifies himself influences his behavior; an example is the
physician who feels, “As a progressive, scientific doctor, I
adopt new medical ideas.”

Some individuals identify with change agents and scientists
to a greater degree than others. Other individuals interact
with earlier adopters, develop a similar self-identification,
and eventually become more like the persons with whom they
interact.

Behavior involves an expenditure of effort or motivation.
In the case of adoption and diffusion, the individual must
exert energy to seek information about the new idea, to try
it out, and to adopt it. In order for adoption to occur, the
individual must perceive that the potential rewards of adop-
tion outweigh the expected efforts required for adoption.

3. The term “situational field” (Cottrell, 1942) is somewhat preferable
to “‘situation,” as the former does not imply time boundaries, while the
latter does. “Situation” tends to connote a given time and place.
Situational field is defined as that part of the environment which Is

perceived by an actor as significant for him,

DIFFUSION AND ADOPTION OF IN NOVATIONS 303

Perception

The concept of perception is a key dimension in under-
standing the diffusion of ideas. Although a new idea may be
regarded as advantageous by experts 1n some field, a particu-
lar actor may not perceive the innovation in a similar man-
ner. Perception is the way in which an individual responds

Lo any sense or impression which he detects (Lindesmith and
Strauss, 1956, p. 85).

Perception is a function of the situational fields within
mxfhich the individual operates. Knowledge of these situa-
tlf)nal fields, the manner in which the individual identifies
himself, his sense of security, and the normative regularities
may enable the theoretical specification of some of the con-
ditions for adoption behavior.

. As Cottrell (1924) stated, “Items of behavior such as at-
titudes, traits, etc., studied apart from the context provided
by the actor’s definition of the situation, yield meaningless
results.” Thus, it is essential that the present model for adop-

tion behavior account for the actor’s perceptions of the sit-
uation.

DIFFUSION OF AN INNOVATION

T'he diffusion of an innovation takes place within a social

System. A social system may embrace many different situa-

tional fields. The segments of a social system employed as a

frame of reference cause individuals to display varying de-
grees of innovativeness. The situational fields themselves,

WhE.:Il employed as a frame of reference, display greater homo-
geniety in characteristics of individuals and a smaller range
In the innovativeness of actors. The five categories, innova-
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tors, early adopters, early majority, late majority, and lag-
gards, may each be regarded as a situational field.

It is possible to view the individuals within a particular
adopter category as employing certain dominant values which
determine the means used to achieve the ultimate end of
security. These dominant values are most appropriately
viewed as ideal types which may be objcctively found in
actual situations, but which may not be possessed by each
actor within a particular adopter category.

The dominant value of innovators is venturesomeness. In-
novators appear to gain interpersonal security by being more
venturesome than other members of a social system. There-
fore, innovators are frequently viewed as deviants from the
system’s norms. In fact, innovators often operate within
situational fields external to the social system. In terms of the
situational field within which innovators operate, they may
not perceive their decisions as venturesome. Innovators fre-
quently bypass change agents and use more cosmopolite
sources of new ideas. The innovator may have knowledge of
an innovation before a change agent.

The dominant value of those individuals in the early
adopter category is respect from their peers. Early adopters
may perceive that respect enhances their security. They rate
higher in opinion leadership within a social system than
other adopter categories, although this depends, in part,
upon the norms of the system. Opinion leaders may opcrate
in the same situational field with change agents. Of course,
not all opinion leaders are early adopters. 1o some extent,
each adopter category may have its own opinion leaders.
Opinion leaders “consensually validate” other individuals’
perceptions of a new idea, and enhance or retard the adop-
tion of innovations.

The dominant value of the early majority is deliberation.
By deliberating on adoption decisions, they attempt to €n-
hance their own security. The early majority do not adopt 4
new idea until other respected individuals within their so-
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cial system have accepted an innovation and it has been
proved successful.

If every individual completely limited his identification
to other individuals within a situational field, diffusion
wmultzl be a slow process. However, some individuals are
{nal:gmal to two or more situational fields. These mareginal
individuals bridge the gap between adopter categmriesfﬂ

Th-e_late majority category possess a dominant value of
SI.{EptICISHl. These individuals doubt the value of innova-
tions un_til they are convinced by a legion of their peers.
L:atie majority individuals feel more secure in following tra-
dition than in accepting new ideas (until the ideas become
somewhat traditional for the social system).

_ The dominant value of laggards is tradition. When viewed
In terms of the total social system, lageards are deviants
I:Iﬂwever, their deviancy does not derive from too rapid ad{:up:
tion ::}f innovations, but from their unwillingness to accept
new ideas even after they have become widely used in the so-

c1al_ system. Laggards derive their security by resisting inno-
vations. i

ADOPTION OF AN INNOVATION

The paradigm* of the adoption of an innovation by an in-

dividual (Figure 11-1) contains three major divisions: (1)
antecedents, (2) process, and (3) results. Antecedents are
t!'xnse factors present in the situation prior to the introduc-
tion of an innovation. Antecedents are of two major types:
(_1) the actor’s identity, and (2) his perceptions of the situa-
tion. The actor’s identity, which affects the adoption of in-

4. The paradigm suggested here owes certain of its ideas to the
models of Emery and Oeser (1958), Coughenour (1960b), Hobbs (1960)
Straus (1960b), Rahudkar (1961), and Fox and others (1961). |
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novations, 1s comprised of his sense of security, his domi-

n‘ant values, his mental ability and conceptual skill, his so-
cial status, and his cosmopoliteness.

‘ The actor’s perception of the
tion behavior. The social system

a_‘serve as ‘incentives Or restraints on his behavior. Individuals
In a social system with a modern norm will act differentl
from the way they would where the norms i
tl"l?e economic constraints and incentives,
1stics of the unit (such as the
affect adoption behavior.

Information sources are

situation affects his adnp—
S NOrms on innovativeness

are traditional.

and the character-
farm, business, or school) also

"y _ important stimuli to the indjvid-
ual in the adoption process. The individual becomes aware of

the innovation mainly by impersonal and cosmopolite
sources such as the mass media. At the evaluation stage the
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mnﬂvzfttmn. Localite and personal information sources are
Inore important at the evaluation stage,

The conclusion of the adoption process

or rejection of the idea. An innovation may be adopted at
the conclusion of the adoption process and may be (1) used

%?;tlpurjusly: or (2) rejected at a later date, a discontinuance,
€ Innovation may be rejected at the en

process, but adopted at a later date. It js

Innovation will be continuously rejected.

_ It s the a.uthc-rs’ opinion that the theoretical position out-
lined in this sectio

11 | n 1s researchable and may enhance the
prediction of innovative behavior. It is not presented as the
theory of adoption or as the only theory that may be ad-

vanced. Instead, it is a summary of current research and
theory that has been reported in the fields of
cholf:)g_.;y, cultural anthropology, sociological theory, and the
trad_ltmns of diffusion research. It is Lhoped that,this dis-
cussion may stimulate others to give greater attention to the

basic theoretical framework u i :
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GENERALIZATIONS AND HYPOTHESES

This chapter attempted to state an approach to a theory of
the diffusion and adoption of innovations. The action theory
of Parsons and Shils provided a general frame of referem:_e
which was applied to consideration of how ideas spread. This
framework suggests (1) generalizations that have been tested
in previous research and summarized here, or (2) h}’p{}thl?:‘SES
capable of being tested by empirical means. The generaliza-
tions will be listed after a brief discussion of conceptual

variable analysis.

Conceptual Variable Analysis

Theory consists of the postulated relatio_nship.s among
concepts. The empirical testing of these rel.at{anshlps 1s the
task of research. Conceptual variable analysis is a method of
relating theory to research and research to theory.’

The essential steps in conceptual variable analyses may be
described as follows. |

1. The first step 1s to express all COnCepts as varlable‘:s. A
concept is defined as a dimension stated in its most basic or
“primitive” terms. A conceptual variable is thus a concept ex-
pressed in variable form. One example of a cmnceptu.al vart-
able utilized throughout the present book 1s iﬂHDVﬂtl‘UE'I'lESS;
defined as the degree to which an individual is relat.lvely
earlier to adopt new ideas than the other members of his s0-
cial system. A concept ideally should be as general or ab-

5. Many of the ideas contained in this section owe i:heir develnpmenr:
to Merton (1957) and to Professor Robert L. Haml‘m of waﬂhlgEéZ)
University. Certain of these notions first appeared in Rogers (I :

Used by permission.
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Stract as possible so that it may be utilized to describe be.
havior in many different types of social systems. For example,
the innovativeness concept has been studied in industry, edu-
cation, farming, and primitive tribes.

2. The postulated relationship between two conceptual
variables is called a general hypothesis. An example of a gen-
eral hypothesis tested in several research studies cited in
Chapter VI is: innovativeness varies directly with cosmop-
oliteness. In this example, innovativeness and cosmopolite-
ness are conceptual variables, and the general hypothesis
postulates a positive relationship between them. The socio-
logical reasoning® is that individuals who have communijca-
tion with sources external to their social system are more
innovative. If one has reference groups outside a social
System, greater deviation from that system’s expectations for
one’s behavior is likely, and the adoption of new ideas may
result.

3. A general hypothesis is tested by means of testing an
empirical hypothesis (or hypotheses), defined as the postu-
lated relationship between two operational measures of con-
ceptual variables. An operation is the empirical referent of
a concept and may be a scale, index, or other measure. The
degree to which an operation is a valid measure of a concept
1s called an epistemic relationship. Unfortunately, this link-
age between concept and operation cannot be tested except
by intuitive means.

A conceptual variable analysis of the relationship between
Innovativeness and cosmopoliteness is illustrated with an
example from the Ryan and Gross (1943) hybrid corn study
in Iowa.

4. An empirical hypothesis is often accepted or rejected on

6. The development of general hypotheses may also be a result of
derivations from other general hypotheses. For example, if concept A
varies directly with concept B, and concept B varies directly with
concept C, then it is postulated that concept A varies directly with
concept C.
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General Hypothesis: Innovativeness varies cosmopoliteness
(Concept)  directly (Concept)

with
(Theoretical (Epistemic (Epistemic
level) relationship) rﬂlationship)
(Empirical
level)
Empirical Hypothesis: The time  varies  the number

of adoption directly of trips to
of hybrid with Des Moines
corn
(Operation) (Operation)

the basis of statistical tests of significance, but other criteria
might be used. In the hybrid corn study, Ryan and Gross
(1943) reported a positive significant relationship between
time of adoption of hybrid seed and the number of trips out-
side of the Iowa communities in which the respondents re-
sided.

5. A general hypothesis is supported or rejected on the
basis of the tests of corresponding empirical hypotheses.
Truth claims may be added to a general hypothesis by
similar findings from other analyses of the two conceptual
variables in a variety of different social systems. As addi-
tional support is added to a general hypothesis, greater con-
hidence may be placed in the relationship between the two
concepts, and this relationship may be considered a general-
1zation and eventually perhaps a principle.

6. The relationships between each of the two concepts and
other concepts may be analyzed, and, as findings of this na-
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ture gradually accumulate, a body of general sociological
theory is developed. In this fashion evidence is accumulated
In an integrated and consistent manner. The eventual goal
1s the development of a body of more general sociological
theory composed of the matrix of interrelationships among a
number of relevant concepts.

Some critics of conceptual variable analysis might argue
that most scientists intuitively use the essential features of
this approach to theory without going through the mechanics
of specifying concepts, operations, and epistemic relation-
ships. This is undoubtedly true, but in the case of diffusion
research, there is probably need more adequately to formal-
ize the wealth of findings available in terms of more general
concepts than have been used in most past studies. Con-
ceptual variable analysis not only offers potential usefulness
in future diffusion research but also provides one method
for synthesizing past research findings.

Generalizations

Throughout the book, a number of generalizations have
been presented to synthesize the major findings. A total
listing of these generalizations provides a skeleton summary
of the major conclusions of what is now known about the
diffusion of innovations.

1. Innovativeness of individuals is related to a modern
rather than a traditional orientation.

2. An individual’s innovativeness varies directly with the
norms of his social system on innovativeness.

3. Relatively later adopters are more likely to discontinue
innovations than are earlier adopters.

4. Impersonal information sources are most important at
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the awareness stage, and personal sources are most 1important
at the evaluation stage in the adoption process.

5. Cosmopolite information sources are most important
at the awareness stage, and localite information sources are
most 1mportant at the evaluation stage.

6. There 1s little evidence that lack of knowledge about in-
novations actually delays their adoption.

7. Awareness occurs at a more rapid rate than does adop-
tion.

8. The first individuals to adopt innovations require a
shorter adoption period than do relatively later adopters.

9. The awareness-to-trial period is longer than the trial-
to-adoption period.

10. The awareness-to-trial period is shorter for relatively
earlier adopters than for later adopters.

11. 'The trial-to-adoption period is longer for relatively
earlier adopters than for later adopters.

12. Earlier adopters try innovations on a smaller scale
than later adopters.

13. A crisis emphasizes the relative advantage of an inno-
vation and affects its rate of adoption.

14. The relative advantage of a new idea, as perceived by
members of a social system, affects its rate of adoption.

15. The compatibility of a new 1dea, as perceived by mem-
bers of a social system, affects its rate of adoption.

16. The complexity of an innovation, as perceived by
members of a social system, affects its rate of adoption.

17. The divisibility of an innovation, as perceived by
members of a social system, affects its rate of adoption.

18. Relatively earlier adopters may perceive divisibility as
more important than later adopters.

19. The communicability of an innovation, as perceived
by members of a social system, affects its rate of adoption.

20. Adopter distributions follow a bell-shaped curve over
time and approach normality.
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21. Earlier adopters are younger in age than later adopters.
22. Earlier adopters have higher social status than later
adopters.

23. Earlier adopters have a more favorable financial posi-
tion than later adopters.

24. Earlier adopters have more specialized operations than
later adopters.

25. Earlier adopters have a type of mental ability different
from that of later adopters.

26. Impersonal sources of information are more important
than personal sources for relatively earlier adopters of in-
novations than for later adopters.

27. Cosmopolite sources of information are more im-
portant than localite sources for relatively earlier adopters of
innovations than for later adopters.

28. Earlier adopters utilize information sources that are
in closer contact with the origin of new ideas than later
adopters.

29. Earlier adopters utilize a greater number of different
information sources than do later adopters.

30. Earlier adopters are more cosmopolite than later
adopters.

31. Earlier adopters have more opinion leadership than
later adopters.

32. There is considerable shifting of individuals in a so-
cial system from one category to another over time.

33. Laggards are most likely to drop out of the social
system.

34. Innovators are perceived as deviants by other members
of their social system.

35. Innovators perceive themselves as deviant from the
norms of their social system.
30. Personal influence from peers 1s most important at

the evaluation stage in the adoption process and less im-
portant at other stages.
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37. Personal influence from peers is more important for
relatively later adopters than for earlier adopters.

38. Personal influence from peers is more important in
uncertain situations than in clear-cut situations.

39. Opinion leaders conform more closely to social system
norms than the average member.

40. There is little overlapping among the different types
of opinion leaders.

41. Opinion leaders use more impersonal, technically ac-
curate, and cosmopolite sources of information than do their
followers.

42. Opinion leaders are more cosmopolite than their fol-
lowers.

43. Opinion leaders have more social participation than
their followers.

44. Opinion leaders have higher social status than their
followers.

45. Opinion leaders are more innovative than their fol-
lowers.

46. Each adopter category is mainly influenced by individ-
uals of the same or a more innovative adopter category.

47. Social system norms on innovativeness seem to deter-
mine, at least in part, the innovativeness of opinion leaders.

48. Differences in innovativeness between individuals are
a more important barrier to the flow of ideas in a social
system where the norms are modern than where they are tra-
ditional.

49. The extent of promotional efforts by change agents 1s
directly related to the rate of adoption of an innovation.

50. Commercial change agents are more important at the
trial stage than at any other stage in the adoption process.

51. Commercial change agents are more important for
earlier adopters than for later adopters at the trial stage.

52. Change agents have more communication with higher-
status than with lower-status members of a social system.
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It 1s not difficult to criticize the wording of most of these
generalizations in terms of (1) their lack of succinctness and
(2) their lack of generality. As an example of the former criti-
cism, consider the generalization that “opinion leaders have
higher social status than their followers.” In more succinct
terms this generalization would be “opinion leadership varies
directly with social status.” In the case of several generaliza-
tions, succinctness was sacrificed for the added clarity of a
more lengthy statement.

The lack of general sociological concepts in many of the
generalizations indicates these statements are, at best, in the
“middle range” and need to approach greater generality be-
fore they are considered at the level of general sociological
theory. As an example, consider the generalization that
“earlier adopters have more specialized operations than do
later adopters.” Perhaps after further research findings are
available from a wider range of contexts, the more general

statement may be made that “innovativeness varies directly
with specialization.”

Future Directions

Many specific suggestions for future research were men-
tioned in each of the preceding ten chapters. At this point,
only one further methodological recommendation should be
made, the need for “survey experiments”’ or “field experi-
ments”’ to test some of the basic generalizations listed in this
chapter. There 1s a limit to what findings from the usual
type of correlational analysis of survey data can tell us. For
example, little of a cause-and-effect nature about innovative-
ness can be definitely determined until a research design
with a before-after measurement with an adequate control is
utilized. There are remarkably few before-after designs with
a control that have been used in natural or field conditions,
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and it is this type of study that offers great promise in testing
the present generalizations under more adequately controlled

conditions.
This book is actually the first of two volumes. The second

volume can perhaps be written in ten or fifteen years after
the leads for research suggested here have been followed up

and expanded upon.
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