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WAYPOINTS - PERSUASION & INFLUENCE

Coercion at Scale

Persuasion & Influence - Tier 3 - Component 5 — instructor overview

Grades: 11-12  Time: ~50 min (flexible)  Format: whole-class reading, then individual or pairs

The final conceptual step: how the individual tactics from earlier tiers interlock into systemic pressure — repetition,

cascades, manufactured majorities, and identity sorting operating across a whole population, in ways nearly invisible
from inside.

WHAT STUDENTS WILL BE ABLE TO DO

¢ Explain how one-to-one tactics compound into population-level pressure.
¢ Describe information cascades and why they produce apparent unanimity.
e Explain why systemic pressure is hard to perceive from within it.

e Shift the analytic unit from the message to the environment that selects messages — and ask who designed it.

WHY IT MATTERS

Persuasion is not only one-to-one. At scale, ordinary tactics interlock into environments — feeds, networks,
information ecosystems — that shape what a population believes, notices, and feels able to say. Understanding the
system rather than the individual message is what makes a citizen genuinely hard to engineer, and it is the capstone
insight of the whole strand.

The running example is a recommendation feed: an algorithmic environment that, without any single coercive
message, manufactures consensus and sorts identities at scale.

PACING
SEGMENT TIME WHAT HAPPENS
Reading 12 min Read the Student pages; the feed
example.
Scale it up 12-15 Activity Part A in pairs.
min
See the water 12 min Activity Parts B-C.
Debrief 10 min Discussion prompts (Instructor p.
4).
MATERIALS

The 4 Student pages per student or pair. Optional: examine how a real platform's feed decides what students see.
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Coercion at Scale

The mechanism in depth — part 1 of 2

Coercion at scale is what happens when the individual moves interlock across a population. No single message is
decisive; the system — repetition, network structure, and identity sorting — shapes belief and narrows what feels
sayable. The running example is a recommendation feed: an algorithm that, with no coercive message anywhere in
it, still manufactures the experience of consensus.

THE TACTICS COMPOUND

Repetition makes claims feel true and familiar simply through exposure; manufactured majorities trigger the
bandwagon (bandwagon effect) and read as truth (consensus-as-truth); people overestimate how widely their side is
shared (false-consensus assumption); and once identity is sorted, each faction reasons toward its own conclusion

(motivated reasoning). Individually these are the tactics of earlier tiers. Interlocked and automated, they become an
environment. A feed that optimizes for engagement will surface what provokes and confirms, repeat it, and cluster you
with the like-minded — not by decree, but as the emergent result of a system doing its job.

CASCADES AND EMERGENCE

In an information cascade, people copy earlier movers instead of judging independently, so a small nudge snowballs
into apparent unanimity. At scale, this is not a plot requiring a planner; it emerges from ordinary incentives —
engagement metrics, ad revenue, network effects — acting on ordinary psychology. That is what makes systemic
coercion different in kind from a single persuader: often no one is at the wheel in the way a con artist is, yet the
population is being steered all the same.
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Coercion at Scale
The mechanism in depth — part 2 of 2

THE VIEW FROM INSIDE THE WATER

From within an engineered environment, the manufactured consensus simply looks like reality. The pressure isn't a
visible hand pushing you; it's the medium you're swimming in — the water you can't see because you've never been
dry. Your feed feels like "what's happening," not "what an engagement algorithm selected for you and ten million
people like you." This is why systemic coercion resists the defenses that work on single messages: you can fact-check
a claim, but you can't easily fact-check the selection of claims you were shown, or the ones you never were. The
distortion is in the sampling of your reality, upstream of any particular belief.

Seeing it therefore requires stepping outside your own feed: comparing what different people are shown, seeking
sources the system wouldn't surface, and asking about the incentives of whoever built the environment. The analytic
question moves from the message to the medium — from "is this true?" to "what system decided which truths reach
me, how often, and from whom?"

THE DEFENSE

Change the unit of analysis. Stop evaluating only individual messages and start evaluating the environment that
selects them: who designed it, what it optimizes for, what it systematically shows and hides, and who profits. A feeling
of overwhelming consensus should trigger not agreement but a question about the system producing the feeling.

ONE LINE TO CARRY

At scale, the environment persuades. Ask not only "is this claim true?" but "who designed the system that decides
which claims I see?"”
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Coercion at Scale

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 20-25 min The student pages.
Debrief (after) ~5 min each Pick 1-3 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. Ask: your feed feels like "the world" — but who decided what's in it? Take a few answers; revisit after
"seeing the water."

¢ From their world. Ask each student for one thing that shapes their own feed; surface a few to examine in the
debrief.

THE ACTIVITY (BUDGET 20-25 MIN)

CONCRETE GOAL — STUDENTS CAN: trace one tactic from a single person to a whole population, and shift the
question from the message to the environment.

AFTER — THE DEBRIEF (PICK 1-3 - ~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.

* How is engineering a population different from persuading one person?
e Why is systemic pressure so hard to notice from the inside?

e What can you do to see your own information environment more clearly?

CLOSE (3 MIN)

Have a few students state the takeaway in their own words: At scale, the environment persuades. Ask who designed
the environment.
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Coercion at Scale

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 20-25 + one debrief 5 + close 3 = 34-39 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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FACILITATION

Coercion at Scale

Facilitation, anticipated moves & answer key

ANTICIPATED STUDENT RESPONSES & MISCONCEPTIONS

e "So it's all a conspiracy.” The key correction — systemic pressure usually emerges from incentives (engagement,
ads), not a planner. Steer from "who's plotting?" to "what is the system optimizing for?"

e "I'm not affected — I think for myself." Everyone believes this; it's part of the invisibility. Redirect to the

selection of what they see, not the strength of their reasoning.

e Fatalism. "If it's the whole environment, nothing I do matters." Offer concrete agency: diversify sources, compare

feeds, check incentives.

¢ Conflating one message with the system. Keep pulling the frame up: from post to feed, from claim to sampling.

DIFFERENTIATION & EXTENSIONS

Support: give "who designed this environment, and what does it optimize for?" as a recurring prompt. Stretch:
students compare their feed to a classmate's, or research how an algorithm ranks content. Cross-curricular: systems

thinking; tech policy.

ANSWER KEY — ACTIVITY

ITEM

SAMPLE RESPONSE

A1 arepeated slogan

Across millions — the claim feels true and
inevitable.

A2 a few coordinated accounts

Cascade — apparent unanimity that pulls real
people in.

A3 an "us vs. them" frame

Identity sorting — each side reasons only
toward its own side.

B (your environment)

Any: the feed's ranking, who you follow,
what's hidden — decided by the platform's

incentives.

C (trace one tactic)

Individual - repeated/automated/networked
— systemic; the difference is emergence and
invisibility.
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Coercion at Scale

When the environment does the persuading

Open your feed. It feels like "what's happening" — the news, the takes, what everyone's talking about. But it isn't the
world. It's a selection, made for you by an algorithm optimizing for your attention, out of millions of things it could
have shown and chose not to. No single post in it is coercing you. And yet, scrolling it every day, you end up
believing certain things are obvious, certain views are the majority, and certain people are the enemy — without
anyone ever making that argument to you. That's coercion at scale, and it's the last and strangest thing in this whole
strand.

Everything so far has mostly been one message at a time. The final step is seeing what happens when those tactics
interlock across a whole population. No single thing convinces you — the system does, by shaping what you see, how

often, and from whom.

THE MOVES COMPOUND

Repeat a claim enough and it feels true, just from familiarity. Manufacture a majority and the bandwagon kicks in.
Sort everyone into "us vs. them" and each side reasons only toward its own conclusion. Alone, each is a tactic from an
earlier tier. Automated and interlocked — a feed that repeats what provokes, shows you the crowd agreeing, and
clusters you with the like-minded — they stop being tactics and become an environment. And notice: the feed isn't
doing this because a villain ordered it. It's doing it because it's built to hold your attention, and outrage and

confirmation hold attention. The steering emerges from the incentives.

CASCADES

When people are unsure, they copy whoever moved first — and so does the next person, and the next. A small
coordinated nudge can snowball into what looks like unanimous agreement, pulling in real people who assume
everyone already decided. At scale, this doesn't need a planner. It falls out of ordinary metrics acting on ordinary
psychology. That's what makes it different from a con artist: often no one is at the wheel, and you're still being

steered.
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Coercion at Scale

Seeing the water — and the question that helps

YOU CAN'T SEE THE WATER

Here's why this one is so hard. From inside an engineered environment, the manufactured consensus just looks like
reality. The pressure isn't a hand shoving you — it's the water you're swimming in, invisible because you've never
been out of it. Your feed feels like "the world," not "what an engagement algorithm picked for me and ten million
people like me." And that's why the usual defenses don't reach it: you can fact-check a claim, but you can't easily fact-
check the selection — the things you were shown, and the things you never were. The distortion is upstream of any
single belief. It's in the sampling of your reality.

Almost everyone reading this thinks "sure, but I'm not affected — I think for myself." That belief is part of the
invisibility. The issue isn't whether your reasoning is strong; it's that you can only reason about what the system put in
front of you.

THE DEFENSE: CHANGE THE UNIT

Stop evaluating only individual messages and start evaluating the environment that selects them. Who built it? What
does it optimize for — your understanding, or your attention? What does it systematically show you, and what does it
hide? Who profits? When you feel a wave of overwhelming consensus, don't take it as a reason to agree — take it as a
reason to ask what system produced the feeling. Step outside your own feed: compare what different people are
shown, seek out sources the system wouldn't surface, follow the incentives.

THE ONE LINE

At scale, the environment persuades. Ask not only "is this claim true?" but "who designed the system that decides
which claims reach me — and what is it built to do?"
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Coercion at Scale

Name: Date:

The shift: From "is this message true?" — "who designed the environment that decides which messages | see?"

PART A — SCALE IT UP

For each single tactic, describe what it becomes at population scale.

ONE-TO-ONE TACTIC AT SCALE

1. A repeated slogan.

2. A few coordinated accounts posting together.

3. An "us vs. them" frame.

PART B — SEE THE WATER

Name two things about your own information environment (a feed, an app, a group) that shape what you see — and

who or what decides them.
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PART C — TRACE ONE TACTIC

Pick one tactic from earlier tiers (social proof, identity leverage, repetition). Trace how it works on one person, then

on a million at once. What is different at scale — and does it need someone "in charge"?

PART D — STEP OUTSIDE

Write one concrete thing you could do to see your own information environment more clearly — to check whether a

"consensus" you feel is real or manufactured by the system that feeds you.
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