
1. Introduction
The solution of static

conditions and production
stagnation in a rural area
are often linked to the in-
jection among local firms
of more innovation (in
products, processes and
management) and new
technologies resulting from
robust contacts between
centres of innovation gen-
eration and their potential
beneficiaries. The creation
of positive conditions ca-
pable to activate innova-
tion flows towards a given
rural area and its local a-
gents, with the opening of
channels of information,
contacts and relations with
research centres through
which knowledge can eas-
ily flows, is considered a
prerequisite for an efficient
and effective local devel-
opment strategy based on
innovation. All this paves
the way to many questions
about those conditions and
mechanisms hampering or
distorting the involving
processes of change in environmental, economic and social
terms. In particular, this issue highlights the limits of those
strategies that are too focused on technical biases with s-
carce or no consideration of the relations between technical
and production points of view and the specificity of a rural
context and the local agents operating within it in terms of
existing mind sets, culture and practices. Too often, theoret-
ical models and technical approaches “on paper” clearly
show practical limits in fitting with concrete issues of the re-

al world providing scarce
contributions in motivat-
ing farmers and other ru-
ral agents towards innova-
tion: a more direct contact
with the practical dimen-
sion in which these agents
operate can on the con-
trary put into evidence the
emergence of a wide set
of issues and needs which
may stimulate or, reverse-
ly, constrain the innova-
tion diffusion. This is the
reason why a deeper
analysis of the problem of
the resistances to innova-
tion may become a critical
key-issue towards the i-
dentification of local de-
velopment strategies ca-
pable of defining and im-
plementing robust and ef-
fective networks able to
tie up and integrate differ-
ent agents who can ex-
change knowledge and in-
novation (Cannarella and
Piccioni, 2006). 

Within this perspective,
any process of change and
knowledge circulation can
stimulate different forms

of resistance as “normal” physiological phenomena of adap-
tation and knowledge re-modulation: to some extent, resist-
ances are physiological components in these processes
sometimes assuming positive corrective effects and critical
elements that are useful to acquire correct information on
innovation definition and implementation (Maurer, 1996;
De Jager, 2001). They embody dynamic re-action behav-
iours while in other circumstances the difficulties in devel-
oping and implementing innovative processes can be caused
by different types of obstacles impeding the diffusion of in-
novation in a rural area and among local agents. Together
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with resistances, inertia can act as a severe source of im-
pediments and failure of innovation with relevant implica-
tions in psychological, organizational, social and economic
terms. However, it is essential to distinguish resistance from
inertia even if they can be interlinked by possible complex
cause-effect feedback chains: resistance is characterized by
dynamic re-actions to change while inertia expresses a (pro-
longed and reiterated) in-action. Especially for organiza-
tions, inertia describes an indefinite time passing during the
transition phase from a status condition to another induced
by innovation: inertia becomes the longest possible period
of time related to the initial status.

The problem of resistances to innovation have been
deeply analyzed in literature (Waddell and Sohal 1998; Pi-
derit 2000; Harrisson et al. 2001; Oreg, 2003; Hartmann-
Sonntag et al. 2004; Castellacci et al. 2005; Oreg, 2006):
nonetheless, many questions still remain open about causes
and mechanisms of the presence and persistence of wide-
spread inertial behaviors among economic agents in a giv-
en area. How can inertia be identified at farm/firm level?
What are the actual and potential sources of inertia at
farm/firm level? How are its main consequences? Why is
inertia preferred to action? Which are the available tools
and strategies to possibly stop inertia at farm/firm level?

The aim of this study is to identify a theoretical frame-
work for these forms of inertia useful to relate the solution
of this problem to the chances of improving the potential d-
iffusion of innovation in rural areas for the creation of local
networks based on knowledge exchange between local a-
gents.

2. Sources of inertia at firm level
Usually, a firm has not a sort of a natural inclination to in-

novation and to timely reply to external shocks and modifi-
cations under competitive conditions: empirical observa-
tions can confirm that, in the real world, many firms often
cope with adaptation processes with difficulties and chang-
ing strategies or structural forms or administrative proce-
dures are difficult, expensive, risky and time- consuming
processes (Cannarella and Piccioni, 2003). Economic liter-
ature (Rumelt, 1995; Bazerman, 2005) defines inertia as a
lack of firm’s plasticity materializing a relevant persistence
of existing forms and functions. Should these structures and
functions be effective, inertia is cost-efficient and maybe
beneficial but if firm’s structures and activities are ineffi-
cient, inertia and the persistence of inefficient structures
and practices can seriously hamper the introduction of in-
novation and changes and can deeply alter firm strategies
and configurations. Inertia appears as a symptom of certain
deficiencies, which can derive from: a) pathological rou-
tines, b) frictions and c) discouraging mechanisms. 

a) Inertia and Routines
The problem of inertial firms is often related to the con-

cept of routine (Nelson and Winter, 1982; Grant 1991;
Becker and Knudsen, 2001) adversely affecting the firm’s

capabilities towards innovation absorption, good practices
transfer, organizations’ memory, learning processes, etc.
Routines are defined as patterns being repetitive and per-
sistent, collective, non-deliberative and self-actuating,
process-related, context-dependent, embedded, specific and
path dependent. They materialize tools to co-ordinate and
control, economise on cognitive resources, reduce uncer-
tainty, lead to inertia, provide stability, act as triggers and
embody knowledge. Inertia is considered one of the main
routines’ effect, capable to persist even in case of evident
negative performances (Rumelt, 1995; Hirshleifer and
Welch, 1998), resulting from routines capability to generate
stability (Nelson, 1994): inertia can be thus considered as
an excessive pathological stability. An inertial behaviour
becomes a preferable option (Nelson, 1994; Feldman and
Rafaeli, 2002) when certain inertial routines produce results
just a little above the average without activating conscious
cognitive problems required to identify forms of alternative
action and of quickly crystallizing practices and procedures
hampering the adoption of changes. Repetitiveness without
much change (Cohen et al., 1996; Nelson and Winter, 1982;
Coombs and Metcalfe, 2000) makes routines stable and re-
liable by giving rise to predictability. The climax of inertia
is emphasized by monotony, absence of particular events
and smooth performance generated by the routines’ non-
deliberative nature: routines are self-actuated, virtually car-
ried out in an automatic manner, without any form of
awareness or explicit attention (Dosi, Nelson and Winter,
2000; Lazaric, 2000). 

Any firm implements repetitive specific production meth-
ods and these methods are routines which also detain a co-
ordination power (Nelson and Winter, 1982; Dosi, Nelson
and Winter, 2000) deriving from their capability of main-
taining a quite high level of “simultaneity” and of permit-
ting the execution of a rather long sequence of interactions,
providing forms of regularity, unity and systematisation to
a team, by allowing the simultaneous execution of many ac-
tivities and providing team components with an anticipated
knowledge on the other components’ behaviour. 

Further contributions to stability also derive from the rou-
tines’ capability in economizing cognitive resources, which
are generally scarce by reducing the space for undesired
events and bad surprises and by taking advantage from
known events (Inbar, 1979). 

Thanks to routines, people avoid mental fatigues and save
time and efforts in elaborating processes based on scarce in-
formation (Egidi, 1996) being capable to cope with com-
plex and uncertain events (Weiss and Ilgen, 1985) and to
make choices even when, in a limited time span, the evalu-
ation of all possible alternatives becomes problematic and
when the cause/effect relationships are not evident; routines
are activated when uncertainty is particularly pervasive. Se-
rious problems arise when this stability prevents innova-
tions from occurring by limiting the firm capability to ad-
just and cope with changes.
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b) Inertial Frictions
In the literature, five main classes of frictions have been

identified as sources of inertia (Rumelt, 1995): 
A. Distorted Perception
B. Dulled Motivation
C. Failed Creative Response
D. Political Deadlocks
E. Action Disconnects

A. Distorted Perception
Any change process starts with a perception: if the per-

ception is distorted, then changes can be impeded. The
main causes of distorted perception are:

Myopia - distorted perceptions caused by wrong opinions
on long-term issues or on the effects of long-term invest-
ments. Inertia may result from “myopically” incorrect eval-
uations and scarce consideration of the firm’s mid/long-
term operations.

Negation - the denial to take into account information
which collides with one’s expectations, thus creating dis-
torted perceptions: this phenomenon may result from an ex-
cessive self-esteem, from an over estimation on one’s own
capabilities or from panic.

Grooved thinking - a group’s point of view (Janus, 1972)
is imposed as a “standard” opinion. This kind of behaviour
usually generates metaphors and prejudices seriously limit-
ing the development and diffusion of creative thinking.

B. Dulled Motivation
Even if perception is correct, a firm may find difficulties

in the management of a transformation processes because
the need for changes is not seen with enough intelligibility.
The lack of motivations can be rational or may detain irra-
tional causes. The main motivational constrains are:

Direct costs of transformation - innovation may provoke
increases in the possibility of organizational failures and the
related processes destroy consolidated operations and im-
ply a large number of expansive interventions. All this can
determine rational obstacles towards a transformation
process at individual, group or sector level.

Cannibalization costs - when a successful innovation
erodes advantages or profits of methods or practices con-
solidated within the firm, it activates cannibalization
processes. Inertia results from the attempt at preventing
cannibalization. 

Cross-subsidy comforts - drives to change are inhibited
when costs in a problematic situation are compensated by
advantages and profits deriving from other activities. Prob-
lematic situations are directly financed when an entrepre-
neur tolerates losses in a certain activity without activating
changes (inertia), being these situations balanced by gains
obtained in other successful activities. 

C. Failed Creative Response
Even in case of correct perceptions and adequate motiva-

tions, transformations can be blocked by complexities or by

inefficient replies when coping with difficulties. 
Speed and complexity – if the market context decides and

operates very quickly and the scenario appears too com-
plex, slower firms may opt for inaction. 

Reactive mind set - changes may be hampered when in-
dividuals tend to believe that firm problems are “natural”
and unavoidable. Very common reactive mindsets are those
according to which firm problems are caused by sector
trends rather than internal difficulties. 

Inadequate strategic visions - even when analysis and
choice have been made, the selected direction, and above
all its articulation, could be so incorrect to block the change
process due to hypocritical approaches.

D. Political “cul de sac”
Changes in firms imply something more than command

and impose changes: changes are effectively and concrete-
ly carried out thanks to the efforts of certain influential per-
sons within the firm.

Department policies - a firm manager will very rarely
make decisions about changes involving his department/of-
fice/position restructuring, reshape or dismantling. The re-
sult is inertia.

Incommensurable beliefs - during a process of change, if
individuals or groups disagree on the problems nature or the
strategies required to solve them, combining these diverg-
ing visions and opinions becomes a time-consuming task.
In case of time constraints, this problem in the group deci-
sion-making process might drive to inertia.

Vested values - individuals and departments have a strong
emotional affection towards certain products, services,
policies, practices, etc. This kind of ossified and deeply
rooted values can generate severe obstacles to change.

E. Action Disconnects
This dimension involves those forces hampering the prac-

tical action. Even if perception is correct, analysis and
choices are correctly made and problems of internal poli-
cies are solved, changes could be blocked for the following
causes:

Leadership inaction - innovation involves alterations in
organization and structure, modifications in practices and
processes and shift power. If the leadership fails in this mis-
sion, change will be blocked. 

Embedded routines - complex processes require the im-
plementation of operational routines which may become
ossified habits as time goes by: this sclerotic routines can be
solved through economic incentives but certain repetitive
and standard work patterns may show a stronger inertial
force than any other form of financial or practical incentive.

Problems in the collective action - initiatives can be
blocked by a wide variety of problems in the collective ac-
tion such as the problem of the “first mover”: on several oc-
casions, even in presence of incentives to support innova-
tive processes, staff members do nothing and wait for
someone else taking the first initiative by producing an in-
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ertial equilibrium. In other circumstances, wrong incentive
schemes could push staff members to standstill even in case
of a first mover’s activation. The most difficult problem re-
lated to the collective action is linked to “culture”. A dys-
functional culture can, for example, impede changes when
competition and contraposition prevail over cooperation a-
mong the firm departments and staff. Culture highly de-
pends on mutual expectations, that is why it cannot be eas-
ily changed: a culture resisting a transformation process
could thus become an unsolvable source of inertia.

Capabilities gap - changes can be blocked by the gap be-
tween the tasks a firm should achieve and its internal avail-
able capabilities. This condition may create a tension with-
in the firm that, in normal conditions, may be beneficial
supporting a transformation process but a too prolonged
and profound stress can become a source of discourage-
ment and obstacles to change.

c) Discouraging Mechanisms
The presence of some discouraging mechanisms within

the context, in particular related to choice selection, con-
tributes to generate exogenous incentives to inertia creating
blocking effects and making the “strategy of doing nothing”
a preferable option. Studies (Iyengar and Lepper, 2000)
have criticized some consolidated principles of applied psy-
chology according to which the wider the spectrum of pos-
sible options the better the choice. In particular, this re-
search emphasized how individuals have increasing diffi-
culties during the decision-making process according to t-
wo main problematic biases.

1 Discouraging mechanism (quality bias): making a
choice based on complex decisions (or perceived as such) -
when choice complexity increases, individ-
uals experience forms of internal conflict
and, as consequence, they delay the deci-
sion, look for further alternatives, decide i-
nappropriately or do not decide at all (iner-
tia) (Hendrick, Mills and Kiesler, 1968;
Wright, 1975; Shafir and Tversky, 1992;
Beattie et al., 1994; Osnos, 1997; Dhar,
1997; Dhar and Nowlis, 1999; Schwartz,
2000). In case of difficult decisions to be
made, individuals spend a long time
analysing pros and cons of various aspects
and of the available information on differ-
ent options. In some circumstances, this
long introspection activity can produce
negative effects driving to sub-optimal
choices and negatively modifying the indi-
vidual behaviour towards modalities and
approaches to complex problem manage-
ment and solution. Thinking for too long
could reduce the choices and decision quality: this long
time lag could reveal inertial characteristics. A tendency to
inertia can be also stimulated by decisions requiring high
skills: in some circumstances, individuals prefer to transfer

the decision responsibility to others (the so-called “ex-
perts”).

2 Discouraging mechanism (quantity bias): high number
of options with high attractiveness degree for each single
option - Selection, evaluation and information integration
are influenced by the number of available options: individ-
uals tend to simplify their decision-making processes on the
base of few simple ideas, concepts and data. An information
overload could push to make the entire decision process as
more efficient as possible. Contexts based on limited op-
tions seem to be easier to manage than those based on a
wide but psychologically excessive number of alternatives.
The presence of a wide spectrum of choices initially ap-
pears very appealing and tempting but it may ultimately be-
come discouraging by also pushing to inertia (no choice).
Individuals, even if appreciating a broad range of alterna-
tives, feel the responsibility in distinguishing a good choice
from a bad one within a too wide spectrum of options, i.e.
the wider this spectrum, the harder the distinction. The
choice overload phenomenon is exacerbated in contexts
where: the costs related to (or perceived to be related to) a
bad choice are clearly evident and massive and/or time and
efforts requested to compare options and collect informa-
tion necessary to the decision making are (or are perceived
to be) significant. 

3. The role of inertia in hampering innovation diffusion
The trends in innovation adoption (ideas, opinions, prac-

tices, methods, technologies, etc.) or the innovation degree
distributed throughout a given population in the time course
can be described by the S-shaped cumulative curve
(Rogers, 1995; Henrich, 2001) (figure 1).

This curve assumes that few individuals will make up the
first adopters’ group, the majority will adopt innovation
within an intermediate period and few individuals (with a
limited innovativeness) will lag behind adopting innovation
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later on driving to the identification of different categories
on the base of the adoption behaviour:

- innovators – rather isolated individuals showing the abil-
ity to understand and apply complex technological/non-
technological knowledge, to cope with high risk and uncer-
tainty about innovation (very low risk aversion) and to stim-
ulate the flow of innovation in a firm. They are inclined to
adopt innovation on the base of limited evidence;

- early adopters – better integrated individuals showing the
ability to understand and apply technological/non-techno-
logical knowledge, to cope with intermediate risk and un-
certainty about innovation (low risk aversion) and to trigger
the critical mass when they adopt an innovation;

- first majority – they adopt innovation just before the av-
erage members of the group and interconnect the next large
group to innovation. The innovation decision-making period
for this group is relatively long but innovation is adopted
with deliberate willingness. Intermediate risk aversion;

- late majority – they adopt innovation just after the ma-
jority for economic need or through peer pressure. This
group is sceptical and cautious and it does not adopt a new
idea unless most of the others have done so. This group de-
sires that most of the uncertainty and risk of innovation is re-
moved before they are ready to be adapted (high risk aver-
sion);

- Stragglers – they take decisions about innovation ac-
cording to what has been previously done by primarily in-
teracting with those having traditional values. Stragglers
tend to be suspicious of innovation and of change agents.
Their inertia and resistance to innovation can appear some-
how irrational but it may be entirely rational from their point
of view, as they must be sure that a new idea will not fail be-
fore the can adopt it (very high risk aversion).

In particular, inertia may push innovation to failure, thus
affecting the innovation implementation phase (Schalk et
al. 1998; Repenning, 2002; Pavitt, 2003; Lapointe and Ri-
vard, 2005) within the firm for deficits in personal “com-
mitment”, “engagement” and “involvement” (figure 2), i.e.

those elements playing a critical role in determining the in-
tention and resolution to achieve a determined goal through
the adoption of a mature innovation characterized by a s-
carce or unenthusiastic use of innovation in individuals
with respect to the level that is necessary to generate the in-
novation benefits even in the presence of financial incen-
tives (Klein and Sorra, 1996). 

This phenomenon may affect an entire sector with the
creation of pathological concentrations of inert firms based
on some reverse mechanisms of innovation diffusion. Be-
ing innovation diffused through the population thanks to
conformism (number of individuals who have opted for that
innovation or tendency in individuals to acquire the most
common shared mental representation as element of social
learning) (Henrich 2001) and/or to prestige (who has adopt-
ed that innovation or imitation of particularly competent,
successful and prestige subjects without thinking if these
behaviours can influence or not the positive outcome of the
imitative models or the imitator’s praxes) (Henrich and Gil-
White, 2001), also inertia, as any cultural pattern, can be
transmitted through conformism or prestige increasing the
frequency of its adoption. 

The possible presence of de-motivating mechanisms may
increasingly facilitate the diffusion of inert behaviours and
shared passive performances inclined to stability. This sta-
bility can be eroded through financial incentives meant to s-
timulate innovation injection and support first adopters to
achieve a critical mass to self-sustain and spread innovation
on its own. However, in the presence of cultural inertia,
these incentives cannot properly work because this form of
inertia is often triggered by extra-economic causes (risk
aversion, deep-rooted values, ossified habits and routines,
etc.), pushing the achievement of the critical mass to a too
high or unreachable level. This can be translated into a par-
ticularly long initial phase of the S-shaped curve quantified
in the limited number of adopters hampering the achieve-
ment of a certain “critical mass” and the related innovation
propagation. Inertia and resistances provoke sub-optimal

process performances characterized by a mas-
sive and pathological concentration of agents
among late majority and/or stragglers with
progressive erosion in the innovativeness de-
gree of the entire process. 

4. Discussion: the problem of in-
ertia

The previous analytical framework has been
used to empirically verify the presence of inert
attitudes and behaviours at firm/farm level as
critical factors hampering the real diffusion of
innovation. Through a questionnaire and
above all many informal talks, a survey has
been conducted to highlight the respondents’
reaction towards innovation, their attitude to-
wards inertial mechanisms, their practical
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every day behaviour also at the working place and the im-
pact of some organization activities. The present survey has
been carried out in the rural area involved in the research
activities of the project “Development Dynamics and In-
creases in Competitiveness of Rural Areas” (DICRA), re-
sulting from an agreement between the Research Team on
Development and Innovative Processes at the Institute of
Chemical Methods (I.M.C.) of the National Research
Council of Italy (C.N.R.) and the Municipality of Vitorchi-
ano (a village of 4,000 inhabitants in the province of Viter-
bo, about 100 km north of Rome in Central Italy). Given the
presence of strong “emotional” features in the survey, the
resulting information has been used to articulate some em-
piric-based observations and deductions rather than to de-
velop rigorous statistical conclusions. 

The survey involved 15 local enterprises in agriculture, s-
mall scale industry and tourism services and retail: sets of
factors of inertia, mainly resulting from some recurrent ver-
bal expressions, have been organized, structured and corre-
lated in a diagram outlining a global overview of inertia at
firm level (figure 3).

The survey also highlighted the common idea that the
context for business is considered too complex because of
the presence of too many (often obscure) norms, regula-
tions and permits required to start up new innovative activ-
ities. In many respondents’ opinion, the presence of too
many incentives, schemes, subsidies, programmes from d-
ifferent public institutions and agencies for local develop-
ment is seen as a source of complexity contributing to nour-
ish confusion requiring time, money and experts to proper-
ly decide and to make this scenario simpler. The context is
considered not easily manageable not only in technical, but
also in psychological terms.

Furthermore, the distribution among the innovation
adopters’ categories evidenced a large incidence of prudent
conservative firms in agriculture and in other rural sectors
with a prior tendency to imitate rather then innovate and, not
rarely, with more inclination to imitate conservatives rather
than innovators. Many firms are likely to be managed and
composed by stragglers or late adopters; they are character-

ized by a scarce presence of innovators, poor growth strate-
gies based on innovation and the presence of practices, rou-
tines and organization patterns devoted to preserve the sta-
tus quo. These conditions are at the basis of many difficul-
ties reported in starting and implementing contacts and links
between research centers and local firms characterized by a
general low interest and scarce involvement drawing S-
shaped curves characterized by extremely long first tails.

The weighted measure of the frictions affecting change
within the firm drove to the identification of the main caus-
es of inertia at firm level: all sources of inertia had an in-
fluence on hampering innovation but in particular the pres-
ence of deep-rooted values gained the highest score as main
and more frequent source of inertia at innovation formula-
tion and implementation stage, involving both incremental
and breakthrough innovations. These deep-rooted values
are a relevant factor in determining forms of “cultural iner-
tia”, expressing a shared unwillingness (fear to change,
consolidated and ossified interests, cultural and mental fac-
tors) in addition to the inability (organizational problems,
difficulties in decision making processes or incapability in

perceiving opportunities and need to
change) to change and pushing forces
change towards “soft options”.

5. Conclusions
The understanding of the rationale of the

strategy of “doing nothing” has ignited our
initial questioning about the possibility to i-
dentify the features of a peculiar phenome-
non often translated into a poor rate of in-
novation adoption. Inertia at firm level, a
separate phenomenon from resistance to in-
novation, often appears as a simpler tool, in
economic, technological, management and
psychological terms, when compared to un-
known consequences of innovation capable

to produce satisfying results just above the average. At the
stage of research to date, some tools and strategies to detect
this phenomenon have been identified for a diagnosis of the
problem, but the identification of possible solutions is still
an open issue also for the presence of the traits of cultural
inertia which may weaken many conventional operative
approaches and forms of innovation communication based
only on technical, sector or financial factors. The existence
of these forms of inertia can also contribute to explain the
insurgence of severe obstacles to innovation diffusion even
in advanced economies or in contexts where innovations
are easily accessible thanks to the presence of subsidies and
other economic incentives. Being a distinctive phenome-
non, inertia requires different and multi-level approaches
able to interrupt crystallized routines and to reduce time
lags: reducing complexity in business appears another rele-
vant issue also for its linkages with the capabilities of local
entrepreneurs to manage innovative and change processes. 

The possibilities to reduce the too large dimension of the
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Figure 3 – Obstacles to innovation and sources of inertia at firm level.



group of late adopters and stragglers in the too long tail of
the S-shape curve in the innovation adoption are likely to be
linked to the shift from conformist cultural transmission to
a prestige-based transmission with the identification of piv-
otal individuals, showing more interest in innovation, opin-
ion leadership and larger social networks. The stimulation
of imitation and positive-word-of-mouth (PWOM) process-
es among less confident farmers and rural entrepreneurs
may also provide further contributions in helping
firms/farms to escape from inertia with the creation of pos-
itive conditions to activate innovation and channels of in-
formation, contacts and relations with research centres as
prerequisite for an efficient and effective local development
strategy based on innovation.
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