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English II with Mr. Curcio   Name: _____________________________ Period: ____ 
 

Literature: To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee 
Non-Fiction: “The Psychology of Rumors: 6 Reasons Why Rumors Spread” 

 
clarify (v)  to make something less confusing and more understandable 

determine (v)  to come to a decision about something as a result of close study or research 

Type 1 – 10 LINES: 
Has a rumor ever been spread about you or a close friend? If so, what was it? Did it end up 
being true or completely made up? If not, have you ever spread a rumor? If so, what was it 
and why did you start it? 
 
______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 
“The Psychology of Rumors: 6 Reasons Why Rumors Spread” 

September 15, 2015 

In 1991, an elaborate rumor circled the African American community. The rumor was that a 

brand of soda, Tropical Fantasy Soda Pop, was made by the Ku-Klux-Klan. Not only that, but 

the soda was made with a special formula that made black men sterile. Of course, it was just a 

rumor—and one that turned out to be false. Nevertheless, sales of the soda dropped by 70% 

following the rumor, and people even began attacking the company’s delivery trucks. 

How do rumors like this spread, and how can they become so powerful that they prompt action 

even when there’s no merit to the claim? 

Let’s start by defining what we mean by a “rumor” in the same way social psychologists have. 

Nicholas DiFonzo and Prashant Bordia describe four basic qualities of rumors: 

http://socialpsychonline.com/2015/09/psychology-why-rumors-spread/
http://psycnet.apa.org/psycinfo/2007-02341-011
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1. They are information statements. We’re not talking about the opinions that people share. 

Instead, rumors are meant to be informative. 

2. They are in circulation. In other words, if you have your own personal conspiracy theory 

that the moon isn’t real, it’s not a rumor if you never tell anyone. 

3. They are unverified. This is key. If I’m at a high school reunion, and I try to spread the 

news that Jeff and Tina just had a baby[1], that’s not a rumor if Jeff and Tina posted the 

baby’s picture to Facebook. Yes, it’s informative and in circulation, but since it’s been 

definitively verified as true, it’s not technically a rumor. 

4. Finally, rumors are “instrumentally relevant.” They answer questions that people want 

answered because they feel important or significant. If there’s a rumor that your office is 

laying people off, that’s instrumentally relevant because that information impacts your 

life! Some have called rumor spreading a “group sensemaking activity” because they 

serve to help people understand an ambiguous situation. 

 

The Psychology of Why People Spread Rumors 

 

If you’ve been paying attention, the primary function of a rumor is to make sense of something 

that’s already unclear. Rumors help explain a confusing element of the world. In the soda rumor 

I opened with, the tensions between groups of people are scary and confusing. “Why are bad 

things happening?” 

 

This confusion opens the door to rumors, which people can hold onto in order to give them at 

least some idea about why the world is working in the way that it is. 

In 1947, Gordon Allport and Leo Postman published the book, The Psychology of Rumor.  

Although rumors were a pretty hot topic in social psychology around that time, it got more and 

more difficult to study rumors well. In the last several years, however, there’s been a renewed 

interest in the psychology of rumor. Here’s a quick review of what that research has found. 

 

1. People Spread Rumors When There’s Uncertainty 

It’s when we don’t already have a firm grasp on how or why things are happening in the world 

that rumors start to spread. If you can imagine being in middle school again, imagine what would 

happen if one day, out of the blue, one of your classmates stopped coming to school. There’s a 

ton of uncertainty there, so people would probably develop and spread rumors as a way to get a 

handle on what happened. In fact, a field experiment in 1955 did just that: the researchers 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_3axPn65MGM
http://www.amazon.com/The-Psychology-Rumor-Gordon-Allport/dp/B0007DOIN0
http://psycnet.apa.org/psycinfo/1956-02818-001
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strategically withdrew a student from a grade school class without explanation. Not 

surprisingly, rumors started to fly as students tried to make sense of the situation. 

 

2. People Spread Rumors When They Feel Anxiety 

Oftentimes uncertainty breeds anxiety—we like to have a clear sense of the world, and we get 

anxious when we feel uncertainty—and anxiety on its own has been linked to rumor spreading. 

Some research has shown that more anxious people tend to be the ones who are more likely to 

spread rumors. 

 

Another fascinating experiment made some students feel especially anxious about an upcoming 

interview. The students who were made to feel more anxious spread rumors more quickly 

than the less anxious students in the control group. 

 

Research has also shown that “dread” rumors (i.e., rumors that something bad is going to 

happen) spread more than “wish” rumors (i.e., rumors that something good is going to happen). 

This is the case both for rumors spread online and for rumors spread in person. 

 

3. People Spread Rumors When the Information is Important 

As much as you might be dying to talk about the rumor you heard about the company you work 

for, I probably don’t care a ton. The reason is that it’s just not that relevant to me. I, on the other 

hand, would be itching to talk about some other rumor that’s more important to me. In fact, 

Allport and Postman’s “basic law of rumor” that they developed in 1947 was that spreading 

rumors depends on both the ambiguity of the situation and the importance of the rumor. 

Across a whole bunch of studies, people are more likely to spread rumors when the 

information is more important to them. 

 

4. People Spread Rumors When They Believe the Information 

Let’s face it—if you hear a rumor that you think is completely ridiculous, you probably won’t 

find yourself on a mission to spread that information far and wide. For example, one 

study looked at the spread of rumors during a university strike. It was the rumors that were 

more believable that ended up spreading the most. 

 

5. People Spread Rumors When it Helps Their Self-Image 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1468-2958.1998.tb00441.x/abstract
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/232582225_The_effect_of_anxiety_on_rumor_transmission
http://spq.sagepub.com/content/67/1/33.abstract
http://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ437820
http://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ437820
https://books.google.com/books/about/Subjective_Factors_and_Rumor_Transmissio.html?id=8EujnQEACAAJ
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1559-1816.1991.tb00490.x/abstract
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0363811102001078
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/0271530986900224
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/0271530986900224
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Plenty of research has shown that people often want to feel good about themselves, but one way 

people can do that is through rumor spreading. There are a couple reasons this can happen. One 

is that spreading a rumor positions you as someone who is clued into what’s going on in the 

world. People might then come to you as the one who’s especially informed. 

 

Another way rumor spreading can boost self-esteem is when the rumor is about another group. 

Other research has shown that putting down other groups can boost people’s self-esteem. Lots of 

rumors, it turns out, are about a group’s “opposing” group. These have been called “wedge 

rumors” and serve to reinforce intergroup differences. Clearly, these can boost self-regard by 

elevating one’s own group about a rival other group. 

 

 6. People Spread Rumors When it Helps Their Social Status 

This might sound like reason #5, but there’s a subtle difference. Reason #5 was that people feel 

better about themselves when they help spread rumors. There’s a little more to it, though, which 

is that people can use rumors to strengthen their social ties. Want to be accepted by a group? 

Pass along some rumors about their rival group. 

 

The evidence for this can be seen in studies where people tell different rumors depending on the 

person they’re telling them to. Specifically, the question was whether people would pass along a 

rumor that one school group’s ranking had decreased or whether they’d pass along a rumor that 

the group’s ranking increased. 

 

The results showed that it depended on who would be receiving the rumor. If it was someone 

who was part of that group, people were more likely to spread a positive rumor about them. If it 

was someone who was part of a rival group, then people were more likely to spread the negative 

rumor. The point is that people spread rumors strategically, to gain the respect of others. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.udemy.com/social-psychology-self-esteem/
http://psycnet.apa.org/journals/psp/73/1/31/
http://www.amazon.com/Rumor-Psychology-Social-Organizational-Approaches/dp/1591474264
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Type 3 – 10 POINTS 

Look back up at your original Type 1 about your own personal experience with rumors. 

How do these psychological findings in the article help clarify why it/they occurred? 

 

FCA #1: Response must be AT LEAST six sentences in length 

FCA #2: Response should include TWO (2) quotes from the article 

FCA #3: Response should include TWO (2) buzz words used correctly in context 

 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 



PLN – Boo Radley Rumors 6 
 

Rumors in Society 

 

 

 

Type 1 – FIVE LINES: 

Based on the cartoons above, determine how our society views rumors.  

 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Good Boo or Bad Boo: The Rumors of Boo Radley 

Step 1:  Based on Part I, specifically Chapters 1-5, create a list of everything mentioned 

about Boo Radley using quotes and page numbers in your journals.   

Step 2: In groups, compare lists and add anything that you might have missed. 

 NOTE: Everything on list should be backed up by the text (quotes) 

Step 3:  Fill in the T-Chart below inferring what you think is true about Boo Radley and 

what are just rumors. 

Step 4:  As a class, we will create a master T-Chart which will test your inference-

developing literary argument skills.  

 

Boo Truths Boo Rumors 
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RAFT Type 3 – 10 POINTS 

Role Audience Format Topic 

Boo Radley Himself Diary Entry The rumors about him 

 

You are Boo Radley. Based on the class-determined rumors above, write a 20 line journal entry 

clarifying how you feel about the rumors being spread about you. Because it’s a diary, be sure to 

mention any actions that you have done since Part I to help explain your feelings. 

FCA #1: Diary entry should be 20 Lines in length     2 pts. 

FCA #2: Include and underline AT LEAST TWO (2) quotes from Part I  4 pts.  

FCA #3: Include and circle TWO (2) words from your Part I vocabulary packet 4 pts. 

 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 


