
4 Diffusion of Innovations

hunger—without bothering about tiny animals one cannot see, hear, touch,
or smell. Mrs. C's allegiance to traditional customs is at odds with the boiling
of water. A firm believer in the hot-cold superstition, she feels that only the
sick must drink boiled water.

UNDERSTANDING WHY THE DIFFUSION OF WATER BOILING FAILED.
This intensive two-year campaign by a public health worker in a Peruvian
village of 200 families, aimed at persuading housewives to boil drinking
water, was largely unsuccessful. Nelida was able to encourage only about 5
percent of the population, eleven families, to adopt the innovation. In con-
trast, change agents in other Peruvian villages were able to convince 15 to 20
percent of the housewives. Reasons for the relative failure of the diffusion
campaign in Los Molinos can be traced partly to the cultural beliefs of the
villagers. Local tradition links hot foods with illness. Boiling water makes it
less "cold," and hence, appropriate only for the sick. But if a person is not
ill, he is prohibited by village norms from drinking boiled water. Only the in-
dividuals who are least integrated into local networks risk defying commu-
.nity norms on water boiling. An important factor affecting the adoption rate
of any innovation is its compatibility with the values, beliefs, and past ex-
periences of the social system. Nelida and her superiors in the public health
agency should have understood the hot-cold belief system, as it is found
throughout Peru (and, in fact, in most nations of Latin America, Africa,

and Asia).
Nelida's failure demonstrates the importance of interpersonal networks

in the adoption and rejection of an innovation. Socially an outsider, Mrs. B
was marginal to the Los Molinos community, although she had lived there
for years. Nelida was a more important referent for Mrs. B than were her
neighbors, who shunned her. Anxious to secure social acceptance from the
higher-status Nelida, Mrs. B adopted water boiling, not because she under-
stood the correct health reasons, but because she wanted to obtain Nelida's
approval. Thus we see that the diffusion of innovations is often a social proc-
ess, as well as a technical matter.

Nelida worked with the wrong housewives if she wanted to launch a self-
generating diffusion process in Los Molinos. She concentrated her efforts on
village women like Mrs. A and Mrs. B. Unfortunately, they were perceived
as a sickly one and a social outsider and were not respected as social models
of water-boiling behavior by the other women. The village opinion leaders,
who could have activated local networks to spread the innovation, were ig-

nored by Nelida.
How potential adopters view the change agent affects their willingness to

adopt his or her ideas. In Los Molinos, Nelida was perceived differently by
lower- and middle-status housewives. Most poor families saw the health
worker as a "snooper" sent to Los Molinos to pry for dirt and to press
already harassed housewives into keeping cleaner homes. Because the lower-
status housewives had less free time, they were unlikely to initiate visits with
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Nelida about water boiling. Their contacts outside the community were
limited, and as a result, they saw the technically proficient Nelida with eyes
bound by the social horizons and traditional beliefs of Los Molinos. They
distrusted this outsider, whom they perceived as a social stranger. Nelida,
who was middle class by Los Molinos standards, was able to secure more
positive results from housewives whose socioeconomic level and cultural
background were more similar to hers. This tendency for more effective
communication to occur with those who are more similar to change agents
occurs in most diffusion campaigns.

In general Nelida was too "innovation-oriented" and not "client-
oriented" enough. Unable to put herself in the role of the village housewives,
her attempts at persuasion failed to reach her clients because the message was
not suited to their needs. Nelida did not begin where the villagers were; in-
stead she talked to them about germ theory, which they could not (and prob-
ably did not need to) understand.

We have cited only some of the factors that produced the diffusion
failure with which Nelida is charged. It will be easier to understand the
water-boiling case once the remainder of this book has been read. We shall
return to discuss lessons learned from the Los Molinos case in future
chapters.

What Is Diffusion?

Diffusion is the process by which an innovation is communicated
through certain channels over time among the members of a social
system. It is a special type of communication, in that the messages are.
concerned with new ideas. Communication is a process in which par-
ticipants create and share information with one another in order to
reach a mutual understanding. This definition implies that communi-
cation is a process of convergence (or divergence) as two or more in-
dividuals exchange information in order to move toward each other
(or apart) in the meanings that they ascribe to certain events. We think
of communication as a two-way process of convergence, rather than
as a one-way, linear act in which one individual seeks to transfer a
message to another (Rogers and Kincaid, 1981). Such a simple concep-
tion of human communication may accurately describe certain com-
munication acts or events involved in diffusion, such as when a change
agent seeks to persuade a client to adopt an innovation. But when we
look at what came before such an event, and at what follows, we often
realize that such an event is only one part of a total process in which in-
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