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Outline
• Rebalancing dissemination with diffusion

• What diffusion is and isn’t

• The promise of diffusion

• A proposed ‘designing for diffusion’ 
framework
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Our field is replete with guidance
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Which we ‘push’ out into the world
In the form of:
• Webinars
• Websites
• Publications
• Presentations
• Newsletters
• Social media 

campaigns
• Listservs
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“Best intentions, hand-offs, publications and 
publicity and the distribution of brochures 
and the debut of websites and our many 
public presentations are centralized attempts 
to transmit information from source to 
receiver. We push information, hoping 
against the evidence of these paradigms 
that someone, somewhere, will find the fruits 
of our well-intended hard work ripe for 
consumption.”

– (Dearing & Kreuter, 2010, p. 102)
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To get worthwhile innovations into 
practice, we need to rebalance 
‘push’ with ‘pull’ strategies
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How do we do that?
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Draw upon the power of diffusion

Diffusion of Innovations 
explains how over time 
an innovation gains 
momentum and 
diffuses—or spreads—
through a social system 
(Rogers, 2003)
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What diffusion looks like

Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Diffusion_of_innovations

“Critical Mass”Where 
‘pushing’ can 
be useful



Diffusion of Complete Streets policies
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Diffusion of separated bike lanes
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More about diffusion
• Diffusion is never random or instantaneous
• Instead, it unfolds in a predictable pattern of 

social influence
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Even more about diffusion
• Diffusion is a social process
• A few of the ways our social 

interactions spread innovation:
– Proximity (e.g., Silicon Valley, 

RTP, Austin, Pittsburgh)
– Collaboration (e.g., Vision Zero, 

Road to Zero)
– Talking and listening (e.g., 

conferences, other in-person 
meetings)

– Trying and modeling 
behaviors we see (e.g., Vision 
Zero, NACTO)
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Most innovations (>90%) fail to diffuse
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This is because…
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Potential adopters desire reassurance that 
adopting a new innovation won’t cost them

Known as ‘social proof’
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Many non‐evidence‐based approaches diffuse, 
eclipsing more effective practices 

“Many voluntary action programs have long been known to be ineffective, but their 
popularity remains. Exhorting people to take some preferred health action for their own 
benefit is easy to do and gives the appearance of doing something important for society; 
sometimes these efforts are referred to as feel‐good programs” (p. 25)
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Innovations often take too long to impact 
the majority of the population
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It took 35 years to get to 90% driver seatbelt use 
(NY’s 1984 seat belt law was the first in the US) 



Yet there’s hope! We can “design for 
diffusion”
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Designing for diffusion

DiffusionIntervention 
Attributes

Intervention 
Clusters

Opinion Leaders

Societal Sectors

Exemplary 
Demonstrations
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Designing for diffusion
• Intervention attributes - Relative advantage; 

Compatibility; Simplicity; Trialability; Observability
• Intervention clusters - a logically-related set of 

interventions whose grouping increases adoption 
• Opinion leaders - trusted sources of advice (most 

often not authority figures)
• Societal sectors - a collection of organizations 

operating in the same domain without respect to 
proximity

• Exemplary demonstration projects (not an 
experiment of a promising innovation)
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Illustration: Systemic safety analysis (SSA)
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Intervention attributes
Innovations that diffuse possess 5 attributes

1. Relative Advantage 

2. Compatibility

3. Simplicity 

4. Trialability 

5. Observability



Relative advantage

How improved an innovation is 
relative to the status quo

Example: addressing risk before 
it manifests into safety 
problems

Result: greater safety and more 
trust in the security of the 
system



Compatibility
How consistent an innovation is with adopters’ 
established ways of accomplishing the same goals



Simplicity
How easy or difficult it is to adopt an innovation
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Trialability
How much the innovation allows adopters to 
experiment with it or undo it if needed

Source: centerforactivedesign.org/tacticalurbanism; Akron, OH



Observability
How visible the results of adopting the innovation are 
to others; visibility creates a “buzz” about the 
innovation



Intervention clusters
Package 
complementary 
countermeasures

Reactance Theory
helps to explain why 
clustering innovations 
makes sense. 
Individuals consider it 
a right to choose. 
When deprived of 
choice, they react 
negatively 
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Opinion leaders
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“When opinion leaders do not adopt an 
innovation, systems do not change” (Dearing 
and Cox, 2018, p. 184)



Opinion leading Vision Zero cities
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Opinion‐leading cities: New York, Portland, Seattle, San 
Francisco, Minneapolis, Washington, DC, and Boston
LaJeunesse, S., Heiny, S., Evenson, K. R., Fiedler, L. M., & Cooper, J. F. (2019). Diffusing 

innovative road safety practice: A social network approach to identifying opinion leading 
U.S. cities. Traffic Injury Prevention, 19(8), 832-837. doi:10.1080/15389588.2018.1527031.



Societal sectors
• Transportation Engineers
• Transportation Planners
• Chiefs of Police
• EMS and Rescue
• Metropolitan Planning Organizations + Regional 

Council of Governments 
• Local Health Directors 
• School Administrators
• Zoning Officials 
• Public Transit Agencies



Exemplary demonstration projects

• Others are more likely to adopt a complex or 
politically tenuous practice when they can 
clearly see how it is implemented and 
observe its positive outcomes (Huguenin & 
Jeannerat, 2017)
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“experimental demonstration project” 



Exemplary demonstration projects
These projects give 
other agencies 
compelling, 
concrete ideas on 
how they can improve 
traffic safety
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Source: https://usa.streetsblog.org/2018/10/18/want‐
drivers‐to‐yield‐to‐pedestrians‐you‐gotta‐play‐mind‐games/



Let’s design our innovations for diffusion!

DiffusionIntervention 
Attributes

Intervention 
Clusters

Opinion Leaders

Societal Sectors

Exemplary 
Demonstrations
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Thank You

Seth LaJeunesse

lajeune@hsrc.unc.edu
919-962-4236
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