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Appeal to Common Practice: Understanding a Widespread Logical Fallacy

appeal to common practice is a type of logical fallacy that many people encounter in everyday
conversations, debates, and even advertising. It's a persuasive tactic that argues something is true,
acceptable, or right simply because many people do it or believe in it. While this might sound convincing
at first glance, relying on common behavior as evidence can often lead us astray. Understanding what the
appeal to common practice is, why it’s misleading, and how to recognize it can help you navigate

discussions more critically and avoid falling for faulty reasoning.

What Is Appeal to Common Practice?

At its core, appeal to common practice—also known as argumentum ad populum or bandwagon
fallacy—suggests that if a significant number of people engage in a particular behavior or hold a belief, then
the behavior or belief must be justified or correct. This line of thinking assumes that popularity equates to

validity, which is not always the case.

For example, someone might argue, “Everyone cheats on their taxes, so it’s okay if I do it too.” This
statement attempts to legitimize unethical behavior by pointing out its prevalence. However, the fact that

many people do something doesn’t make it morally right or legally acceptable.

Why Do People Rely on Appeal to Common Practice?

Humans are social creatures, and we often look to others for cues on how to behave, especially in
ambiguous situations. This social conformity can make the appeal to common practice seem persuasive

because:

- #Social Proof:** We tend to trust the wisdom of the crowd. If many people do something, it’s often seen
as a shortcut to good decision-making.

- ¥Comfort in Numbers:** Doing what others do can reduce anxiety about being different or making a
wrong choice.

- #*Cultural Norms:** Some practices become ingrained in society, making them seem natural or

unquestionable.

While these psychological tendencies are understandable, they don’t justify accepting an argument solely

because of its popularity.



Common Examples of Appeal to Common Practice

Recognizing appeal to common practice in real-life scenarios is easier when you see how widespread it is.

Here are a few examples where this fallacy often pops up:

In Everyday Ethics

People frequently excuse questionable actions by citing their commonality. Statements like:

- “Everyone lies sometimes, so it’s not a big deal.”

- “Most companies pollute the environment, so our small pollution won’t matter.”

These arguments ignore the ethical implications and focus solely on what others do, which is not a sound

basis for moral judgment.

In Marketing and Advertising

Advertisers love to leverage appeal to common practice by suggesting that “millions of customers” have

already chosen a product, implying you should too. Phrases like:

- “Join the millions who use our app daily.”

- “The best-selling brand trusted by thousands.”

‘While this can indicate popularity, it doesn’t necessarily guarantee quality or suitability for your needs.

In Legal and Social Contexts

Sometimes, laws or social rules are challenged by pointing out how many people ignore them:

- “Most people don’t follow this outdated rule, so it should be changed.”

- “Everyone jaywalks here, so it’s not really illegal.”

Although widespread non-compliance might signal a need to reconsider laws, using it as an argument to

justify breaking rules without further reasoning is an example of appeal to common practice.



Why Appeal to Common Practice Is a Problematic Argument

Relying on common practice as evidence often leads to flawed conclusions. Here’s why this fallacy can be

misleading:

Popularity Doesn’t Equal Truth

Just because a belief or behavior is widespread doesn’t mean it’s accurate or ethical. History is filled with

examples of widely accepted practices that were later debunked or condemned, such as:

- Smoking was once considered harmless and even healthy by many.

- Discrimination and segregation were socially accepted in many societies.

The number of people who accepted these ideas didn’t make them right.

It Discourages Critical Thinking

Appeal to common practice can shut down deeper analysis. When people rely on what “everyone does,”
they might avoid questioning the validity or consequences of those actions. This can perpetuate harmful or

ineffective practices simply because they are familiar.

It Can Promote Harmful Behavior

If people justify negative actions by pointing out their prevalence, it can normalize and escalate problems.
For example, widespread corruption or environmental damage can persist if individuals keep saying,

“Everyone else is doing it, so why shouldn’t I?”

How to Identify and Counter Appeal to Common Practice

Being aware of this fallacy helps you spot it in conversations and arguments. Here are some tips to

recognize and respond effectively:



Listen for Popularity Claims

Pay attention when someone’s argument hinges on the idea that “everyone does it” or “most people believe

this.” This is often a red flag signaling an appeal to common practice.

Ask for Evidence Beyond Popularity

Challenge the argument by requesting reasons why the practice or belief is justified aside from its

popularity. Questions like:

- “Just because many people do this, does that mean it’s right or effective?”

- “Are there any objective reasons to support this behavior?”

Evaluate the Consequences

Consider the outcomes of the behavior or belief in question. Even if it’s common, ask yourself if it leads to

positive or negative results. This helps shift the focus from popularity to actual impact.

Offer Alternative Perspectives

Show that just because something is widespread doesn’t mean it’s the best choice. Provide examples where

common practices have been harmful or mistaken, encouraging more nuanced thinking.

The Role of Appeal to Common Practice in Everyday Life

Understanding the appeal to common practice is not just an academic exercise—it has practical implications

in how we make decisions, form opinions, and interact with others.

In Personal Decision-Making

When faced with choices, it’s tempting to follow what most people do because it seems safe or convenient.
However, critically assessing whether a common practice aligns with your values or goals can lead to better

outcomes.



In Workplace and Organizational Culture

Companies often develop standard ways of doing things because “that’s how it’s always been done.”
Questioning these norms can drive innovation and improvement, rather than mindlessly following

tradition.

In Social Movements and Change

Many social reforms start by challenging common practices. Recognizing that just because something is

widespread doesn’t mean it’s right empowers individuals and groups to advocate for positive change.

Final Thoughts on Navigating Appeal to Common Practice

Appeal to common practice is a subtle yet powerful fallacy that influences many areas of life. By becoming
aware of its presence and limitations, you can develop stronger critical thinking skills and make more
informed decisions. Remember, just because many people believe or do something doesn’t automatically
make it correct, ethical, or beneficial. Embracing this awareness opens the door to questioning assumptions

and fostering meaningful conversations grounded in reason rather than mere popularity.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is an appeal to common practice fallacy?

An appeal to common practice is a logical fallacy that argues a behavior or belief is acceptable because many

people do it or believe it, rather than based on sound reasoning or evidence.

How does the appeal to common practice fallacy affect decision making?

This fallacy can lead people to justify unethical or incorrect actions simply because they are widespread,

which can perpetuate bad habits and prevent critical evaluation of the practice.

Can appeal to common practice be used in persuasive arguments?

Yes, it is often used in persuasive arguments to normalize a behavior or belief by highlighting its

popularity, even though popularity does not guarantee correctness or morality.



What is an example of appeal to common practice?

An example is saying, "Everybody lies on their taxes, so it's okay if I do it too,” which tries to justify

wrongdoing by pointing to common behavior.

How can one avoid falling for the appeal to common practice fallacy?

To avoid this fallacy, critically evaluate the reasons behind a practice or belief and rely on evidence and

ethical considerations instead of simply following what most people do.

Is appeal to common practice always a fallacy?

Not always. Sometimes common practices are based on sound reasoning and evidence, but assuming

something is right solely because it is common is fallacious.

Additional Resources

Appeal to Common Practice: Understanding Its Role and Impact in Reasoning

appeal to common practice is a logical fallacy and rhetorical device frequently encountered in everyday
arguments, legal reasoning, and public discourse. It occurs when someone justifies a claim or action by
asserting that it is commonly done or accepted by many people. This type of argument hinges on the
assumption that because a behavior or belief is widespread, it must be valid, reasonable, or correct. While
such reasoning can sometimes align with social norms or practical realities, it often obscures critical

evaluation and logical rigor, leading to flawed conclusions.

In this article, we will explore the nuances of appeal to common practice, examining its definition, how it
manifests in various contexts, its strengths and weaknesses, and its implications for critical thinking and
decision-making. By analyzing this fallacy through a professional lens, we aim to provide readers with a
comprehensive understanding of its role in argumentation and how to recognize and respond to it

effectively.

What Is Appeal to Common Practice?

Appeal to common practice, also known as argumentum ad populum or argument from tradition in some
contexts, refers to a reasoning approach where the prevalence of a behavior or belief is presented as
evidence of its correctness or acceptability. Unlike the broader appeal to popularity fallacy, which argues
that something is true because many people believe it, appeal to common practice specifically focuses on the

widespread practice of an action.



For example, an individual might argue, "Everyone uses this software without problems, so it must be
reliable,” or "People have always done it this way, so there’s no reason to change.”" These statements imply

that the frequency or tradition of a practice justifies its continuation or acceptance.

Distinguishing Appeal to Common Practice from Related Fallacies

‘While appeal to common practice shares similarities with other fallacious reasoning, it is important to

distinguish it clearly:
e Appeal to Popularity: Focuses on the popularity of a belief or opinion as evidence of truth.

e Appeal to Tradition: Justifies an action or belief based on its historical longevity or cultural tradition.

e Bandwagon Fallacy: Encourages acceptance based on the idea that "everyone is doing it."

Appeal to common practice overlaps with these but is specifically concerned with the actual widespread

occurrence of an action or behavior, not just belief or opinion.

The Psychological and Social Foundations of Appeal to Common
Practice

From a psychological standpoint, the appeal to common practice taps into humans’ natural tendency to

conform to social norms and avoid standing out. Social proof is a powerful motivator—people often look to
the behavior of others to determine appropriate conduct, especially in uncertain situations. This heuristic
can be efficient, promoting social cohesion and shared understanding, but it can also perpetuate errors and

unethical practices.
Sociologically, common practices reflect collective habits, traditions, and institutionalized behaviors. These

practices often carry implicit social approval, and deviation from them can result in social sanctions or

alienation. Thus, the appeal to common practice leverages the social cost of non-conformity to reinforce its

persuasive effect.

Examples of Appeal to Common Practice in Everyday Life

The pervasiveness of appeal to common practice spans multiple domains. Here are a few illustrative



examples:

Business: "Our company has always used manual reporting methods; switching to automated systems

isn’t necessary."

Law: "This legal procedure has been followed for decades, so it must be valid."

Health and Lifestyle: "Most people don’t exercise regularly, so it’s normal to skip workouts."

Technology: "Everyone uses this brand of smartphone, so it’s the best choice."

While such arguments may reflect practical realities, they do not inherently prove the correctness or

desirability of the practice.

Evaluating the Strengths and Weaknesses of Appeal to Common

Practice

Understanding the strengths and limitations of this reasoning approach is crucial for balanced critical

thinking.

Strengths

¢ Reflects Social Norms: Since social norms often represent shared values and collective wisdom,

common practices can serve as useful guidelines for behavior.

¢ Pragmatic Justification: Widespread use or acceptance may indicate functionality, efficiency, or

acceptance, especially when expert consensus or empirical data is lacking.

« Facilitates Social Cohesion: Adhering to common practices helps maintain social harmony and

predictability within groups.



Weaknesses

¢ Logical Fallacy: Popularity or frequency of an action does not guarantee its correctness, morality, or

effectiveness.

¢ Resistance to Innovation: Overreliance on common practice can hinder progress and discourage

critical evaluation or improvement.

¢ Perpetuation of Harmful Norms: Some widespread practices may be unethical, illegal, or detrimental,

yet continue because of their prevalence.

Implications in Legal and Ethical Contexts

The appeal to common practice has significant implications in legal and ethical reasoning. Courts and
policymakers sometimes face the challenge of balancing longstanding customs with evolving societal
values. For instance, certain legal precedents or procedural norms are maintained because they have been

consistently applied over time, reflecting an appeal to common practice.

However, this reliance can also raise concerns. Just because a practice is common does not mean it aligns
with contemporary standards of justice or ethics. Legal scholars caution against blindly following tradition
without critical examination, especially when new evidence or social awareness calls for reform.
Ethically, appeal to common practice can obscure moral responsibilities. For example, if a harmful business
practice is widespread, defending it on the basis that "everyone does it" fails to address the underlying

ethical issues. This fallacy can be exploited to justify discriminatory behaviors, environmental harm, or

unsafe working conditions.

Strategies to Counter Appeal to Common Practice

To maintain intellectual rigor, it is important to recognize and challenge this fallacy when encountered in

discourse. Effective strategies include:

1. Requesting Evidence: Ask for empirical or logical support beyond the prevalence of the practice.

2. Highlighting Exceptions: Point out instances where common practice has been disproven or replaced



by better alternatives.

3. Encouraging Critical Reflection: Promote awareness of social conformity biases and the importance of

independent judgment.

4. Contextual Analysis: Examine whether the practice is relevant or appropriate in the current context.

Conclusion: Navigating Appeal to Common Practice in Reasoned

Discourse

Appeal to common practice remains a pervasive and sometimes persuasive element of human reasoning,
deeply rooted in social behavior and cultural norms. While it can offer pragmatic insights and reflect
collective wisdom, it must be approached with caution and critical thinking. Recognizing this fallacy
enables individuals and organizations to avoid complacency, encourage innovation, and uphold ethical

standards.

In an era where information and social dynamics evolve rapidly, reliance on common practice alone is
insufficient for sound decision-making. Instead, it should be considered alongside empirical evidence, expert

analysis, and moral considerations to foster well-rounded and justifiable conclusions.
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appeal to common practice: Children's Speech Sound Disorders Caroline Bowen, 2023-07-18
Children’s Speech Sound Disorders Concise, easy-to-understand overview of current practice in
articulation disorders, childhood apraxia of speech, developmental dysarthria, phonological
disorders, and structurally based speech sound disorders Children’s Speech Sound Disorders
provides reader-friendly explanations of key aspects of the classification, assessment, diagnosis, and
treatment of speech sound disorders, with clinically applicable insights from 58 distinguished
contributors who draw on their current work in the child speech field in providing expert essays.
This bestselling guide with international appeal includes case vignettes and relatable real-world
examples to place topics in context. Children’s Speech Sound Disorders also delivers information on:
The evolution of current practices, working with families, telepractice innovations, and important
new speech acquisition norms Phonetic, stimulability, perceptual, phonological, and
motor-learning-based interventions, and facilitating phonological awareness development in children
with speech sound disorders Treatment target selection, phonemic placement and shaping
techniques, and goal attack strategies for a range of sounds including affricates, compensatory
errors in cleft lip and palate, fricatives, /1/, and vowels Lifelong speech and psychological
consequences of childhood apraxia of speech and measuring speech intelligibility in children with
motor speech disorders Multilingualism, language variation, and the application of constraint-based
nonlinear phonology across languages Drawing on a range of theoretical, research and clinical


https://santacruzdance.org/archive-th-181/appeal-to-common-practice.pdf

perspectives and emphasising treatment fidelity, quality client care, and evidence-based practice,
Children’s Speech Sound Disorders comprises an indispensable collection of research-based clinical
nuggets, hands-on strategies, thoughtful discussion, and inspiration for academics, clinicians,
educators and students in speech-language pathology/speech and language therapy.

appeal to common practice: Critical Thinking Peg Tittle, 2011-02-21 In Critical Thinking: An
Appeal to Reason, Peg Tittle empowers students with a solid grounding in the lifelong skills of
considered analysis and argumentation that should underpin every student’s education. Starting
with the building blocks of a good argument, this comprehensive new textbook offers a full course in
critical thinking. It includes chapters on the nature and structure of argument, the role of relevance,
truth and generalizations, and the subtleties of verbal and visual language. Special features include:
* an emphasis on the constructive aspect of critical thinking—strengthening the arguments of others
and constructing sound arguments of your own—rather than an exclusive focus on spotting faulty
arguments ¢ actual questions from standardized reasoning tests like the LSAT, GMAT, MCAT, and
GRE - graduated end-of-chapter exercises, asking students to think critically about what they see,
hear, read, write, and discuss * numerous sample arguments from books, magazines, television, and
the Internet for students to analyze * many images for critical analysis ¢ analyzed arguments that
help students to read critically and actively ¢ an extensive companion website for instructors and
students A companion website features: ¢ for instructors: an extensive instructor’s manual; a test
bank; and PowerPoint slides ¢ for students: extended answers, explanations, and analyses for the
exercises and arguments in the book; supplementary chapters on logic and ethics; downloadable
MP3 study guides; interactive flash cards; and thinking critically audio exercises.
www.routledge.com/textbooks/tittle

appeal to common practice: Logical Self-defense Ralph Henry Johnson, J. Anthony Blair,
2006 Classic work once again available. Offers step-by-step guidelines for identifying and analyzing
arguments. It outlines a theory of good argument to use for purposes of evaluating and constructing
arguments. It contains guidelines for constructing arguments and for preparing and writing essays
or briefs. Special methods for interpreting and assessing longer arguments are provided. It gives
guidelines to help filter out the more reliable information from newspapers and television news.
Offers an array of devices to deal with the tricks and deceits of so much of today's advertising. Helps
students improve their ability to recognize, interpret, and evaluate arguments and to formulate
clear, well-organized arguments themselves. Secondary and college students, debate coaches,
classroom instructors, community active people.

appeal to common practice: Reason in the Balance Sharon Bailin, Mark Battersby,
2016-02-11 Unlike most texts in critical thinking, Reason in the Balance focuses broadly on the
practice of critical inquiry, the process of carefully examining an issue in order to come to a
reasoned judgment. Although analysis and critique of individual arguments have an important role to
play, this text goes beyond that dimension to emphasize the various aspects that go into the practice
of inquiry, including identifying issues and relevant contexts, understanding competing cases, and
making a comparative judgment. Distinctive Features of the Text: Emphasis on applying critical
thinking to complex issues with competing arguments Inclusion of chapters on inquiry in specific
contexts Attention to the dialogical aspects of inquiry, including sample dialogues Emphasis on the
spirit of inquiry The Second Edition Features: Updated examples and items of current interest New
dialogues on vaccination, prostitution, and climate change New material on biases in reasoning,
including emotional, psychological, social, and cognitive The Reason in the Balance Website
includes: An Appendix on Logic Exercises Quizzes

appeal to common practice: Logic: A Complete Introduction: Teach Yourself Siu-Fan Lee,
2017-01-12 'After a lifetime of dabbling in philosophy without tackling logic, I bought a couple of
books on the subject and was soon totally lost. This book saved me.' - Amazon 5 star review [0
'‘Unlike so many logic books, this one is easy to follow, step by step. Strongly recommended for
beginners.' - Amazon 5 star review [0 When you see black clouds looming and predict it's going
to rain, you're using logic. When you decide that all swans are white because all the swans you've



seen are white, that's logic too (even though the conclusion is false). As humans we want to
understand how things are connected and why, so that we can derive things we don't know yet from
what we do. Logic studies the methods and principles to distinguish good and bad reasoning. This
book introduces three basic logical systems: categorical logic, propositional logic and predicate
logic. It identifies in each system essential methods to test arguments, and there are illustrations
and exercises to enhance your mastery of these skills. By the time you finish you will understand
what logicians were thinking when they designed logical systems and start to think like them.
Whether you are preparing for an essay, studying for an exam or simply want to expand your
knowledge, Logic: A Complete Introduction is your go-to guide. ABOUT THE SERIES The Complete
Introduction series from Teach Yourself is the ultimate one-stop guide for anyone wanting a
comprehensive and accessible entry point into subjects as diverse as philosophy, mathematics,
psychology, Shakespeare and practical electronics. Loved by students and perfect for general
readers who simply want to learn more about the world around them, these books are your first
choice for discovering something new.

appeal to common practice: Proceedings of the 9th Italian Conference on
Computational Linguistics CLiC-it 2023 AA.VV., 2024-06-26 The ninth edition of the Italian
Conference on Computational Linguistics (CLiC-it 2023) was held from 30th November to 2nd
December 2023 at Ca' Foscari University of Venice, in the beautiful venue of the Auditorium Santa
Margherita - Emanuele Severino. After the edition of 2020, which was organized in fully virtual
mode due to the health emergency related to Covid-19, and CLiC-it 2021, which was held in hybrid
mode, with CLiC-it 2023 we are back to a fully in-presence conference. Overall, almost 210
participants registered to the conference, confirming that the community is eager to meet in person
and to enjoy both the scientific and social events together with the colleagues.

appeal to common practice: Appeals Process Used by the Forest Service, USDA United
States. Congress. Senate. Committee on Agriculture, Nutrition, and Forestry. Subcommittee on
Conservation and Forestry, 1990

appeal to common practice: Race or Ethnicity? Jorge ]J. E. Gracia, 2018-07-05 What is race?
What is ethnicity? Should we think of them as identities? Can they be effectively individuated? How
are they related? How do the relations between them influence pressing issues concerned with
social identity, gender, racism, assimilation, exploitation, justice, the law, and public policy? And
how are the answers to these questions affected by the Black and Latino experience in the United
States—From the Preface This collection of new essays explores the relation between race and
ethnicity and its social and political implications. Although much work has been done on the
philosophy of race in the past century in the United States, the concept of ethnicity has only recently
awoken the interest of American philosophers, and the relations between race and ethnicity remain
largely unexamined. The discussion is divided into two parts dealing, on the one hand, with the
nature and the relation between race and ethnicity and, on the other, with the social consequences
of the complex relations between them. Part I explores in particular the debated topic of racial and
ethnic identities: Does it make sense to speak of racial and ethnic identities, and especially of black
and Latino identities? And if it does make sense, how should these identities be conceptualized, and
how are they related to gender? Part II examines how race and ethnicity have influenced the lot of
some social groups in significant ways: How do racially defined institutions deal with racial
assimilation? How do different conceptions of race and ethnicity influence public policy and various
forms of racism? How can exploited racial and ethnic groups be effectively recognized? And what is
the role of affect in social justice as dispensed by the courts?

appeal to common practice: Appeal to Popular Opinion Douglas Walton, 2010-11-01

appeal to common practice: Grey Behaviors after Logical Fallacies in Public and
Professional Communication Homayoon Kord, George C. Thornton III, 2021-05-23 This practical
guide enables readers to recognize, assess, and defend against gray behaviors—attempts to
persuade listeners using fallacious arguments. It provides valuable tools for communicating
successfully in a wide variety of public and professional contexts. The book examines 20



wide-ranging logical fallacies, cognitive errors, and rhetorical devices that may take place in
persuasive communication, and discusses how to assess and respond the behavior of a speaker who
may be disingenuously attempting to manipulate the listener—or who may simply be mistaken.
Drawing upon research and insights from communication, psychology, business management, and
human resources, it considers fallacies in reasoning not just as abstract formulas, but as a feature of
communication encounters such as negotiations, interviews, public debates, and personal
conversations. Each form of fallacious reasoning is exemplified by dialogues in both professional
settings (such as interviewing and personnel assessment), as well as everyday interactions in public
discourse. The book then provides self-assessment tests to ensure the reader can evaluate the grey
behavior in these encounters. This book provides research-based skills and insights that will benefit
students and professionals in fields ranging from communication, politics, management, human
resources, organizational psychology, journalism, and anyone else looking to develop critical
interaction skills.

appeal to common practice: The Code of Federal Regulations of the United States of
America, 1980 The Code of Federal Regulations is the codification of the general and permanent
rules published in the Federal Register by the executive departments and agencies of the Federal
Government.

appeal to common practice: Consolidated Listing of Official Gazette Notices Re Patent
and Trademark Office Practices and Procedures , 2007

appeal to common practice: Quarter Sessions Practice. A Vade Mecum of General Practice in
Appellate and Civil Cases at Quarter Sessions Frederick James Smith, 2025-08-12 Reprint of the

original, first published in 1882. The Antigonos publishing house specialises in the publication of
reprints of historical books. We make sure that these works are made available to the public in good
condition in order to preserve their cultural heritage.

appeal to common practice: Board of Contract Appeals Decisions United States. Armed
Services Board of Contract Appeals, 1963

appeal to common practice: Cases Decided in United States Court of Customs and Patent
Appeals United States. Court of Customs and Patent Appeals, 1973

appeal to common practice: Court of Customs and Patent Appeals United States. Court of
Customs and Patent Appeals, 1944

appeal to common practice: Judgments of the Privy Council on Appeals from India, from
1831-1880 Great Britain. Privy Council. Judicial Committee, David G. Sutherland, 1867

appeal to common practice: The Justice of the Peace, 1843

appeal to common practice: Judgments of the Privy Council on Appeals from India,
from 1831 to 1867 David Sutherland (Barrister-at-law), 1867

appeal to common practice: California. Court of Appeal (2nd Appellate District).
Records and Briefs California (State)., Number of Exhibits: 20 Received document entitled: BOOK
OF EXHIBITS
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