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Introduction: On understanding change 
 
Changes in enterprises, in the role of the state, in universities, etc. are constantly going 
on and usually are commented on or justified by referring to factual constraints. Work 
organizations are being restructured, education and training systems are reorganized in 
accordance with presumed demands of a globalized economy, ideas as to what 
enterprises are and what they are for undergo change and, therewith, society, culture, 
and the lives of the people are effected in very profound ways so that to speak of a great 
transformation in the sense Karl Polanyi used the expression to denote the changes 
towards industrial capitalism may seem apt (Sternberg 1999). However, we do not seem 
to be very good at understanding and grasping these changes at the present time, we 
simply accept them and react to them as if they were natural forces, strangely enough 
hardly ever submitting them to questions of legitimacy.  
 
Change has never been a field where sociology made its greatest contribution and at 
present it seems even less so. The reason may be the great emphasis sociologists have 
put on perspectives of structure and order so that change had come to be explained as 
alteration or sequence of structured order and its genesis was mainly conceived of as a 
formation of collective representations and as the result of interactions from below, and 
not as a process in which power and interests of certain actors have had dominating 
influence on the unleashing of change. With regard to management and business, 
however, this view is hardly appropriate since changes there do not just happen by a 
slow shift of values, attitudes and behavioral patterns, they are on the contrary 
strategically planned, organized and pushed by the combined actions of those having a 
stake in changing organizations and targets.  
 
Although a critique or discussion of sociological theories of social change as such 
cannot be the aim of this paper, the following tries to present an alternative view of 
change by using a new look at diffusion processes in the specific field of management 
innovations which are among the most important aspects of change at present. The 
focus is on a close look at what is going on in the world of enterprises and on trying to 
present a perspective for understanding pervasive changes in management principles 
and enterprise conceptions.  
 
In the first chapter I shall discuss briefly the perspective offered by a focus on diffusion 
as a social science perspective. By looking into the development of diffusion research 
and theory we will ask whether this is an appropriate approach to tackle the spread of 
management theories and business strategies. Since there is a body of literature on the 
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diffusion of management theories and practices we will draw on these in order to gain 
insights into the specific concerns of diffusion studies in this field.  
 
I. The diffusion perspective and managerial change 
 
The concept of diffusion is used in various connections and in many research fields like 
cultural anthropology, geography, mass communication research, marketing, rural 
sociology and development economics. The word itself originated in the natural 
sciences to denote the spread of particles in liquids, gases or solids as a result of 
spontaneous movement or the reflection/transmission of light. Within the social 
sciences diffusion became an object of controversy with regard to the theoretical and 
methodological foundations of these disciplines caused by the opposition to the 
overwhelming influence of evolutionism. The position of diffusionism was especially 
pronounced among cultural anthropologists in the latter half of the 19th century. The 
argument of cultural diffusion was based on assuming a single origin of cultural 
innovation and the subsequent spread of it to other areas and populations.  
 
Today the relevance of diffusion processes seems self-evident and the compatibility of 
the conceptions of evolution and diffusion need not be stressed any further. In a world 
connected by airplanes, television, the worldwide web, and where practically no isolated 
peoples untouched by our civilization exist anymore, the spreading of information, 
goods and diseases meets with hardly any barriers except poverty and illiteracy for the 
first two. Images and ideas are transmitted by the electronic media globally; 
commodities, people and money signs travel all over the earth. Ideas as to the best way 
to run an enterprise, to conduct business, to organize work, etc. are no exception, they 
also spread by the modern means and channels of diffusion, but the question is whether 
this is a spontaneous process. 
 
Diffusion as a social science perspective 
 
In the social sciences diffusion means the spread of ideas, practices or objects within a 
population or between cultures. Modern diffusion theory invariably refers to the work of 
the French sociologist Gabriel Tarde as creating a tradition of research. Tarde saw a 
universal principle at work throughout nature extending also to the social processes 
among human beings, that is the law of repetition which appears as „undulations“ in 
physics, as „generation“ in biology, as „imitation“ in sociology (Tarde 1895). The 
process of imitation was the driving factor of cultural change and development in his 
view (Tarde 1890).  
 
Tarde observed that inventions usually diffuse from a centre like waves and that this 
process is caused by social forces. He distinguished logical laws of imitation and extra-
logical influences. The first were based on the observation that innovations that 
correspond to the rational aspects in a culture spread more easily. Based on large 
amounts of statistical material collected over long periods of time he developed certain 
rules concerning the extra-logical influences:  
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- Imitation begins within an individual through the psychological processes of 
awareness, cognition, action. This led him to believe that ideas are transmitted before 
action or practice which means that in his view changes in society come about through 
ideas and do not become an object of study only after they have developed into 
institutional or structural changes.  
- Innovations coming from social superiors are more likely to be adopted than others 
coming from below. This effect coincides also with distance: the most superior among 
the least distant in terms of social position is the one imitated. 
- Custom turns to fashion: that is, in modern society unlike in traditional one there are 
social currents that affect behaviour. 
 
Tarde conceived his theory as a fundamental explanation of society, not just as a theory 
about the diffusion rate of some new technology, product or theory. Diffusion by 
imitation was for him the general fact of all societal order and change. His emphasis on 
diffusion shared the same fate as his natural science view of sociology since they both 
became outdated by the success of Durkheim’s sociology who combined the specificity 
of society as a scientific object with natural science methods. Only recently Tarde‘s 
conception of a social-natural continuum has been revived again and with it also the 
memory of this early French sociologist by the philosopher of science Bruno Latour.  
 
Latour sees his affinity with Tarde in the attempt to reconcile the mico-macro-levels in 
sociology and in the rejection of the dichotomy of nature and society.1 Latour’s 
conception of sociology is based on principles of movement and difference instead of 
on those of identity and unity. He rejects the notion of society as a unity and prefers to 
look at actions in progress  since „.. by following circulations we can get more than by 
defining entities, essence or provinces“ (Latour 1999, 20). Latour is at variance with the 
actor-structure-perspective in sociology, because this is based on a clear separation 
between the two components whereas in his view actor and network designate two faces 
of the same phenomenon, similar to waves and particles in physics.  
 
Latour’s understanding of the social is a reaction to the prevalent structural-institutional 
conception which he sees based on the close homology between the conception of 
society and the institutional aspects of the modern nation-state. The modern state 
controls the internal order of society by institutional means and sets boundaries towards 
the outside by defining inclusion on the basis of democratic citizenship/membership and 
national culture. This concern puts the focus on the question of the order of society and 
social change is visualized as a succession of ordered states of social structures. In this 
connection cultural or social change is primarily seen as result of internal, self-
reproducing processes of development. 
 
At present these assumptions are under considerable pressure from the deregulation of 
markets, the global activities of transnational enterprises on one hand and the spread of 
electronic communication and the passage of cultural styles worldwide on the other 
hand. This helped to put forward aspects of cross-border relations, trans-nationality and 
                                                           
1 The concern with a theoretical perspective of social processes led to reflections that formed a theoretical 
body called action-network theory. The basic text of this field is the article by Callon/Latour 1981. 
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trans-culturality, and on the ways, means and the speed of the spread of ideas, 
technologies and practices on a worldwide scale. Diffusion as a perspective guiding 
social scientific research, therefore, seems appropriate under these new conditions 
which call for a process-oriented approach and a focus on the very origins of change 
which Tarde saw in the spread of ideas. What became known as the field of diffusion of 
innovation, however, does not necessarily fulfill the need for a dynamic social theory. 
 
Diffusion of innovation research  
 
Research on diffusion processes has a long history, but has only recently become a field 
of study based on social psychologically oriented communication theory. Through the 
connection with communication theory diffusion came to denote the spread of messages 
in a population. Social psychologists of mass communication discovered that mass 
media affected behavior less directly than was thought, but through what was called the 
two-step or multi-step-flow of communication, i.e. mass communication influences 
people through communication with their peers and through opinion leaders rather than 
directly. The concern shifted, therefore, to the process of adopting and spreading of 
information (Katz 1960).  
 
Everett Rogers (1995) defines diffusion as the process by which an innovation is 
communicated through certain channels over time among the members of a social 
system. He distinguishes four elements of the diffusion process: 
-  1) the innovation, that is an idea, practice, or object that is perceived as new by an 
individual or a group;  
-  2) the communication channels as the means by which messages get from one 
individual to another;  
-  3) the time for making the decision and adopting the innovation by an increasing 
number of persons, i.e. expressed as the general rate of adoption ;  
-  4) the social system as the set of interrelated units that are engaged in joint problem 
solving to accomplish a common goal. The social system, therefore, is the population of 
potential adopters which has to be defined according to the specific innovation under 
scrutiny.  
 
Diffusion is a stage in the process of social change preceded by invention as the process 
by which new ideas are created or developed, and followed by consequences as the 
changes that occur within a social system because of the adoption or rejection of the 
innovation by individuals. Rogers used the terms „diffusion process“ with regard to the 
spread of innovations on the level of society or the social system and „adoption 
process“ with regard to the individual decision-making.  
 
The power elite in the system usually acts as gatekeepers for innovations, while the 
socalled opinion leaders are early adopters who are respected by the members of the 
system and are seen as providing information, orientation and advice about innovations. 
Opinion leadership is the degree to which an individual is able to informally influence 
other individuals’ attitudes or behavior. The social status and role of people is reflected 
in the categories of adopters according to their swiftness in taking up the innovation: 
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early adopters (sometimes also called „innovators“), early majority, late majority (both 
together form the mainstream), laggards.  
 
There was a further development in diffusion studies by the application of network 
analysis. The focus is then on the structure of networks of communication through 
which influence and innovation spread through society. The structure of the network 
influences the speed of innovation adoption and the proportion of the population that 
adopts it. Centers of innovation are to be distinguished from centers of spread 
(Hägerstrand 1953). Network analysis became closely connected with diffusion research 
in a wide range of disciplines. The combination of diffusion and network analyses led to 
a strong emphasis on formal-mathematical models (see for ex. Buskens/Yamaguchi 
1999). With regard to sociology Granovetter (1973) and Burt (1992) pointed to the 
importance of weak ties and structural holes. 
 
Diffusion theory stresses the spontaneous, even irrational aspects of adopting new ideas 
after the model of rumours spreading between individuals. Contagion by 
communication plays in this view a major role in spreading information among a 
population leading to reactions like bandwagon effects, snob effects, fads and fashions. 
The emphasis is on a self-generated tendency in the social system towards further 
adoption (or possibly also rejection) by the cumulative effect of adoptions already made 
on the behaviour of those still undecided. This „diffusion effect“ observed in research 
on both consumer behaviour and other forms of collective behaviour like movements or 
ideological affiliations or intra-organizational behaviour led also to the conclusion that 
there are critical masses with regard to the adoption decision. Mark Granovetter (1978 
and Granovetter/R.Soong 1983, 1986) used the concept of „thresholds“  to refer to the 
number of other adopters a person must perceive as having adopted the innovation so 
that he/she would be willing to join in, too.  
 
The relevance of diffusion research for managerial innovations 
 
In management and organization literature and in the new economic sociology the 
problem of the spreading of new ideas has been recognized and led to quite a few 
studies on the subject using diffusion of innovation theory and research methods. 
Especially with regard to the discourses on globalization and those on transition 
societies great attention has been directed to the diffusion of management innovations. 
These, however, can consist in principles, practices, organizational designs, theories of 
leading and managing people, or even quasi-philosophical conceptions like “Six 
Sigma”, and their spread may show diverse dynamics accordingly. Diffusion of 
innovation theory suggests uniform methods and assumptions applicable to the study of 
all phenomena. There are, however, some facets which are not covered adequately if we 
turn to explaining the spread of management innovations, enterprise conceptions or 
ideologies as such.  
 
Since diffusion theory is fashioned after communication theory there is a strong 
emphasis on informal and often irrational aspects like contagion, cohesion, imitation, 
persuasion, etc.  
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Power does not enter diffusion research in the form of actors enforcing an innovation 
and making others comply instead authority is turned into the result of a diffusion 
process and power and enforcement as such are eliminated. In the diffusion of business 
and management innovations, however, these elements cannot be overlooked, neither 
with regard to intra-organizational decisions nor in the context of the spread of concepts 
and strategies among organizations.  
 
Diffusion theory looks exclusively at the adoption process understood as a sequence of 
psychological states of awareness, interest, evaluation, trial and acceptance and at the 
self-generated diffusion effect within the population. With regard to the former it must 
be asked in the case of a management innovation, however, what gets adopted: the 
rhetoric or the full-fledged and organizationally implemented innovation. The latter 
involves a process which is not reducible to mental states in individuals only, but 
engages diverse social processes of negotiating and enforcing.  
 
There is some doubt as to the spontaneous and contagious quality of the spread of 
management theories given the existence of consultants operating on a global scale and 
the interests of business media. The promotion of the innovation as such does not enter 
into the perspective of diffusion research which looks only at the population of potential 
adopters. There may be a consideration of intervening change agents (Rogers 1995), but 
these are treated as catalysts and not as actors with interests and strategies of their own. 
This one-sided emphasis on the adoption side and the omission of power and vested 
interests in the diffusion process as such appear problematic in the case of enterprise 
conceptions and management innovations. 
 
Diffusion studies on management innovations : Are managers rational or irrational ? 
 
In the following some studies dealing with the diffusion of management innovations are 
analyzed in order to show how they conceive these phenomena. The original rationale 
for undertaking diffusion studies in this area was a reaction to the way managers and 
economic theory see decision-making on innovations. Managers emphatically see 
themselves as rational decision-makers and not as part of a crowd of followers of creeds 
or fashions. The assumption in economics and in business literature is that the decisions 
resulting in innovations are done rationally on the basis of carefully analyzing costs and 
benefits and efficiency prospects. They are mostly understood as based on scientific 
findings, there is also a view of constant progress prevalent with regard to management 
knowledge.  
 
Diffusion studies of management theories and practices have tried to challenge the 
resulting proinnovation bias attributed to management innovations and to show that 
adoption is caused by imitation and based on beliefs and wishful thinking rather than on 
rationality. There are quite a number of studies that have dealt with the spread of 
particular management conceptions like taylorism, human relations, quality circles, total 
quality management, etc. They have shown that diffusion of these conceptions has 
followed a typical course represented by the S-shaped curve. For example the diffusion 
of quality circles showed an extensive incubation period where few firms utilized the 
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innovation, a take-off period where popularity rose explosively, a short period of 
ascendancy marked by very high levels of usage and a period of rapid decline 
(Strang/Macy 151). This cycle is very common and characteristic even if not for all 
innovations. But a similar curve can be drawn up for quality of work life-programs in 
the 70s, for strategic planning, job enrichment, TQM and reengineering. 
 
In the last decades the speed with which new management theories and techniques have 
appeared and disappeared has accelerated a good deal and many conceptions of 
management have diffused on a large scale to companies all over the world. Moreover, 
contrary to the view most managers would subscribe to, namely, that changes in 
organizations should be undertaken in the form of slow and careful implementation 
processes, it was found that many of the changes under scrutiny lasted only for a short 
period of time and were replaced soon by new practices. These quick changes from one 
technique or tool to the other have been observed in many cases, and diffusion studies 
came to the conclusion that adoption decisions in management are based to a 
considerable degree on contagious processes. Managers priding themselves on their 
rationality, thus, turned out to be docile followers of creeds and suggestions, and 
commentators concluded: „The modern actors whose uniqueness and autonomy are 
most celebrated are precisely those most subject to the homogenizing effects of 
diffusion.“ (Strang/Meyer 1993, 506) 
 
The studies emphasized the imitative reaction of managers towards innovations. 
Competition, uncertainty and fears of failure as well as the preference for newness lie at 
the bottom of this behaviour. There exist bandwagon effects when firms feel forced to 
adopt a certain innovation in order not to fall behind competitors. Paradoxically, the 
preference for rationality and the great concern about performance force managers to 
take to innovations promising efficiency increases. The rational-choice assumption with 
which management innovations make their appearance reinforces the proinnovation bias 
that at present accrues to change and newness anyway. Abrahamson (1991) suggests 
that there are two levels to be differentiated in the diffusion of management practices 
and theories which he calls the cultural and the behavioral levels of adoption, the first 
concerning values and beliefs, the latter the concrete results of adopting an innovation. 
Beliefs in efficiency of an innovation are not always borne out by the facts, rationality 
preferences cause susceptibility for theories, the wish to appear innovative makes 
managers take kindly to new ideas. They play a major role in management and business 
decisions, and hence influence the process of the diffusion of innovations. 
 
Local proximity and existing relations of communication or cooperation between firms 
further imitation with regard to the adoption of new managerial devices. In many cases 
firms with a high reputation in the field are imitated by those with a lower one. Thus, 
when organizations with a good reputation decide on an innovation, also technically 
inefficient practices will tend to diffuse and old technically efficient ones will be 
rejected. These firms can be successful enterprises in the same field or else they may be 
outside the field. Accordingly, Abrahamson distinguishes between fads and fashions, 
the former being caused by imitating the behaviour of actors within the field, the latter 
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coming about by outside influences stemming from fashion-setters promoting the 
diffusion like marketing firms, etc. 
 
As an innovation spreads among more and more firms a switch occurs from rational 
consideration of efficiency prospects to imitation. Rational choices may trigger 
adoptions/rejections in the early stages of diffusion, whereas in later stages fads and 
fashions may drive them. „Initially certain organizations choose to adopt technically 
efficient innovations. Fashion setters take their cue from these organizations and decide 
to promote these innovations. To do so they articulate organizational goals and beliefs 
that justify adopting these innovations. These goals and beliefs guide the rational 
decisions of other organizations to adopt these technologies and help launch the 
fashion.“ (Abrahamson 1991, 606)  
 
This has been shown also with regard to civil service reforms (Tolbert/Zucker 1983) 
where diffusion or threshold effects added a sort of legitimacy to the innovation. Also 
the implementation of the innovation differs according to the stage of diffusion because 
early adopters modify practices or techniques according to their needs, whereas later on 
conformity to standardized practices supersedes. Thus, in the diffusion of management 
innovations rational and non-rational factors coincide. It is true that there occurs also 
contagious behaviour leading to the adoption of inefficient technologies. But even in 
cases where an innovation has been adopted as a consequence of imitative behaviour 
there may accrue a benefit from it by signalling innovativeness on the part of the 
adopting organization which does not boost performance directly, but may do so 
indirectly by improving the motivation of workers and the evaluation of customers, 
thus, producing a symbolical or emotional efficiency.  
 
Strang/Macy (2001) argue for combining rationality and contagion models in order to 
avoid rating rationality too highly or else underrating it by assuming that managers are 
not reflecting about efficiency at all. But managers are always preoccupied with 
performance so that their decisions must at least be “rationalized” in these terms. It is 
this rationalization which then may lead to wide adoption in the way of a faddish cycle. 
They conclude that a fad is not the result of a lemming-like conformity, but instead of 
an overattention to the bottom line. The contagion explanation, moreover, does not take 
into account that imitation is a strategy often employed by managers if decisions are to 
be made under conditions of uncertainty. They may be based on rational calculation of 
probable costs of losing out on innovating competitors and the costs of embarking upon 
a new technique, and in this way be at least formally rational, even if they may not 
prove materially rational.  
 
Most of the studies on the diffusion of management innovations have been prompted by 
the rationality vs. imitation argument and have stressed the non-rational causes of 
diffusion by looking at the behaviour of managers in adopting firms. Like the classical 
institutionalist study by DiMaggio/Powell (1983) of organizational isomorphisms also 
Abrahamson adds efficiency or competitive incentives and coercive pressures to the 
causes of diffusion besides fads and fashions (Abrahamson 1991, 591). But emphasis of 
the diffusion studies in the field of management innovation lies nevertheless on the 
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imitative and contagious processes and on the side of the behaviour of potential 
adopters. Although Abrahamson has pointed out the role of the fashion-setters they are 
conceived only in terms of their influence on the behaviour of managers according to 
fashion theory based on a communication-theoretic underpinning. They are not seen as 
actors in their own right, which could result in a conception of diffusion as a two-sided 
process rather than a one-sided where only adoption is taken as an object to be 
explained. In the following the issue of the diffusion of business innovations is restated 
on the basis of a two-sided approach.  
 
II. The market for the diffusion of management innovations  
 
Diffusion of ideas may come about by spontaneous spread of messages, but in the field 
of economics and especially of management and enterprises it seems justified to assume 
that diffusion is launched and steered by strategies, interests and actions. Suggesting a 
market view for the study of management innovations does not mean to refute the 
diffusion perspective, but to see it as a two-sided process involving both adoption and 
promotion, or in market terms: demand and supply. Markets are not self-producing 
mechanisms, but fields of actions in which institutions set boundaries, strategies and 
interests motivate actions, and power facilitates them.  
 
A market perspective for diffusion 
 
The perspective for diffusion of management innovations suggested here makes use of 
the market model but not in the sense of economic theory. Markets are understood as 
social structures and political processes in the sense the new economic sociology 
defines them. A conception of the diffusion field as a market is suggested, therefore, 
which sees it as embedded in social and institutional/cultural contexts. Granovetter 
(1985) insisted that economic interactions are centered in social relations and hence, 
that markets are embedded in network relations. Fligstein has noted repeatedly, 
especially in “The Architecture of Markets” (2001), that social relations within and 
across firms and their intercourses with the state are pivotal to understanding how stable 
markets emerge. He called this „markets as politics“(1996) to indicate that the social 
structures come into existence, produce stable situations and are transformed again as 
part of state-building, since modern states with capitalist economies create the 
institutional conditions for markets, a process which is politically produced through the 
actions of powerful actors. The struggle is about control and is conducted within firms 
in order to control organizations and across them in order to control markets. Property 
rights, governance structures, conceptions of control and rules of exchange define the 
social institutions necessary to make markets. Market formation is, therefore, at the 
same a cultural project as well.  
 
The market for the diffusion of the tools, practices and theories of management is 
embedded in an institutional framework and a cultural-political context where relations 
and networks of power and political connections play a great role. In this process the 
social construction of what a firm is, emerges and is turned into a powerful tool of key 
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actors to make profits (Fligstein 2001, 168). The relations of the parties of exchange and 
their actions are shaped as well in order to form what is then called a market.  
 
This perspective on the market as a political and cultural process enables us to perceive 
the two sides of this market: demand and supply, or adopters and promoters of 
innovations and change, their respective interests, structures and norms as well as their 
interrelatedness. Demand comes from firms and managers, some of whom can be at the 
same time the forerunners or innovators of management theories that emerge out of the 
attempts of managers to cope with the problems of organizing work or running the 
enterprise. Thus, innovations may come about as a response to actual problems felt by 
managers or they may be the result of actions oriented at firms to arouse interest and 
problem consciousness, thus, of attempts to create demand for new management 
solutions. Since it is suggested here that there exists a specific market for the diffusion 
of innovations, this means that innovations spread by the interrelations of demand and 
supply and that in this course also what is to be seen as an innovation, is produced.  This 
presupposes the actions and interests of suppliers of management knowledge actively 
striving to create demand and to promote diffusion.  
 
The product traded in this market consists of principles, tools and theories of 
management, designs for organizations and their restructuring, knowhow for running a 
business, and so on. There may be rival products launched by different suppliers, but 
usually there is a fairly restricted range of supply of diverse theories which are mostly in 
accord with some dominating philosophy or ideology of business. At present this may 
be seen in the shareholder value-principle or in a broader sense in the neoliberal 
“Zeitgeist”. In some niches also seemingly alternative principles may be presented like 
manager training based on Chinese philosophy or Japanese martial arts, or whatever 
else, but the aim that these potentially quite arbitrary practices are never at variance 
with the conceptions ruling enterprises and business. The dynamics of the market for 
the diffusion of management innovations causes cyclical changes of these products 
which are determined by the curve of diffusion or demand for them. In certain intervals 
new theories and practices make their appearance and replace others which disappear 
silently from the market. The lifecycles of management theories and techniques have 
been found to get shorter over the past decades so that Abrahamson/Fairchild (1992, 
737) have raised the question of whether the widespread perpetual change does not 
create pervasive waste, burnout and cynicism among managers and workers. 
 
Changing organizations and strategies raise constantly new demands regarding the 
performance and competences of managers. They have to cope with innovations as well 
as “manage the fads” (Cole 1999) as a new management skill. This being so, a new 
demand for this competence may be created and consequently, a new product line for 
the diffusion market of management knowledge may be opened up consisting in the 
means and methods to cope with fads on top of managing changes. Globalization, too, 
has added to the range of products in the management knowledge market because of the 
necessity to train managers in intercultural forms of behaviour making intercultural 
management into a promising new field. In the course of the search for new products 
also quite old acquaintances like efficiency wages and the use of incentives for 
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improvement of workers’ achievement that go specially well together with the 
neoliberal bend of understanding economic processes in the present age, make their 
appearance. 
 
The management knowledge industry  
 
An innovation may start with seeking problem solutions in a particular firm or it may be 
created by academic studies or ideas disseminated by the media, its spread to other 
firms may come about by communication, but it is in most cases promoted by what has 
been termed „management-knowledge entrepreneurs“ (Micklethwait/Wooldridge 1997, 
50). Even in demand-driven innovations the “knowledge industry” steps in sooner or 
later as the supply side of the market for management theories in order to make the 
innovation into a product to be marketed on a larger scale and to promote the diffusion 
by certain strategies and tactics.  
 
The management knowledge industry consists of consultants, business media, business 
schools, management gurus and the organizers of seminars and conferences on business 
topics. Academics play a considerable role in this industry especially if they are 
working closely together with or are themselves engaged in the consulting business. 
Their theories and analyses may also be taken up and diffused by media, discussed in 
conferences and be taught in business schools. Nevertheless, they need these channels 
to become influential in the knowledge industry. This industry, moreover, is dominated 
by the consulting business which in itself must be structurally differentiated into the 
large consulting firms acting as global players and the numerous small, often self-
employed persons catering to small businesses or also to the general public. Many of 
them cannot be included as part of the management knowledge industry at all, and even 
if they are, they play a totally different role compared with the large consulting firms. 
 
Only fairly recently studies investigating the causes and effects of the upsurge in 
consulting activities and of the emergence of the vast field of business literature have 
appeared. Kipping/Engwall (2002) see management consulting at the core of the 
knowledge industry and point out the close relations consultants entertain with 
academia, management gurus, editors of business media, business schools, the business 
sections of the mass media and of course with managers of large firms.  
 
The aim of this industry is the creation, production and dissemination of ideas and 
techniques of how to run an enterprise and by doing so they divulge at the same time the 
conceptions of what an enterprise is and should do. Meeting the demand for 
management knowledge requires commodification, that is, presentation of the product 
as a marketable good. A fairly simple basic idea or principle is taken as guiding-line, 
then typical business problems are constructed or a particular problem is defined as the 
most urgent one for management, then solutions are developed and made into a package 
of prescriptions and rules enabling application. The characteristic of consulting is, 
however, that the product is often developed together with a client enterprise in the 
course of looking for solutions to particular problems. The problem solutions found by 
the combined efforts of the enterprise and the consultants are then transformed and 
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packaged into standardized recipes that can be applied in diverse firms where, however, 
it may be modified again according to each clients special needs and situations.  
 
Large firms have a great influence on this industry so that one cannot call the 
management knowledge market a supplier-dominated market. Not only is the example 
of the restructuring experience of some firm taken up by media or consultants in their 
constant search for „management fashion niches“ (Kipping/Engwall 2002, 712) and 
product development, but the strategic aims and interests of large firms as the potent 
clients of consultants exert a driving impact on the contents and directions of 
management consulting.  
 
Kieser (2002) perceiving an explosion of consulting activities, sees their effects of 
creating fashions as a necessary consequence of the capitalist system in which producers 
invent fashions and manipulate adopters in their endeavour to generate a demand for 
their services. He comes close to understanding the diffusion of management theories as 
a market as suggested here, but reverts his attention then to what causes managers to 
adopt fashions. He argues that consultants take advantage of the uncertainty with which 
managers are confronted and of their attitude of risk-aversity leading them to imitate 
others and to accept fashions suggested to them. He claims that this turns managers into 
marionettes whose perceptions of the complexity of reality and the demand for control 
are steered by the continual production of new management concepts (173).  
 
But the influence of the consultants on actual entrenchment of innovations is limited 
especially in the case of strategic shifts. Ginsberg/Abrahamson (1991) found that the 
role of consultants consists mainly in ushering in new conceptualizations and jargon and 
thereby acting like fashion setters. In so doing they force top managers to recognize the 
antiquated nature of the existing strategic orientation and create a need for the new. But 
consultants do not have the power and the resources to effectuate change. This must be 
done by management and enacted down the line within the enterprise or diffused 
through the power networks relating firms. When the existing top managers may not be 
inclined to take to the new ways or where they are symbolically connected with the old 
strategies, the top management team may get replaced by another one. The symbolic 
impact of succession itself signals change which then is effectuated by the deliberate 
political and symbolic actions of the new top managers. It seems therefore, that in the 
case of the adoption of a technique or theory of management the consulting firms have a 
great impact as “champions of change”, in the cases of implementing profound changes 
in the enterprise strategies it is top management and its authority relations and power 
networks which are conducive to diffusion.  
 
Creating a market by disseminating discourse 
 
In order to create demand the management knowledge industry must get discourse on 
new practices or ideas under way. The most important way to do that is to create interest 
by presenting a new management theory or practice in a certain way, to convey the 
special newness and originality, the range of application and the desirability of the 
results of adopting it. The more global the definitions of applicability are, the wider the 
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item in question will spread. Abrahamson (1991) suggested a positive feedback loop 
linking the amount of discourse promoting a management technique and its diffusion. 
When discourses spread widely they lead to beliefs in the rationality, efficiency, 
modernity or legitimacy of certain conceptions or practices. 
 
This discourse employs abstract principles, provides new frames of reference and a new 
language, and uses networks to spread. A specific rhetoric, the creation and 
promulgation of buzzwords, the use of exemplification, personification, dramatization, 
the striking of a balance between simplicity and vagueness, all these help to promote 
discourse. Since managers are found to be susceptible to accounts of successes by 
others (Strang/Macy 2001) to present success stories is a way of getting business 
discourse going. Their relevance can be shown in many instances, for example, by the 
famous bestseller by Peters and Waterman of 1982 „In Search of Excellence“ that 
reported the successes of some of the most prominent firms and thereby presented 
models to be imitated. The business literature is full of examples of such edifying 
accounts. Since successes are reported, failures usually not, this creates a bias which 
acts to generate faddish cycles. 
 
Consultants stimulate fears and hopes by suggesting to managers that they will be able 
to foresee future threats and find solutions, by generating emotion-laden discussions of 
problems containing promises of solutions, by making use of bandwagon effects. 
Scenarios of possible dangers that must be counteracted, are presented, as 
Abrahamson/Fairchild (1992) have shown when management discourses on quality 
circles played on the Japanese threat to the US balance of trade. They found also that 
the discourses used to spread management knowledge show a pattern of superstitious 
learning highlighting the promises of quasi-magical solutions (715).  
 
Theorization is very important in management discourse, because it loosens the 
restriction of diffusion to interpersonal relations by presenting the innovation in abstract 
and generalized ways. It is a precondition for the spreading of discourse in the mass 
media, the business education circles and in the management-related academic world, 
and from there to the firms, thus, generating demand. Strang/Meyer (1993) stress the 
influence of theorization on diffusion by presenting cultural constructions of identities 
of adopters and practices ranging from simple concepts or typologies to abstract and 
complex models. If social scientific theories are used, they further diffusion because 
they command high prestige, are thought to be based on superior knowledge, and thus 
cater to the desire of managers or politicians to appear rational and open for scientific 
progress. In this sense the social sciences also play an important role in the management 
knowledge market when they are geared to the demands of this industry. And the 
permanent quest for new knowledge is, thus, transferred from the academic world to 
that of managers. 
 
Theorization facilitates diffusion, but has effects on the further direction of change as 
well. This is especially the case when the models are institutionalized, say, commonly 
adopted as teaching contents in schools, as principles guiding the actions of 
governments and organizations, and as legitimation for management goals. Ideas may 
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be presented as a theory, and when they spread, cause a movement, and eventually 
become an institutional imperative through political and legal enforcement. For the case 
of civil service reform it has been shown that legal or state backing of theories have 
been responsible for the ease with which these conceptions have spread (Tolbert/Zucker 
1983).   
 
There are not only lifecycles of products and techniques, but also lifecycles of 
discourse. Comparing the lifecycle of discourse with that of diffusion shows a great 
degree of interrelatedness by a rhetorical bandwagon pressure to adopt or reject an 
innovation.  
A fashion may exhaust itself when the euphoria vanishes due to lack of results, but also 
when discourse reporting successes dies down. This is the moment when new theories 
are introduced and discourse on their fabulous results are launched. By emphasizing 
newness, rationality and urgency new ideas are promoted and at the same time existing 
practices are discredited. This is done according to a conception of what the lifecycles 
of new methods should be, of which measures may trigger adoption on a wide scale and 
of how the collective learning process should be arranged. Management knowledge 
entrepreneurs, thus, try to exert an influence on the course of the diffusion curve of each 
particular innovation by denouncing an existing practice in order to promote a new one.  
 
Diffusion of ideas through widespread discourse results in shaping the view people have 
about reality. Therefore, it can be understood also as a problem of the sociology of 
knowledge, as Alvarez rightly points out. Diffusion is also an interpretative and hence a 
cultural sense-constructing process. In the case of enterprise conceptions  their 
spreading shows how managers come to perceive their firm, their work, the organization 
and the wider world, but more than that, the way in which organizations, enterprises, the 
function of management etc. are interpreted by some theory or principle, effects future 
innovations to be put forward. When organizations are modelled as groups engaged in 
cooperative efforts, this will lead to different suggestions for improvement. When they 
are defined as shareholder-oriented instrument, again different conceptions for reform 
will follow, and the very notion of what an enterprise is will change in order to realize 
the model. If organizations are conceived by research and professional practice as 
information processing systems, this in turn has certain effects on the conceptions of 
innovations. Similarly, a way of thinking that puts emphasis on constantly improving 
organizational efficiency and management performance has spread widely, creating 
beliefs in the normalcy and legitimacy of change as such. 
 
Conclusion: Fads, power and interests in the production of a culture of change 
 
In modern times change has not only been manifold and increasingly swift, it is 
considered as something good in itself and becomes integrated into expectations 
especially towards those who manage. Thus, there is considerable pressure to adopt 
innovations at least in the sense of paying lip-service or trying them out. The wide 
acceptance of change as a rule rather than an occasional occurrence in present-day 
theories of management creates self-sustaining beliefs in the normalcy of change, thus, 
leading to a constant demand for new techniques and principles. This leads to a paradox 
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because it is not problems and the search for solutions that really are at the bottom of 
the reasoning for change, but change is presented as the solution itself, as an answer to 
all problems, and as there are always problems, there must be constant change. 
 
This idea of change as solution has itself been diffused successfully and has led to the 
unquestioned legitimacy of change for its own sake and its identification with progress. 
The spread of beliefs in the necessity of constant changes in order to increase efficiency, 
client orientation and ultimately improve the value of share notations, thus, creates high 
levels of demand for new ideas. This has been most pronounced in the field of 
management innovations inspite of the fact that most change initiatives have proved 
failures (Senge 1999, 5pp). 
 
The diffusion of management innovations can be understood as a process of culture 
production emphasizing the normalcy and legitimacy of change. Change may come 
about through widespread adoption of new ideas or techniques, through power and 
through the dynamics of the diffusion market. These have been seen also as the levers 
counteracting institutional inertia and cultural resistance to change. The overattention to 
these, however, has reversed the situation delegitimizing the persistence of existing 
practices. Spreading of discourses, enforcing organizational and behavioural changes 
and the interests vested in the diffusion market all contribute to promulgating a culture 
of change, that is, where change is perceived as the normal and correct reaction to all 
problems. 
 
In this culture production communication and ensuing fads as well as power and 
enforcement and the interests of the management knowledge industry coincide, but they 
do so in a context of multiple interrelations involving also the state and the many 
functional systems of society. 
In a very interesting study Abrahamson/Fombrun (1992) investigated the effects of 
interorganizational networks on the production of macro-culture. Institutional 
innovations must correspond to the cultural environment according to institutional 
theory, but it must be seen that culture is itself produced and reproduced by interest-
driven actions. It has been argued that organizations rationally and strategically shape 
culture in ways that favour these organizations’ interests. The authors argue that the 
individual actions as such have comparatively infrequent and negligible impacts, that 
however the routine interactions in interorganizational networks shape the production 
and reproduction of the cultural environment without any direct conspiracy of interests. 
They distinguish four overlapping sectors: the network of mass-media organizations, the 
network of educational organizations, the network of governmental organizations and 
the network of business organizations. Business sector organizations form a network 
having routine interactions with organizations belonging to the other three networks. 
These inter-network relations involve three levels: infrastructure (financial resources), 
sociostructure (contractual relations, board interlocks, personnel exchanges, alliances) 
and superstructure (social interpretations, beliefs, legitimations framing problems and 
generating solutions). The network linkages across these four sectors touch on these 
three levels and routinely propagate shared understandings which form the basis for the 
actors’ behaviour and, thus, produce macro-cultures (Abrahamson/Fombrun 1992, 178). 
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Besides producing meaning and common understanding the interfaces between the 
interorganizational networks can be used effectively in order to launch strategies 
benefitting some actors. Strategies, interests and actions play a major role in the 
diffusion of management innovations and have led to the development of structural and 
institutional networks and systems to institutionalize change as idea and process, in 
which certain actors actively strive to deinstitutionalize existing practices and replace 
them by transient fashions. Thus, the macro-culture created is increasingly geared to the 
acceptance and legitimation of constant change. 
 
The many “champions of change” work to a great extent on a global basis like the 
multinational firms, the business schools which have campusses in other countries, and 
the organizers of conferences, seminars, etc. held all over the world. Management gurus 
talk about their theories in many countries and management books are avidly read in the 
worldwide business community. The big consultancies are veritable global players in 
this industry. Since they are based originally in Western countries, Western, especially 
American conceptions spread all over the world changing the existing cultures 
elsewhere. Some commentators see in the tenor of the theories that are being diffused, 
therefore, a globalization of neoliberal ideas championing liberalization and 
privatization in all fields. The theories cannot deny their point of origin because the 
problems and the solutions offered have been formed under particular environmental 
circumstances and the institutional, political and social aspects of these are imprinted in 
the theories. But the diffusion perspective can draw attention on the fact that it is 
elements that spread and in this course mingle with indigeneous, if also changing ideas 
and practices. 
 
Looking at diffusion can be a starting-point for a different conception of social change 
that does not focus on identities of structured orders but on processes which seems 
relevant in an era of accelerated perceived changes. These happen in very diverse ways 
all over the world and with regard to globalization the diffusion perspective can lead out 
of the impasse of the global vs. local culture-argumentation. To look at changes under 
the aspect of diffusion can help to understand cultural dynamism better and can further a 
conception of culture not as something stable and traditional, into which an innovation 
is planted like an alien object, but as being actively transformed and in this course 
combining old and new. But at the same time it is clear that change cannot be accepted 
as a virtue in itself without questioning its reason and its probable effects as well as the 
factors that lie beneath the initiative and the promotion of innovations and their 
diffusion. 
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