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1.3 Understanding Influence – online lecture





What we’ll cover today

❑ Recap of key media literacy concepts
❑ What shapes how we are influenced
❑ The influence industry
❑ Case studies of influence through media
❑ Why people believe/endorse false claims

❑ How to talk to people about these issues with humility



A quick recap
Key media literacy concepts



Key concept 1

Representations Matter
Media representations are not 
neutral. Every representation 
involves choices about what to 
include, what to leave out, and 
whose voices get heard. 



Key concept 2

Ownership and funding matters
Behind every news outlet, social 
media platform, and streaming 
service, there are owners and 
funders with interests, priorities, 
and agendas.



Key concept 3

Regulation matters
All media—whether news 
organisations, social media 
platforms, or entertainment 
companies—operate within legal 
frameworks.



Key concept 4

Audiences matters
People can experience and 
interpret the same media 
differently. Recognising that 
meaning is contextual doesn’t 
mean all interpretations are 
equal. 



Influence



What shapes how we are influenced?

❑ Belonging and Identity
❑ Emotional appeal
❑ Cognitive shortcuts
❑ Social norms
❑ Media and algorithms
❑ Unequal influence

This summary highlights six factors with examples showing both 
positive and negative effects. Many examples are international. This 
can seem less personal or controversial than Irish examples.



Belonging and Identity

People adopt trends and 
beliefs to fit in with others 
and express who they are, 
reinforcing group identity 
and social connection.

Wearing Yeezy 450 trainers



Belonging and Identity

People adopt trends and 
beliefs to fit in with others 
and express who they are, 
reinforcing group identity 
and social connection.

County GAA team



Cognitive shortcuts like 
confirmation bias lead 
people to accept 
information that feels 
familiar or aligns with their 
beliefs, even if it’s false or 
unsupported

Cognitive shortcuts

2016 meme with a fake quote



Emotionally charged 
messages—especially those 
that provoke fear, pride, or 
outrage—are more 
persuasive and memorable 
than rational arguments.

Emotional appeal

A UKIP poster campaigning for Brexit 2016



Emotionally charged 
messages—especially those 
that provoke fear, pride, or 
outrage—are more 
persuasive and memorable 
than rational arguments.

Emotional appeal

Impactful poster 
campaign from 
Focus Ireland



People tend to follow what 
others around them are 
doing or believing, 
especially when those 
behaviours are seen as 
popular or expected.

Social norms

Excessive consumerism – day gifts



People tend to follow what 
others around them are 
doing or believing, 
especially when those 
behaviours are seen as 
popular or expected.

Social norms

Queuing in public places



Media repetition and 
algorithm-driven content 
shape what people see and 
think, reinforcing certain 
views while filtering out 
alternatives.

Media and algorithms

Unrealistic beauty and lifestyle goals



Media repetition and 
algorithm-driven content 
shape what people see and 
think, reinforcing certain 
views while filtering out 
alternatives.

Media and algorithms

De-stigmatising mental health



Public figures and platforms 
with large audiences can 
disproportionately shape 
trends, opinions, and public 
debate.

Unequal influence

Elon Musk promoting false stories



Public figures and platforms 
with large audiences can 
disproportionately shape 
trends, opinions, and public 
debate.

Unequal influence

Marcus Rashford campaign for free school meals 



Breakout exercise: Influence in everyday life

Each person should complete a few of the following prompts. You can do 
this as a quick round-robin or small group discussion.

Prompts (choose 2–3):
▪ A decision I made recently that was influenced by someone else…
▪ A trend I followed without thinking too much about it…
▪ An ad or social media post that made me want to buy something…
▪ A belief or opinion I’ve changed because of someone’s influence…
▪ A public figure who has had a positive (or negative) impact on me…
▪ A moment I realised I was being influenced — and pushed back.



Breakout exercise: Influence in everyday life

We are all open to 
influence and it isn’t 
always negative. 

Influence is part of daily 
life and an ongoing 
process. 



The influence industry
The broad network of companies, technologies, and sectors involved in 
shaping public opinion, behaviour, and decision-making, especially through 
digital media, data analytics, and strategic communication techniques.



The birth of PR

“The pictures inside the heads of the human 
beings, the pictures of themselves, of others, of 
their needs, purposes, and relationship, are their 
public opinions.” 

Walter Lippmann (1922)



The birth of PR

Lippmann (1922) believed a “bureau of 
experts” or “specialized class” of people 
should guide public opinion because policy 
issues are too complex for democratic 
citizens. 



The birth of PR

In 1929, PR pioneer Edward Bernays 
orchestrated the "Torches of Freedom" 
campaign to encourage women to smoke. 
He encouraged society women to 
embrace smoking as ‘a freedom’, paying 
them to smoke in public and flooding 
media with images of smoking women



The influence industry today

Wide-ranging areas for influence: politics, health, finance, beauty,
Blurs lines between persuasion and manipulation
Raises ethical and democratic concerns
Often operates across borders with little regulation or accountability



Key countries in the influence industry

Russia, Saudi Arabia, China: state-run disinformation 
campaigns and information warfare 

US and UK: major political consulting, ad, and data and 
surveillance firms

Israel, India: state-run and state linked influence 
campaigns, private firms offering covert surveillance and 
influence-for-hire services



Influence industry companies

Lobbyists: build relationships with policymakers to influence policy

Digital marketers: target ads and campaigns at the public.

PR agencies: manage media,  content, and communication strategies

Tech firms: provide data, influencer networks, and surveillance tools

Media: the media and platforms that host/promote content



Why it matters?

The influence industry blurs the lines between persuasion, manipulation, 
and misinformation

It raises ethical and democratic concerns, especially when influence is 
opaque, deceptive, or designed to exploit vulnerabilities

It often operates across borders with little regulation or accountability



The Iraq War – news media manipulation

• Media repeated false claims by 
the Bush and Blair governments 
without question

• Anonymous government sources 
were cited uncritically in The 
New York Times and 
Washington Post.

• Critical voices and experts were 
ignored in news media.

• A climate of fear and patriotism 
post-9/11 discouraged dissent. 



Consequences: public misperceptions and mistrust



Amber Heard-social media manipulation

A Tortoise investigation suggests that Amber Heard was trolled by an 
army of bots, some of them apparently operating from Saudi Arabia.



An in-depth case study
The cat children



Breakout exercise

A school child identified as a cat and the school 
accommodated the child’s new identify.

Questions to discuss:
Have you heard this story?
What was the context/version?
What was the source?
How did people you know react to it? The Telegraph, 19 June 2023



An urban legend

Traditionally, an urban legend is a lurid story that supposedly 
happened to someone vaguely known to the teller.



“My friend, his wife is a 
schoolteacher, and she works at 
a school that had to install a 
litter box in the girls’ 
room because there is a girl 
who's a furry, who identifies as 
an animal”

Joe Rogan Podcast, 11 October 2022



Joe Rogan Podcast, 11 October 2022



Conservative UK media 
mainstreamed the urban legend as a 
moral panic about gender identity



Fringe activists cited that 
media as evidence and 
reinforced calls for action

Conservative media mainstreamed 
the false claim as a moral panic about 
gender identity



Conservative media mainstreamed 
the false claim as a moral panic about 
gender identity

(Radical) Conservative 
politicians reacted, 
giving credence to the 
lie and increasing public 
exposure to it

Activists cited that media as 
evidence and reinforced calls 
for action



Labour politicians reacted 
indulged the lie, normalising 
the idea



Labour politicians reacted 
indulged the lie, normalising 
the idea

National and local 
media reported the 
story, increasing public 
exposure to it



Labour politicians reacted 
indulged the lie, normalising 
the idea

National and local 
media reported the 
story, increasing public 
exposure to it

Fewer outlets refuted 
the story and 
explained the context 
(debunking)



Why do people believe or 
repeat false claims?
A summary of research evidence



Some known factors

Prior Knowledge

Repeated Exposure

Relevant Literacies

Cognitive Ability

Inattention

Motivated Reasoning



Cognitive Ability

Most of have cognitive limits. Cognitive 
ability is low in children and declines with 
age. It is also affected by stress and 
povertythe brain’s capacity to 

learn, reason, 
remember, solve 

problems, and process 
information.



Inattention

If you’re running a race and you pass the 
person in second place, what place are 
you in? 

A bat and a ball cost £1.10. 
The bat costs £1 more than the ball. 
How much does the ball cost?

When we’re not fully 
focused and more likely to 

overlook key information or 
accept misleading 

information.



Inattention

When we’re not fully 
focused and more likely to 

overlook key information or 
accept misleading 

information.



Inattention

When we’re not fully 
focused and more likely to 

overlook key information or 
accept misleading 

information.



Motivated Reasoning

When people process 
information in a way that 
supports what they want 

to believe

In tests, Trump supporters stated there 
were more people in the 2017 picture 
than the 2009 picture.



Motivated Reasoning In tests, Trump supporters stated there 
were more people in the 2017 picture 
than the 2009 picture.

For Daniel Kahneman, Trump supporters 
are not responding to evidence, but to 
the story that makes sense in their heads

When people process 
information in a way that 
supports what they want 

to believe



Repeated Exposure

When people believe 
information is true simply 
because they’ve heard it 

before.



Prior Knowledge

When people lack 
foundational knowledge to 
interpret new information.



Literacies

When people lack the 
ability to understand, use, 

and communicate 
information



Final thoughts

The recognition that we all 
have cognitive limits. No one is 

immune to influence. => we 
should all be vigilant.

V
The belief that others are 

more susceptible to 
influence => other 

people need to be vigilant.



Final thoughts

The recognition that we all 
have cognitive limits. No one is 

immune to influence. => we 
should all be vigilant.

V
The belief that others are 

more susceptible to 
influence => other 

people need to be vigilant.

Instead of judging individuals for believing or sharing disinformation, 
we can focus on questioning the systems — commercial, political, 
algorithmic — that profit from shaping what people see, think, and 
feel.
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