
NCHCMM 2021 presentation
R. Craig Lefebvre, PhD
Designing for Diffusion

“What we have here is a failure to disseminate.”
26 August 2021



Designing for Diffusion
“What we have here is a failure to disseminate.”
“Some men you just can't reach.”

R. Craig Lefebvre, PhD
Lead Change Designer
RTI International



Diffusion of Innovations

3

Traditional
16 %

Cautious
34 %

Pragmatic
34 %

Respected
13.5 %

Trailblazer
2.5 %

Market share %

0

25

50

75

100

TIME







Half Time



Diffusion of Innovations

7

Traditional
16 %

Cautious
34 %

Pragmatic
34 %

Respected
13.5 %

Trailblazer
2.5 %

Market share %

0

25

50

75

100

SEGMENTS



Characteristics of Adopters
Innovators Early Adopters Early Majority Late Majority Laggards

Trailblazer Respected Pragmatic Cautious Traditional
High tolerance of 
risk

Resources and risk 
tolerance to try new 
things

Rely on personal 
familiarity before 
adoption

Skeptical and risk 
averse

Highly risk averse

Fascinated with 
novelty and new 
ideas

Information-seekers Look to early 
adopters for 
guidance and 
assurance

How has it worked 
for others?

Stick to the tried and 
true

Seen as mavericks, 
not opinion leaders

Opinion leaders Very engaged in peer 
networks

Sensitive to peer 
pressure and social 
norms

Near isolates in their 
social networks

Social networks 
transcend 
geographic 
boundaries

They are watched by 
others – and they 
know it

How does this help 
me?

Minimize 
uncertainty of 
outcomes

Suspicious of 
innovation and 
change agents



The Innovation Chasm
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"In school, we're rewarded for having the answer, 
not for asking a good question."



“You can’t get the right answers if you’re asking the 
wrong questions.”



"What people think of as the moment of discovery 
is really the discovery of the question."

People also tell us they are closely watching those they know. 
When we ask people who they want to see get vaccinated 
before doing it themselves, their close friends and family 
members are at the top of the list.
Drew Altman, Kaiser Family Foundation, February 10, 2021 





Rational Sense vs Cultural Sense



The #COVID19 #vaccine will help you and 
your loved ones from getting sick, and it 
will help us all get back to doing the 
things we love. Millions have gotten a 
safe, effective vaccine. Join them today:

We are all eager to see loved ones, travel, 
send our children to safely learn in schools, 
and get back to doing the things we love. 
Getting vaccinated will put us closer to 
achieving all of these goals. Join the millions 
who have already gotten a safe, effective, 
and free #COVID19 #vaccine. Learn more:





“I framed it in the way that the 
virus was a monster, just like any 
other monster that has come to 
plague the Navajo people and 
wreak havoc… I told them that 
you’ve got to have armor, and 
the armor is the vaccine.”



“I’ll have what she’s having” 
• People observe the behaviors of others 
• Learn from their experiences through social 

interactions
• Make appropriate decisions based on their 

subjective reality
• Nonadopters can reduce the spread of an 

innovation 
• Nonadopters can also have their decision to 

reject an innovation socially confirmed



Social Networks
• Provide opportunities but also impose constraints and 

suppress adoption of the behavior by many

• Must be relevant to the person for peer influence to be 
effective (advice-seeking)

• Help by providing information about the innovation that 
otherwise an individual might have missed 

• Create social influence on an individual to accept or reject the 
innovation 

• Provide social reinforcement to encourage spread

• Supply social support to an individual to implement the 
decision and legitimize the innovation



Strategies for Cautious People (Late Adopters)

 Use social comparison strategies 
 Emotional drivers: fear, guilt, 

regret, FOMO

 Policies to support or counter vaccine 
adoption are a diffusion process

 Reduce uncertainty (“peace of mind”)

Create ‘wide bridges’ over the social chasm by bringing pragmatists (early 
majority) together to increase reinforcing signals to later adopters.



Thank You!



BIG TOBACCO’S CAMPAIGN OF 
DISINFORMATION AND DOUBT

Joelle M. Lester
Director of Commercial Tobacco Control 
Programs
Public Health Law Center



THE PUBLIC HEALTH LAW CENTER
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LONG HISTORY OF MISINFORMATION

39/9/2021



LONG HISTORY OF MISINFORMATION

49/9/2021



LONG HISTORY OF MISINFORMATION

59/9/2021

1. Tobacco companies falsely denied that they can and do manipulate the level of nicotine in their 
products to create and sustain addiction, and have been since at least 1954.

2. Tobacco companies “falsely denied, distorted and minimized” the link between cigarette 
smoking and disease, even though they internally recognized its existence.

3. Tobacco companies concealed evidence and publicly denied that nicotine is addictive.

4. Tobacco companies “falsely marketed and promoted low-tar and light cigarettes as less harmful” 
than regular cigarettes to keep people smoking and sustain revenues.

5. Tobacco companies internally acknowledged that secondhand smoke is hazardous to 
nonsmokers, yet still gave false and misleading public statements denying the fact.



CURRENT CLIMATE OF DOUBT

69/9/2021



MENTHOL: A CASE STUDY

79/9/2021



FDA RESPONDS TO CITIZEN PETITION
AT LAST 

89/9/2021

1. FDA intends to issue a proposed rule to 
prohibit menthol as a characterizing 
flavor in cigarettes.

2. FDA plans to work with HHS to enlist and 
collaborate with other entities who 
provide support to menthol smokers who 
quit or want to quit as a result of a 
menthol regulation going into effect.



FDA RESPONDS TO CITIZEN PETITION
AT LAST 

99/9/2021

Additionally, the FDA announced that 
it intends to issue a proposed rule to 
prohibit menthol and all other 
characterizing flavors in cigars. 



WHAT WE KNOW ABOUT MENTHOL RULE

109/9/2021

1. Menthol increases initiation, makes it harder to quit, and has been targeted towards 
African Americans and the LGBTQ+ community for decades.

2. Menthol ban would save hundreds of thousands of lives.

3. Proposed Rule would restrict the manufacture and distribution.

4. FDA lacks the authority to regulate use and possession.

5. FDA possesses tools to address illicit sales of tobacco products.

6. The problem of racism in policing and enforcement is real.



BIG TOBACCO’S TALKING POINTS
LIES AND APPROPRIATION
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• Menthol cigarettes are no more harmful than other cigarettes.

• Tobacco use is a matter of personal choice and personal 
responsibility.

• Banning menthol will increase criminalization of African Americans.

• Banning menthol will create illicit market.

• FDA is singling out the preferred product of African Americans.

9/9/2021



LESSONS LEARNED
FOR OTHER PUBLIC HEALTH CONTEXTS

12

• Robust public education campaigns are essential.

• Leaders and members of the targeted communities are the best spokespeople to 
rebut misinformation.

• There is a disconnect between how public health professionals carefully describe risk 
and how the sources of misinformation do so.

• Ongoing investment in public health infrastructure and public health education is 
critical to build and maintain trust in the system.

9/9/2021



CONTACT US
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651.290.7506

publichealthlawcenter@mitchellhamline.edu

www.publichealthlawcenter.org

@phealthlawctr

facebook.com/publichealthlawcenter

9/9/2021
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