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Summary:   In the early life of the international Research Data Alliance (RDA), a 
consortium of volunteers, initial consensus products that promote data sharing are 
beginning to emerge. The RDA community is grappling with adoption, specifically what is 
RDA’s role in advancing the adoption of the products emerging from its working groups?  
 
This whitepaper posits that RDA has an active role to play in promoting the adoption of 
its products (“RDA Recommendations”). This role includes reaching potential adopters in 
the early stages of the technology adoption process.  This whitepaper provides a 
contextual framework for adoption, products, and adopters. It then examines current 
RDA activities (circa 2014) and highlights potential gaps.  
 
Diffusion Approach to Adoption of RDA Recommendations 
 
With first deliverables from RDA activity emerging, what role can the organizations take 
to facilitate their adoption and uptake?  

 
 
 
 
 
 

The first question is adoption of what?  The RDA Outputs Policy of Nov 25, 20131 
identifies two kinds of products created by RDA Working Groups and Interest Groups.  
Excerpted from the document, the products are named and defined as follows: 
 

RDA Recommendations are the official endorsed results of RDA.  
Recommendations are documents in a very broad sense and may include 
specifications, taxonomies or ontologies, workflows, schemas, data models, etc. 
They must, however, meet certain criteria to be adopted and endorsed as RDA 
outputs including being made publicly available and usable.  
 
Implementations are services, tools, code, registries, APIs, etc. that demonstrate 
and make use of RDA Recommendations.  Implementations are the responsibility of 
the person(s) or organization(s) hosting them. RDA does not maintain or formally 
endorse Implementations. 
 

Since the policy explicitly states that RDA does not maintain or formally endorse 
Implementations, the products around which RDA should plan adoption strategies are in 
the category of RDA Recommendations.  

	
1 https://rd-alliance.org/group/rda-outputs-and-ip-task-force/wiki/rda-outputs-policy.html 

RDA vision: “Researchers and innovators openly 
share data across technologies, disciplines, and 

countries to address the grand challenges of society”. 
	



 
Adoption, according Bohen and Beal’s 1957 “The Diffusion Process” (Bohen and Beal 
1957), adoption occurs through a 5-stage diffusion process:  
 

1) Awareness stage, where an individual becomes aware of a new idea,  
2) Interest stage, where an individual seeks more information,  
3) Evaluation stage, where an individual makes a mental trial of the idea.   
4) Trial stage, where the individual engages in a small-scale experimental use 

(deployment on a testbed, or in a development environment,  
5) Adoption stage, the final stage where a product is accepted into a production 

environment 
 
Adoption is facilitated when the diffusion process is one that supports individuals at each 
stage in the process, from awareness building through to trial stage evaluation. 
 
A second relevant notion in the diffusion process is related to risk tolerance with respect 
to adoption of new technology.  As shown in the technology adoption lifecycle figure, a 
product is adopted earliest by innovators. These people are on the leading edge, and 
according to Moore and McKenna (1991), are willing to accept products that are in an 
alpha or beta stages of testing because they are innovators.   Moore and McKenna 
emphasize that adoption grows as a product moves into a form acceptable to the risk 
tolerance of later adopters.   
 
A pertinent observation in the technology adoption lifecycle, is that as a product is 
diffused more broadly beyond the early innovators, to the early adopters, through to the 
early majority and late majority, the product must become easier to use, easier to 
understand, and more likely less costly as well. 
 

 

 
Technology Adoption Lifecycle.  From:  Wikipedia Commons, 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/d/d3/Technology-Adoption-Lifecycle.png 
 
 
Armed with the notion of the diffusion process and its manifestation in the technology 
adoption lifecycle of early and late adopters, we recommend for consideration the 

!



following set of actions to meet the needs of potential adopters where they are at in the 
diffusion process: 
 

i. Advancing adopters from Evaluation Stage to the Trial Stage:   
o Early Innovators are those RDA members already embedded within the 

working groups.   These are RDA members that participate in the 
Working Group because the have a problem to solve and think the 
Working Group can solve it.  As the first of the RDA WGs come to an end, 
the early Innovator is already at the mental Evaluation Stage on the 
technology diffusion spectrum, mentally working the RDA product into 
their needs.  A clear need is to meet the needs of Innovators where they 
are to help them move from the Evaluation Stage to the Trial Stage.  

ii. Advancing adopters from Awareness Stage to the Interest Stage:   
o RDA Members at large represent a group who are at the Awareness 

stage in the technology diffusion spectrum.  There is a need to meet the 
need of these early adopters to help them move from the Awareness 
stage to the Interest stage.    

iii. Advancing adopters to the Awareness Stage:   
o Researchers and innovators at large: These are researchers and 

innovators who are not necessarily members of RDA but who have data 
sharing problems to solve. Here the need is to bring these people to the 
Awareness Stage, where they become aware that RDA WGs have 
products, models, solutions that solve a problem they are facing. 

 
Success Metric:  Success of RDA’s adoption strategy could be measured by the number 
of successful trial evaluations undertaken.  Probability of success is increased by a 
strategy that both grows the number of trial evaluations, and ensures trial evaluations 
are a success 
 
Implementation Strategy:  There are concrete steps already being taken or ones which 
should be undertaken.  They are as follows: 
 

1) Ensure that RDA Recommendations produced by a WG are the best possible.  
Under normal circumstances, an RDA Recommendation is ready for adoption at 
end of WG life.  What if one is not the best possible?  How does one even 
determine that they are best possible?  Quality may not matter as only the fittest 
will survive in any case.   Yet these are questions that TAB should consider. 
 

2) Identify and satisfy: Role of RDA P4 Fruits of RDA session.  Will the planned P4 
“Fruits of RDA” session give the embedded Innovator what they need to advance 
to a trial evaluation stage?  Are some already there?  Does the embedded 
innovator consider himself or herself to be primed to move into the trial stage?   
Does the P4 “Fruits” meeting give the potential adopter at the Awareness or 
Interest stage the material it needs to move to the next stage? 
 

3) Provide a forum for connecting researchers/innovators and RDA products (P5 
adoption day):  showcase early innovators who have successfully reached the 
trial stage.  Have sessions that advance those at Awareness and Interest stages 
to follow-on stages.  Make clear what resources might be available for those 
interested in a Trial evaluation.  
 



4) Pre-P5: find and attract new adopters to the P5 adoption forum.   These are 
people not yet at the Awareness stage.  They are ‘early majority’ adopters.  
Develop marketing materials (features/benefits) to reach these people.  Reach 
out through materials dissemination, talks, and follow-up.   Those with 
demonstrated interest are invited to P5 adoption forum.  Marketing products 
cannot be developed solely by the WGs themselves because they would not be 
uniform, and language has to reach right audience (which tech-oriented people 
often miss).    
 

5) Ensure effective trial evaluations.  Can RDA retain a team of experts who can 
work with committed adopters during the trial evaluation stage? RDA products go 
beyond the specs that IETF or W3C produces, and since it does not mandate 
reference implementations, it will need to offer help or create incentives where 
engagement with experts in the RDA product can ensure its proper 
implementation in the trial evaluation setting.   
 

6) Support continuous enhancement of RDA Recommendations.  Experience with 
an RDA product may expose shortcomings in the RDA product.   Either the RDA 
Product is revised in place, or a new version is produced.  The new version 
should be under the care of a new working group because the new need will be 
exposed by the Innovators or Early Adopters and not the creators. Alternately, a  
WG could continue under its original leadership and carry out continuous 
evaluation, however that extends the life a group who intended a short (12-18 
month) life only.  
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