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Information Diffusion

• the process by which innovations 
spread to the members of a social 
system over time

• primarily concerned with messages 
that contain new ideas



Information diffusion 
• pragmatic area of investigation

• cuts across disciplinary boundaries
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https://www.iarc.fr/en/media-centre/pr/2015/pdfs/pr240_E.pdf
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Facebook



https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/inspired-life/wp/2015/11/03/facebook-removed-a-picture-with-a-
naked-woman-and-a-man-with-a-racist-sign-guess-why-it-was-censored/



Origins in Wartime

• WWI - US dropped 3 million leaflets

• WWII - US dropped 3 billion leaflets

• Korean Conflict - US dropped 5-6 billion 
leaflets

• by March 2003 - US dropped 28 million 
leaflets over Iraq









information diffusion begins as 
a way of testing both:

• message delivery 

• designing, printing, delivering to target 
audience

• interpersonal message diffusion 

• getting message talked about/further 
spread and reinforced



Project Revere

• research 
conducted at 
U. of 
Washington 
between 
1951-1953 

• funded by US 
Air Force

• Stuart Dodd



“Gold Shield Coffee:  Good As Gold”





• 100 information diffusion studies in 1952 
(Project Revere years)

• 2800 information diffusion studies in 1978









http://www.statista.com/statistics/259348/google-glass-annual-sales-forecast/

http://www.statista.com/statistics/259348/google-glass-annual-sales-forecast/


Types of Innovation

1. preventive innovation
• adopt now to avoid (potential) loss of 

desired value in the future

• e.g. seat belt, smoke alarm, contraceptive



Types of Innovation

2. incremental innovation
• adopt now to gain a possible increase in 

a desired value in the future

• new seed, new fashion



preventive innovations 
usually follow a slower 

rate of adoption



Criticisms of Information 
Diffusion Studies

1. most studies focus on adoption -- and 
ignore post-adoption use maintenance or 
modifications

2. studies in developing countries tend to 
accentuate rather than reduce unequal 
resources

3. most studies employ a linear and top-down 
model of communication



KNOWLEDGE GAP

• research sparked by a sense that new mass 
media were not really living up to their 
potential for information dissemination



KNOWLEDGE GAP

As the infusion of mass media information 
into a social system increases, segments of 
the population with higher socioeconomic 
status tend to acquire this information at a 
faster rate than the lower status segments, 
so that the gap in knowledge between 
these segments tends to increase rather 
than decrease.



underlying assumption

as people learn 
more, their interest 
increases, and as 
their interest 
increases, they are 
impelled to learn 
more



5 contributory factors  

(Tichenor, Olien, & Donahue)

• communication skills 

• stored information

• relevant social contacts

• selectivity

• nature of the mass media system



knowledge gap should 
be visible:

1. at any given point in time

• higher correlation between acquisition of 
knowledge and education for topics highly 
publicized in the media than for topics less 
highly publicized













http://www.pewresearch.org/quiz/the-news-iq-quiz/
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knowledge gap should 
be visible:

2. over time

• acquisition of knowledge about heavily 
publicized topic will proceed at a faster rate 
among better educated persons than among 
those with less education



http://
www.pewresearch.
org/quiz/science-

knowledge/

http://www.pewresearch.org/quiz/science-knowledge/
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http://www.people-press.org/2013/04/22/publics-knowledge-of-science-and-technology/
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To test long term:

• (1954) Do you believe man 
will reach the moon in the 
next 50 years?

• concern:  are you 
testing belief/opinion 
or knowledge?

1954



Knowledge Gap 
Research Continues

• 1960s “War on Poverty”

• Sesame Street

• late 1970s: long-term 
implications for 
knowledge gap within 
local communities



“Creation of greater differentials in 
knowledge across a society is itself a 
profound social effect, and may be a 
central factor in future social change” 
(Tichenor, Olien, and Donahue, p. 170).



Tichenor, Olien, and 
Donahue (1982)

“The media systematically project definitions 
of issues which are conducive to the interests 
of the established power groups.  By doing so 
they reinforce or increase the gaps in social 
power between established groups and other 
groups.  Media as social mirrors reflect 
perspectives not merely of power 
alone, but of power relationships in 
society.”





VARIATIONS  
in agenda-setting research

2. IYENGAR & KINDER (1987)

  laboratory experiments

• questionnaire about key issues

• view doctored newscast

• re-polled about key issues



priming effect as “agenda setting”  
on an individual (psychological) level





The presentation of a 
certain stimulus with a 

particular meaning 
“primes” (or stimulates) 

related concepts or 
thoughts--and, in certain 

cases, related actions.

The “priming” effect:



“cookie”







After viewing depictions of violence in the media, 
under certain circumstances and for a short period of 
time, there is an increased chance that viewers will:

1. have hostile thoughts that will color their 
interpretations of others

2. believe other forms of aggression are 
justified and/or will bring benefits

3. be aggressively inclined

BERKOWITZ’S CONCLUSION



“There is no longer a 
question as to whether 
the portrayal of violence 
in the mass media can 
increase the chances that 
some people in the 
audience will act 
aggressively themselves.  
Such an effect can occur 
and often does.”  

                               
(Berkowitz, 1994, p. 44)


