
 

COMM 599: Persuasive Social Media 
 4 units 

 

Spring 2020  

Wednesdays 6.30 pm – 9.20 pm 

Location: ANN 210 

 

Instructor: Morten Bay, Ph.D. 

Office Hours: Wednesdays 3:30-5:15pm. 

  Sign up for office hours at: 

  https://bay-usc.youcanbook.me 

 

Office: ASC 321 

Contact Info: mortench@usc.edu,  

@mortenbay on Twitter 

@mortenbay1 on Instagram  

 

Course Description: 

 

Social media influencers and brand managers often have three growth objectives: 

 

- More followers 

- More sharing and liking of social media posts 

- More control over messaging and narratives 

 

But for most social media professionals, it is a trial-and-error process to know what works 

and what doesn’t. It can be a bit of a mystery why some posts and actions on social media 

motivate followers to act in ways that align with the social media strategy of an 

organization, and why some posts fall flat. 

 

For this reason, social psychology has become part of the strategic toolkit used by social 

media campaigners in the commercial and political spheres. Advertisers, marketers and 

political strategists target social media audiences with methods developed from 

communication psychology to get them to take on a more positive attitude towards their 

products or message. The main purpose of changing social media user attitudes is to 

impact their behavior, i.e., get them to follow a brand or an influencer, share a post, buy a 

product or vote for a politician. 

 

In the communication subfield of Persuasion, scholars have studied these mechanisms for 

decades and they have been a staple of strategic communication, PR and advertising for 

just as long. Recently, these classic theories have also been applied to social media and 

other emerging media platforms by practitioners, as mentioned above, and by scholars 

studying online media platforms. 

 

In this class, you will become familiar with the methods and theories behind persuasion 

and influence as they relate to social media. You will also learn how to implement these 

https://bay-usc.youcanbook.me/
mailto:mortench@usc.edu


 

strategies and tactics effectively in your own communication strategies and will face the 

ethical challenges of wielding the power of social media influence. 

 

Learning Objectives: 

 

Upon completion of this course, you will be able to: 

 

a. Identify persuasion/influence-oriented social media tactics, strategies, 

practices, structures and effects. 

b. Analyze these tactics, strategies practices, structures and effects and 

articulate what makes them effective or ineffective. 

c. Design, plan and execute persuasive strategies using components from the 

course. 

d. Expose, analyze and counteract other social media influence campaigns. 

e. Articulate the ethical implications of applying these tactics to a campaign. 

 

Class Readings: 

 

There is no textbook in this class. All materials will be provided via Blackboard. 

 

Class Assignments: 

 

To pass this course, you will have to complete:  

 

- A midterm exam (online) 

- A final exam (online) 

- A final paper (8-10 pages)  

- Sufficient attendance and participation 

 

 

Midterm and final exams (March 4 / May 6) 

 

The midterm and final exams will be administered in class but must completed online. They will 

consist of a number of short-answer or multiple-choice questions and one or two short essays. 

 

Final paper (due May 13) 

The final paper will be 8-10 pages long. It will present a social media campaign using a tactic, 

strategy or method discussed in class. You can either choose an existing campaign or construct 

an imaginary one. You are also welcome to base your paper on a project you are working on in 

real life. More instructions about the requirements for the paper will be distributed in the second 

half of the semester, after the midterm.  

 

Sufficient attendance and participation 

 

You can meet this requirement by just showing up to class. However, 15% of your grade 

will be determined by your participation This is not the same as attendance. Participation 



 

means actively contributing to class discussions and responding to questions. In other 

words, if you want to achieve the highest grade in this class, you have to participate 

actively, which will then be reflected in your final score. If you are not comfortable with 

this, please make it known to the instructor so alternative measures can be discussed. 

 
Assignment Submission Policy:  

 

Style and formatting rules: Assignments must be submitted double-spaced, using a standard, 

legible font in 12-point size. Only .DOC(X), .PDF or .RTF files will be accepted. You are free to 

choose any academic writing style, as long as you adhere to its rules consistently throughout 

your paper. However, APA style is encouraged, as some USC Annenberg programs use it 

exclusively.  

 

Submission rules: All assignments are completed and/or submitted through Blackboard. If 

Blackboard is down, you are welcome to submit your assignment to me via email by the deadline 

– but ONLY if you cannot submit through Blackboard.  

 

 

 

Breakdown of Grade:  

 

 

Assignment Points % of Grade  

Participation 100 20 

Midterm Exam 100 25 

Final Exam 100 25 

Final Paper 100 30 

TOTAL TBA 100% 

 

 

 

 

Course Grading Policy:  

 

You will receive details about each assignment/exam separately. All assignments need to be 

completed and handed in on time to avoid a grade reduction. If you are unable to turn in 

an assignment due to illness or a personal emergency, you must provide written 

documentation that will allow you to be excused, or discuss your situation with me in a 

timely manner. Do no wait until the end of the semester to sort things out.   

 

In order to pass this class you will need to complete ALL of the assignments. Failure to complete 

one or more of them will result in an F in the class.  

 



 

Grades will be assigned as follows: 

A/A-  outstanding, thoughtful and enthusiastic work 

B+/B  above average work, demonstrating good insight into assignment 

B-/C+  needs improvement on ideas, argument and follow through 

C and below fulfilling the bare minimum and showing little understanding of the material 

 

Each assignment will be worth 100 points and will be converted to a percentage score depending 

upon the weight assigned to each. Your percentage scores on the assignments will be totaled and 

translated to a letter grade per the scale shown below: 

 

A = 100-94     C = 76-74 

A- = 93-90    C- = 73-70 

B+ = 89-87    D+ = 69-67 

B  = 86-84    D = 66-64 

B- = 83-80    D- = 63-60 

C+ = 79-77    F = 59-0 

 

If you have concerns regarding a grade on a given assignment, you must appeal it in writing, 

stating the reasons why you feel the grade is inaccurate, within one week of receiving the graded 

assignment. No late appeals will be accepted for review.  

 

Other Classroom Policies: 

 

Respectful Learning Environment 

This class -- and USC in general -- is a place for all of us to become better versions of ourselves, 

and to learn from each other.  

 

Therefore, a strict zero-tolerance policy for any speech or behavior that can be construed as 

demeaning or discriminatory on the basis of ethnicity, gender, sexuality, class, culture or religion 

is enforced in this class. You will be asked to leave if you engage in any of the above and further 

punitive steps will be taken if necessary.  

 

Conversely, if you have any concerns or issues at all with utterances or actions by me or another 

student, please inform me immediately. I see it as my utmost duty to create a safe space in the 

classroom and to make everyone feel welcome. 

 

Please refrain from activities that may distract your classmates and therefore compromise their 

ability to learn. These activities include regularly arriving late to class, and regularly getting up 

to leave in the middle of class. If you have to leave early or arrive late, please inform the 

instructor beforehand and do so in an orderly and non-disruptive manner.  

 

If you do not adhere to these basic standards of classroom decorum, I reserve the right to dismiss 

you from the class to ensure a quality learning environment for your peers. If you have concerns 

about your ability to undertake these responsibilities, please see me early in the semester. 

 

 



 

Technology policy: 

Some studies show that we learn better when we write with pen and paper than on a computer or 

tablet, and for that reason, you are encouraged to do so when writing notes for yourself. For 

many people, however, handwriting notes is a slower process than typing, and can impair their 

ability to obtain a complete set of class notes. You are therefore allowed to use laptops and 

tablets in class.  

 

However, and I cannot stress this enough, spending significant parts of class time on non-class 

related activities, such as checking social media or watching a YouTube video with the sound off 

will impact your grade. This is not just because the instructor might accidentally discover it and 

dock your class participation grade. It is a simple fact with a ton of evidence behind it that not 

paying attention will lessen your comprehension and you will have difficulties completing the 

assignments. You are adults and are responsible for your own education. There are always some 

students who fall prey to the distractions mentioned above and are get into trouble when the 

assignments are due. Don’t be one of those students. 

 

Non-class-related use of smartphones during the lecture is NOT allowed. If you are expecting an 

important call or message, please keep your device on vibrate, out of sight, and step quietly 

outside the classroom to respond. If you keep exiting the class because you are in a texting 

argument with your partner, I will ask you to leave the class for the night. If you have a 

smartwatch and can use it discreetly, I will allow it. If you need to have your smartphone out 

because of a family emergency, or because you are using it in lieu of a laptop or tablet, please 

inform me about it right before class starts.  

 

Use of any other devices not related to class is banned. This includes, but is not limited to: 

gaming devices, drones, media players, devices used for communicating with the dead, 

oscilloscopes, UFO scanners, rocket powered roller skates, unmanned spy planes, 

sphygmomanometers, robots that serve you drinks, or anything whose use would be a distraction 

to the class. 

 

If you have any special needs or disabilities that must be taken into administrative consideration, 

please inform the instructor as soon as possible.  

 

Course Schedule: A Weekly Breakdown 

 

Important note to students: Be advised that this syllabus is subject to change based on the 

progress of the class, current events, and/or guest speaker availability.  

 

 

W
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Topics Keywords and readings 

1 15-Jan Introduction to class 



 

    

2 22-Jan Social media and the brain FOMO, emotional effects of social media, 

dopamine feedback loops 

   
Readings: 

 

Trevor Haynes: Dopamine, Smartphones 

& You: A battle for your time 

http://sitn.hms.harvard.edu/flash/2018/do

pamine- smartphones-battle-time/ 

 

Bianca Bosker: “The Binge Breaker” 

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archiv

e/2016/11/the-binge-breaker/501122/ 

 

(Let me know if you get stopped by the 

paywall – there’s an audio version of the 

article, too) 

 

Video:  

Arte: Dopamine (Web series, watch all 

episodes) - https://www.arte.tv/en/videos/RC-

017841/dopamine/ 
 

  
3 29-Jan Understanding the social 

media self 

Cultivating a personal brand, Self-branding, 

the performed self  
   

Readings: 

 

Ciarán McMahon: “The Psychology of Social 

Media”, Chapter 4 “Updates”. 

 

Alice Marwick, "Self-Branding" 

 

Mary Chayko: “Techno-socialization and the 

self”  
4 5-Feb How we process 

information on social 

media 1 

Why and how we share information in social 

networks on social media 

  
 Readings: 

 

Soffer: “Algorithmic Personalization and the 

Two-Step Flow of Communication” 

 

http://sitn.hms.harvard.edu/flash/2018/dopamine-smartphones-battle-time/
http://sitn.hms.harvard.edu/flash/2018/dopamine-smartphones-battle-time/
http://sitn.hms.harvard.edu/flash/2018/dopamine-smartphones-battle-time/
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2016/11/the-binge-breaker/501122/
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2016/11/the-binge-breaker/501122/
https://www.arte.tv/en/videos/RC-017841/dopamine/
https://www.arte.tv/en/videos/RC-017841/dopamine/


 

Kornwitz: “When It Comes to Social Media, 

Consumers Trust Each Other, Not Big Brands” 

https://news.northeastern.edu/2017/09/18/whe

n-it-comes-to-social-media-consumers-trust-

each-other-not-big-brands/ 

 

5 12-Feb How we process 

information on social 

media 2 

Choosing images and videos that followers 

respond to. Memes and GIFs as non-verbal 

communication 

   
 Readings: 

 

Tim Highfield and Tama Leaver: 

“Instagrammatics and digital methods: 

studying visual social media, from selfies and 

GIFs to memes and emoji” 

 

Ciarán McMahon: “The Psychology of Social 

Media”, Chapter 5 “Media”. 

 

6 19-Feb How we process 

information on social 

media 3 

Sharing, posting and liking without thinking, 

heuristics, and mental shortcuts. Dual 

information processing. 

   
 Readings: 

 

Mira Sotirovic, “Heuristic information 

processing” 

 

Bertram Gawronski and Laura A. Creighton: 

“Dual-process Theories” 

 

 

7 26-Feb Midterm  

  
  

8 4-Mar Finding and reaching your 

social media audience 

Collecting user data, microtargeting, 

psychometrics, algorithms 

  
  

Readings: 

 

https://news.northeastern.edu/2017/09/18/when-it-comes-to-social-media-consumers-trust-each-other-not-big-brands/
https://news.northeastern.edu/2017/09/18/when-it-comes-to-social-media-consumers-trust-each-other-not-big-brands/
https://news.northeastern.edu/2017/09/18/when-it-comes-to-social-media-consumers-trust-each-other-not-big-brands/


 

Metcalf et al.: “More “Bank” for the Buck: 

Microtargeting and Normative Appeals to 

Increase Social Marketing Efficiency” 

 

Luke Stark: “Algorithmic psychometrics and 

the scalable subject” 

 

9 11-Mar Gaining compliance from 

your followers 

Impacting and altering social media users' 

attitude and behaviors 

   
Readings: 

 

Gerald R. Miller: “On Being Persuaded” 

 

Nancy Rhodes and David R. Ewoldsen: 

“Outcomes of Persuasion: Behavioral, 

Cognitive, and Social” 

  
10 18-Mar NO CLASS - Spring recess 

    

11 25-Mar Getting more followers How to increase likeability and using that 

likeability to your advantage. How to obtain 

and make use of authority. 

    
Readings: 

 

Machiavelli: “The Prince”, chapters XXI, 

XXII, XXIII 

 

Robert Cialdini: “Influence”, chapter 5+6 

  
12 1-Apr Getting people to like and 

share your posts 

Inducing reciprocation and commitment from 

followers 

    
Readings: 

 

Robert Cialdini: “Influence”, chapter 2+3 

  
13 8-Apr Mobilizing through social 

media 

Retaining followers, mobilizing group action 

using social proof tactics, social norms 

 



 

   
Readings: 

 

Lefebvre and Armstrong: “Grievance-based 

social movement mobilization in the 

#Ferguson Twitter storm” 

 

Robert Cialdini: “Influence”, chapter 4 

  
14 15-Apr Changing beliefs and votes 

through social media 

Promoting your narrative on social media and 

inducing cognitive dissonance in your favor 

   
Readings: 

 

Data and Society: “Weaponizing the Digital 

Influence Machine: The Political Perils of 

Online Ad Tech” 

 

Harmon and Mills: “Introduction to Cognitive 

Dissonance” 

 

Banas and Miller: “Inducing Resistance to 

Conspiracy Theory Propaganda” 

  
15 22-Apr The Dark Side  Gaining compliance from social media 

followers through fear, exploiting scarcity and 

media manipulation    
Readings: 

 

Machiavelli: “The Prince”, Chapter XVII 

 

Robert Cialdini: “Influence”, Chapter 7 

 

Paul A. Mongeau: “Fear Appeals” 

  
  29-Apr Ethics Content moderation, algorithmic bias, power 

structures    
Readings: 

 

Sarah Roberts: "Modern Heroes – Moderating 

in Manila" 

 

Safiya Umoja Noble: "Google Has a Striking 

History of Bias Against Black Girls": 

http://time.com/5209144/google-search-

engine-algorithm- bias-racism/ 

  

http://time.com/5209144/google-search-engine-algorithm-%20bias-racism/
http://time.com/5209144/google-search-engine-algorithm-%20bias-racism/


 

17 6-May Final exam 
 

    

18 13-May Final paper due  
  

 

 

 

Statement on Academic Conduct and Support Systems 

 

Academic Conduct: 

 

Plagiarism – presenting someone else’s ideas as your own, either verbatim or recast in your own 

words – is a serious academic offense with serious consequences. Please familiarize yourself 

with the discussion of plagiarism in SCampus in Part B, Section 11, “Behavior Violating 

University Standards” policy.usc.edu/scampus-part-b. Other forms of academic dishonesty are 

equally unacceptable. See additional information in SCampus and university policies on 

scientific misconduct, policy.usc.edu/scientific-misconduct. 

 

Support Systems:  

 

Counseling and Mental Health - (213) 740-9355 – 24/7 on call 

studenthealth.usc.edu/counseling 

Free and confidential mental health treatment for students, including short-term psychotherapy, 

group counseling, stress fitness workshops, and crisis intervention.  

 

National Suicide Prevention Lifeline - 1 (800) 273-8255 – 24/7 on call 

suicidepreventionlifeline.org 

Free and confidential emotional support to people in suicidal crisis or emotional distress 24 hours 

a day, 7 days a week. 

 

Relationship and Sexual Violence Prevention and Services (RSVP) - (213) 740-9355(WELL), 

press “0” after hours – 24/7 on call 

studenthealth.usc.edu/sexual-assault 

Free and confidential therapy services, workshops, and training for situations related to gender-

based harm. 

 

Office of Equity and Diversity (OED)- (213) 740-5086 | Title IX – (213) 821-8298 

equity.usc.edu, titleix.usc.edu 

Information about how to get help or help someone affected by harassment or discrimination, 

rights of protected classes, reporting options, and additional resources for students, faculty, staff, 

visitors, and applicants. The university prohibits discrimination or harassment based on the 

following protected characteristics: race, color, national origin, ancestry, religion, sex, gender, 

gender identity, gender expression, sexual orientation, age, physical disability, medical 

condition, mental disability, marital status, pregnancy, veteran status, genetic information, and 

any other characteristic which may be specified in applicable laws and governmental regulations. 

The university also prohibits sexual assault, non-consensual sexual contact, sexual misconduct, 

https://policy.usc.edu/scampus-part-b/
http://policy.usc.edu/scientific-misconduct
https://studenthealth.usc.edu/counseling/
https://engemannshc.usc.edu/counseling/
https://engemannshc.usc.edu/counseling/
http://www.suicidepreventionlifeline.org/
http://www.suicidepreventionlifeline.org/
http://www.suicidepreventionlifeline.org/
https://studenthealth.usc.edu/sexual-assault/
https://engemannshc.usc.edu/rsvp/
https://engemannshc.usc.edu/rsvp/
https://equity.usc.edu/
http://titleix.usc.edu/


 

intimate partner violence, stalking, malicious dissuasion, retaliation, and violation of interim 

measures.  

 

Reporting Incidents of Bias or Harassment - (213) 740-5086 or (213) 821-8298 

usc-advocate.symplicity.com/care_report 

Avenue to report incidents of bias, hate crimes, and microaggressions to the Office of Equity and 

Diversity |Title IX for appropriate investigation, supportive measures, and response. 

The Office of Disability Services and Programs - (213) 740-0776 

dsp.usc.edu 

Support and accommodations for students with disabilities. Services include assistance in 

providing readers/notetakers/interpreters, special accommodations for test taking needs, 

assistance with architectural barriers, assistive technology, and support for individual needs. 

 

USC Support and Advocacy - (213) 821-4710 

uscsa.usc.edu 

Assists students and families in resolving complex personal, financial, and academic issues 

adversely affecting their success as a student. 

 

Diversity at USC - (213) 740-2101 

diversity.usc.edu 

Information on events, programs and training, the Provost’s Diversity and Inclusion Council, 

Diversity Liaisons for each academic school, chronology, participation, and various resources for 

students.  

 

USC Emergency - UPC: (213) 740-4321, HSC: (323) 442-1000 – 24/7 on call  

dps.usc.edu, emergency.usc.edu 

Emergency assistance and avenue to report a crime. Latest updates regarding safety, including 

ways in which instruction will be continued if an officially declared emergency makes travel to 

campus infeasible. 

 

USC Department of Public Safety - UPC: (213) 740-6000, HSC: (323) 442-120 – 24/7 on call  

dps.usc.edu 

Non-emergency assistance or information. 
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