%”f Incognati OVERVIEW

WAYPOINTS - PERSUASION & INFLUENCE

Social Proof
Persuasion & Influence - Tier 2 - Component 3 — instructor overview
Grades: 9-10 Time: ~45 min (flexible) Format: whole-class reading, then individual or pairs

Following the crowd is often smart — crowds carry real information. But social proof is the most industrialized
persuasion online, where agreement can be bought by the thousand. This component teaches students to tell a wise
crowd from a manufactured stampede.

WHAT STUDENTS WILL BE ABLE TO DO

o Explain when a crowd's judgment is wise (independent, informed) versus merely loud.
o Identify the tells of manufactured consensus: uniform language, sudden timing, thin histories, hidden funding.
e Ask who "everyone" actually is before treating popularity as evidence.

e Distinguish many independent judgments from one message amplified many times.

WHY IT MATTERS

Teenagers live inside social proof — reviews, likes, follower counts, "everyone's using it." The instinct to copy the
crowd is usually sound, but at scale it's easy to fake, and a manufactured majority quietly resets what feels normal and
true. Spotting astroturf is both a shopping skill and a civic one.

The aim isn't to distrust every popular thing. It's to ask one question — is this crowd wise, or just amplified? —
before letting numbers decide for you.

PACING
SEGMENT TIME WHAT HAPPENS
Reading 10-12 Read the Student pages; pause at
min the Lume example.
Real or manufactured 10 min Activity Part A in pairs.
Build the illusion 12-15 Activity Parts B-C.
min
Debrief 8-10 Discussion prompts (Instructor p.
min 4).
MATERIALS

The 4 Student pages per student or pair. Optional: a real product page with a large review count.
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Social Proof

The mechanism in depth — part 1 of 2

Social proof is the instinct to treat "lots of people do this" as evidence that it's correct. It is genuinely useful — and
genuinely manufacturable. The running example is Lume, a new skincare brand that launched last week with 12,000
five-star reviews.

WHY THE INSTINCT WORKS

When we're unsure, we copy the crowd (bandwagon effect) and treat wide agreement as truth (consensus-as-truth).
What we simply see a lot of also feels more common and correct than it is (availability bias), so a loud minority can
read as a silent majority. These aren't stupidities — a species that couldn't learn from others would have to rediscover

fire every generation. The instinct is a feature. It just has a known exploit.

WHEN CROWDS ARE ACTUALLY WISE

Crowd wisdom is real under specific conditions: the members judged independently and had real information.
Thousands of separate diners rating a restaurant over years, each based on their own meal, produce a signal worth
trusting. The wisdom collapses the moment those conditions break — when everyone is copying everyone (a cascade),
when the sample is skewed toward the enthusiastic, or when the "crowd" is really one operation wearing many masks.

Lume fails every condition. Twelve thousand reviews in a week, for a brand no one had heard of, is not twelve
thousand independent experiences — it's a number bought or botted into existence. The reviews cluster in phrasing
("obsessed!! game changer!!"), arrive far faster than a real customer base could form, and come from accounts with
no other history. The count is real. The independence is fake.
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Social Proof
The mechanism in depth — part 2 of 2

HOW CONSENSUS IS MANUFACTURED

The toolkit is mature: bought reviews and followers, bot amplification, "join 2 million happy customers," and
astroturfed comments engineered to look grassroots. Each move converts money into the appearance of a movement.
And appearance is often enough — once something looks like the majority view, real people join it and critics go
quiet, so a fake majority can bootstrap itself into a real one.

Lume's launch is designed to trigger exactly that snowball. The 12,000 reviews aren't meant to be read; they're meant
to be counted — a wall of stars that makes a first-time buyer think "everyone already trusts this, so I can too." The
manufactured crowd exists to recruit a genuine one.

THE QUESTION THAT CUTS THROUGH

Against all of it, one question does most of the work: who is "everyone"? Are these many people who decided
independently, with real information — or one message amplified, a number bought, a sample rigged? Wise crowds
are independent and informed. A manufactured one is copied, coordinated, or paid.

ONE LINE TO CARRY

Volume isn't consensus. A real majority forms independently; a fake one is amplified. When a crowd is being shown
to you as proof, ask who they are, how they got there, and who benefits from you counting them.
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Social Proof

Discussion guide — modular; assemble to fit your period
These blocks are timed so you can build a lesson from them: a single period, or a full unit day. Run the activity with
an opener before and a debrief after — pick what fits.

TIME BUDGET — MIX AND MATCH

BLOCK TIME USE

Opener (before) 5-8 min Pick one, below.
Activity 22-25 min The student pages.
Debrief (after) ~5 min each Pick 1-4 prompts.
Close 3 min The takeaway.

Single period: opener + activity + one debrief + close. Full lesson: opener + activity + two or three debriefs + an
extension.

BEFORE — THE OPENER (PICK ONE - 5-8 MIN)

FORMAT: think-pair-share or a quick hands-up. GOAL: surface what students already notice and pose the question. END
RESULT: every student has committed to a prediction or named a real example you can return to in the debrief.

e Predict. Show "12,000 five-star reviews" for a one-week-old product. Quick hands-up: buy it? Hold the vote;
revisit after wise-vs-loud.

¢ From their world. Ask for one "everyone's using it" claim they met this week; keep two to test in the debrief.

THE ACTIVITY (BUDGET 22-25 MIN)

CONCRETE GOAL — STUDENTS CAN: look at a wall of social proof and judge whether the crowd is wise
(independent, informed) or just loud (copied, bought, vague).

AFTER — THE DEBRIEF (PICK 1-4 - ~5 MIN EACH)

FORMAT: whole-class; call on the examples students generated in the opener and activity. END RESULT: students can
state the takeaway in their own words and back it with one concrete example from their own life or the activity.

e When is following the crowd smart? When is it a trap?
e What makes a crowd's judgment wise rather than just loud?
e How would you tell real reviews from manufactured ones?

e Take one example from the board: wise crowd or just loud?

CLOSE (3 MIN)

Have a few students state the takeaway in their own words: Many independent judgments = signal; one message
amplified a million times = just volume.
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Social Proof

Leading the discussion — pacing, redirects, and warm-ups

The previous page is the plan; this page is for running it. Budget the period from the total below, and keep the redirect
moves handy — most discussions falter in one of these four ways.

DOES IT FIT THE PERIOD?

ONE PERIOD (~45-50 MIN): opener 6 + activity 22-25 + one debrief 5 + close 3 = 36—39 min. BLOCK (~90 MIN): add
two more debriefs and a differentiation extension from the facilitation page.

WHEN DISCUSSION STALLS OR DERAILS

IF... MOVE

Silence, or “I don't know” Shrink the question: “Just name the first thing
you noticed.” Give 30 seconds of silent think-
time, then call on a pair, not an individual.

One or two voices dominate “Let's hear from someone who hasn't gone
yet.” Run it as think-pair-share first, so every
student has an answer ready to offer.

It turns personal or heated Move the trial from the person to the
message: “What in the text makes you say
that?” Keep the claim on trial, never the
classmate.

Answers stay on the surface Push for evidence: “Where exactly — quote
the line.” Then “What would change your
mind?” to surface the reasoning underneath.

WARM-UP BANK (SWAP IN FOR ANY OPENER)

Interchangeable with the opener on the previous page. Vary them across a unit so the hook stays fresh.

¢ Two-minute hunt. Find one real example of today's move on your phone right now; keep the best one for the
debrief.

e Steelman it. What's the most honest reason someone would use this technique? Persuasion isn't always dishonest
— name the legitimate version first.

e Rate and defend. Put one message on the board; everyone rates it 1-5 for how persuasive, then defends the

spread of answers.

¢ 0Odd one out. Three short examples, one isn't the move — which, and how can you tell?
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WAYPOINTS - PERSUASION & INFLUENCE

Social Proof

Facilitation, anticipated moves & answer key

ANTICIPATED STUDENT RESPONSES & MISCONCEPTIONS

e "So reviews are all fake." No — real reviews are among the best information we have. The skill is spotting the
fake ones, not dismissing all.

o "If it's popular, it must be good." Separate popular from independently popular. Fads and manufactured trends
are popular too.

e "More reviews = more trustworthy.” Volume without independence is just a bigger number. Have them weigh

40,000 reviews over three years vs. 12,000 in a week.

e Cascade blindness. Students may not see that people copying each other looks identical to people agreeing
independently — the difference is whether they judged for themselves.

DIFFERENTIATION & EXTENSIONS

Support: provide the four tells as a checklist to apply to a screenshot. Stretch: have students investigate a real
"grassroots" campaign or a suspicious product's reviews and write up the evidence; or research how review-fraud is
detected. Cross-curricular: sampling and bias in statistics; propaganda in history.

ANSWER KEY — ACTIVITY

ITEM SAMPLE RESPONSE

A1 40,000 diners, 4.6 over 3 yrs Real — many independent judgments over
time.

A2 900 five-star reviews, all this week Manufactured — sudden, uniform, no track
record.

A3 "everyone's switching — don't be left behind" Vague "everyone" used as pressure, not
evidence.

A4 three friends who tried it separately Real signal — small but independent.

B ("most popular in America") Ask: measured how, by whom, out of what —
and who says so?
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Social Proof

When the crowd is a clue, and when it's a costume

A skincare brand called Lume launches on Monday. By Friday its page shows 12,000 five-star reviews.
You've never heard of it, but that wall of stars does something to you: everyone already loves this, so it
must be good. You add it to your cart. But stop — twelve thousand people did not use and love a brand-
new product in five days. That number wasn't earned. It was built, on purpose, to make you feel exactly
what you just felt.

"Everyone's doing it" is one of the most powerful forces there is — which is precisely why people
manufacture it. The instinct to follow the crowd is often smart. The skill is knowing when the crowd is wise

and when it's just loud.

WHY THE INSTINCT WORKS

When you're unsure, "lots of people chose this" feels like proof it's good — and often it is. Thousands of
separate people can't all be wrong about a restaurant. A species that couldn't learn from others would have
to rediscover everything from scratch. Copying the crowd is usually a feature, not a flaw. It just has a

known weakness.

WHEN CROWDS ARE ACTUALLY WISE

A crowd is smart under two conditions: its members decided on their own, and they actually knew
something. Thousands of diners each rating their own meal over years — that's a signal you can trust. It
stops being wise the moment those break: when everyone's just copying everyone, when only the
superfans bothered to review, or when the "crowd" is really one operation wearing 12,000 masks. That last

one is Lume.
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Social Proof

How a crowd gets faked — and the question that catches it

HOW CONSENSUS IS MANUFACTURED

There's a whole industry for this: bought reviews, purchased followers, bot armies, "join 2 million happy
customers," and comment sections seeded to look grassroots. Every move turns money into the
appearance of a movement. And appearance is usually enough — once something looks like the majority,
real people pile on and critics go quiet. A fake crowd recruits a real one.

That's the actual job of Lume's 12,000 reviews. They're not written to be read — notice how they all say
the same three things ("obsessed!!", "game changer!!", "cleared my skin overnight!!"). They're written to be

counted. The wall of stars exists so that you, the first real customer, think everyone already trusts it.

THE TELLS

Manufactured crowds leave fingerprints. Uniformity: the same phrases, over and over. Timing: a
"spontaneous" surge that all arrives at once. Thin histories: brand-new or anonymous accounts with no life
outside this one campaign. Funding: a "citizens' group" quietly paid for by whoever benefits. Real

movements are messy, spread out over time, and traceable to actual people.

THE QUESTION THAT CUTS THROUGH

You don't have to investigate every review. Just ask: who is "everyone"? Many people who decided
independently, with real information — or one message amplified, a number bought, a sample rigged?
Volume isn't consensus. A real majority forms on its own; a fake one is turned up loud. When a crowd is

handed to you as proof, ask who they are, how they got there, and who benefits from you counting them.
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Social Proof

Name: Date:

Wise crowd: independent + informed - Manufactured: copied, bought, or vague - Ask: who is "everyone"?

PART A — REAL OR MANUFACTURED?

Mark each R (likely real signal) or M (likely manufactured), and give one reason.

WHAT YOU SEE R/ M- WHY

1. 40,000 diners, 4.6 stars, over three years.

2. A brand-new page with 900 five-star reviews, all this
week.

3. "Everyone's switching — don't be left behind."

4. Three friends who tried it independently all liked it.

PART B — WHO IS "EVERYONE"?

An ad says "the most popular choice in America." Write two questions that would tell you whether that's a
real signal.
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STUDENT ACTIVITY
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PART C — BUILD THE ILLUSION

You're launching a product with zero customers (like Lume). List three ways you could manufacture social

proof — and next to each, the check that would expose it.

MANUFACTURED PROOF THE CHECK THAT EXPOSES IT

PART D — IN THE WILD

Find one real use of social proof this week (reviews, follower counts, "everyone's using it"). Is the crowd

wise or just loud? Point to specific tells.
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