R270 Session 7 - Chapter 4 “Social Proof”


The Principal of Social Proof – one means we use to determine what is ‘correct’ is to determine what others think is correct (applies especially well when considering what is ‘correct behavior’)

· The weakness of this principal lies in the fact that if we act like everyone else, we may be settling for a convenient shortcut

· The greater the number of people who find any idea correct, the more the idea will be correct

· When we are unsure of ourselves, or when the situation is unclear to us, or when uncertainty reigns, that is when we are most likely to and accept the actions of others as correct (story in chapter about religious cult whose ideals were shattered and needed outsiders to join them and give them a new perspective)

· E.g. Canned laughter in comedy shows makes people actually believe that the jokes are funny (when they obviously aren’t); bartenders who start off their tip jars with a few $$ do encourage others to tip (people will see the $$ and think it is the correct thing to do)

· “Pluralistic ignorance” occurs when everyone is looking at everyone else to resolve our uncertainty (circular effect of ignorance)

· e.g. the story of a woman who was attacked and murdered in NY City in front of 38 witnesses, but none of the witnesses called for help. Why?  Because none of the other witnesses were making a big deal out of the attack, so they all thought it was a joke or nothing serious.

· Supported by an experiment by Latané: a man faked a seizure in front of several different groups of people.  He received help 85% of the time when there was only one bystander, but only received help 31% of the time when at least 5 bystanders present.  Crazy stuff…

· “Similarity” – the principal of social proof operates most powerfully when we are observing the behavior of people just like us because we are more likely to follow the lead of a similar individual than a dissimilar one.

· This explains why we are seeing more ‘ordinary’ people in TV commercials

· E.g. teenagers conforming to social norms

· “Social conditions” or “the Werther effect” – news of peoples extreme behavior triggers similar behavior in the people who hear about it and are in the same situation

· e.g. suicide rates increase when the newspaper reports a suicide on the front-page (people who are depressed decide how to act when they hear how some other troubled person acted)

· The Jonestown Suicides – the book tries to relate the principal of social proof to the mass-suicides in Guyana (which isn’t easy to prove since nobody really knows if it was suicide or murder; some gruesome photos in the book too)

How to avoid falling into the Social Proof trap:

· Watch out for situations when the social evidence has been purposefully falsified (i.e. manufactured by exploiters intending to create the impression of a social norm).

· E.g. the canned laughter on TV shows discussed earlier (don’t fall for the trap!)

· Be wary of bad social proof (such as the phony testimonials in the TV commercials)

· The author actually says we should “strike back” when we come across these fake testimonials (not sure what he means by that, but he does sound kind of aggressive – scary…)

· Don’t get fooled into believing that other people know what they are doing just because you don’t know what you are doing, especially when your instinct tells you to ‘follow the crowd’

· In general, just be cautious and skeptical (easier said then done).

