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GROUP BEHAVIOR

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Social Psychology, Sociology, Organizational Behavior

1. Core Definition

Group behavior refers fundamentally to the actions, attitudes, and dynamics exhibited by
members of a collective unit, whether they are performing these actions together or acting
individually but influenced by the established norms and structure of the group. As defined initially,
it encompasses the totality of actions performed by a group as a unified body, as well as the
specific actions undertaken by individuals that are significantly shaped or directed by their
participation within that collective. A crucial element distinguishing group behavior from mere
individual action is the observation that these actions are often atypical or divergent from the
person's behavior when they are acting in isolation. This deviation highlights the powerful impact of
social influence, conformity pressures, and emergent group dynamics, suggesting that the group
context creates a psychological environment where new behavioral patterns become permissible
or mandatory. These behaviors range from coordinated problem-solving efforts to impulsive,
emotionally charged reactions driven by collective identity.

The definition extends beyond simple simultaneous actions, demanding an understanding of the
underlying psychological and sociological mechanisms at play. When individuals congregate, a
new social entity emerges, possessing unique properties, goals, and regulatory systems that
dictate acceptable conduct. Therefore, group behavior is less about the arithmetic sum of individual
members' actions and more about the synergistic output resulting from interaction,
interdependence, and shared identity. Researchers in organizational behavior often focus on how
these behaviors manifest in professional settings, examining processes like teamwork, decision-
making biases (such as groupthink), and conflict resolution. In sociology, the focus shifts toward
larger societal movements, collective action, and the formation of social norms that govern large-
scale behavioral patterns, emphasizing how shared goals or threats solidify collective responses
that would be unthinkable on an individual level.

The study of group behavior thus requires consideration of both internal structure--the roles, status
hierarchies, and communication networks within the group--and external context--the environment,
external threats, and relationship with out-groups. These factors determine the intensity and
direction of collective action. Whether the group is a small, task-oriented team or a massive crowd
responding to a crisis, the resultant behavior is fundamentally influenced by the psychological
necessity for belonging, the pressure to conform, and the diffusion of responsibility that often
occurs within a collective setting. Understanding these dynamics is essential for predicting social
outcomes, managing organizational efficiency, and addressing large-scale social problems, making
group behavior a cornerstone concept across the social sciences.
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2. Historical Development and Theoretical Foundations

The formal study of group dynamics and behavior began to coalesce at the turn of the 20th
century, moving away from philosophical speculation toward empirical investigation. Early
pioneers, often drawing from sociology, recognized the distinct power of the collective. Gabriel
Tarde (1890) and Gustave Le Bon (1895), particularly in the context of crowd psychology,

highlighted how individuals in a crowd experience a loss of intellectual capacity and identity,
resulting in collective emotional contagion and irrational behavior. Le Bon's work, The Crowd: A
Study of the Popular Mind, argued that the collective mind, or the "psychological crowd," renders
individuals susceptible to suggestion and impulsivity, forming the foundation for later studies on
deindividuation and anonymity within large groups.

The field was significantly solidified by the work of Kurt Lewin in the 1930s and 1940s. Lewin is
often credited as the father of modern social psychology and the primary originator of the term
"group dynamics." Lewin asserted that a group is more than the sum of its parts; it is an
interconnected whole that changes the behavior of its constituents. His field theory emphasized
interdependence and the concept that behavior (B) is a function of the person (P) and their
environment (E), B = f(P, E). For Lewin, the environment included the social forces exerted by the
group itself. His experimental work, particularly concerning leadership styles (autocratic,
democratic, and laissez-faire) and their impact on productivity and morale, established rigorous
methodologies for studying group behavior in laboratory settings, moving the discipline toward
guantitative analysis.

Following Lewin, mid-20th-century social psychology saw critical studies that defined core group

behavioral phenomena. Solomon Asch's conformity experiments (1950s) demonstrated the power
of majority influence on individual judgment, revealing that people often suppress their accurate
perceptions to align with group consensus, even when the group is clearly wrong. Similarly,
Muzafer Sherif's realistic conflict theory and the Robbers Cave experiment illustrated how
intergroup competition fosters hostility and how superordinate goals can subsequently reduce
negative behaviors between groups. These landmark studies provided empirical evidence for the
specific mechanisms through which group membership alters individual psychology and
observable conduct, establishing the primary theoretical models used today to understand
phenomena such as obedience, conformity, social loafing, and group polarization.

3. Key Characteristics and Phenomena

Group behavior is characterized by several predictable phenomena that emerge when individuals
interact within a bounded collective. One of the most significant characteristics is the establishment
of group norms. These are shared expectations regarding appropriate behavior, attitudes, and
beliefs that regulate group members' interactions and ensure predictability and stability. Norms
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dictate everything from productivity levels in a workplace to emotional displays in a social setting.
When these norms are internalized, individual behavior shifts to align with the collective standard,
demonstrating compliance or genuine conversion. Violating these norms often results in sanctions,
ostracism, or reduced status within the group, strongly motivating conformity.

Another defining characteristic is cohesion, the degree to which members are attracted to the
group and motivated to stay in it. Highly cohesive groups exhibit more intense and predictable
behavior, as members are strongly interdependent and mutually reinforcing of group goals and
norms. High cohesion can be beneficial, leading to increased output and morale, but it also carries
risks, particularly enhancing phenomena like group polarization, where group discussion pushes
members toward a more extreme version of the initial average opinion. Furthermore, the presence
of others often triggers social facilitation or social inhibition, where individual performance is
either enhanced (facilitation) or impaired (inhibition) by the mere presence of an audience or co-
actors, depending on the complexity of the task and the individual's skill level.

A critical and often negative characteristic of group behavior, particularly in large, anonymous
settings, is deindividuation. This state involves the loss of self-awareness and reduced concern

for social evaluation, often leading to uninhibited, impulsive, and sometimes aggressive actions
that the individual would never perform alone. This phenomenon is highly relevant to
understanding behaviors in crowds, riots, or online communities where anonymity shields
individuals from personal responsibility. Conversely, groups often exhibit social loafing, where
individuals exert less effort when working collectively toward a common goal than when individually
accountable. This reduction in effort is a direct consequence of the diffusion of responsibility
inherent in group tasks, highlighting the challenge of maintaining individual effort and accountability
within large collectives.

4. Mechanisms of Group Influence

Group behavior is fundamentally driven by distinct mechanisms of social influence. The most
pervasive mechanism is conformity, which involves changing one's behavior or belief to accord
with others. This can take two primary forms: informational influence and normative influence.
Informational influence occurs when individuals look to the group as a source of accurate
information, believing that the group's perspective is correct, especially in ambiguous situations.
This leads to genuine private acceptance of the group's view. Normative influence, however,
stems from the desire to fulfill others' expectations, gain acceptance, and avoid rejection or
punishment; this often results in public compliance without genuine private belief change.

Another vital mechanism is obedience to authority, distinct from conformity in that it involves
yielding to direct commands from a figure of perceived power, rather than peer pressure. Stanley
Milgram's controversial experiments demonstrated the shocking extent to which individuals would
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engage in unethical and harmful behavior solely because they were instructed to do so by an
authority figure. This highlights how hierarchical group structures--whether military, organizational,
or bureaucratic--can systematically enforce behaviors that violate individual moral or ethical
standards, leading to collective actions with severe social consequences.

Beyond direct pressure, cognitive mechanisms shape group behavior. Social identity theory
posits that a significant portion of an individual's self-concept derives from their knowledge of and
emotional attachment to the social groups they belong to. When group identity is salient,
individuals are motivated to behave in ways that favor the in-group and enhance its status relative
to out-groups, leading to phenomena like in-group bias and prejudice. Furthermore, groupthink, a
concept developed by Irving Janis, explains how highly cohesive groups striving for unanimous
agreement often override realistic appraisal of alternative courses of action. This defective
decision-making process is mediated by self-censorship, pressure toward uniformity, and the
illusion of invulnerability, resulting in collective behavioral errors that can have devastating
organizational or governmental outcomes.

5. Types of Group Behavior

Group behavior can be categorized based on scale, intentionality, and context, ranging from
planned, rational actions to spontaneous, emotional outbursts. Task-oriented behavior involves
formalized groups (teams, committees, boards) engaging in coordinated efforts to achieve specific,
defined objectives, such as solving a complex engineering problem or designing a marketing
strategy. These behaviors are generally rational, governed by standard operating procedures, and
judged based on efficiency and measurable outcomes. Effective task behavior relies heavily on
complementary roles, clear communication channels, and efficient conflict resolution within the
group structure.

In contrast, crowd behavior represents large-scale, often temporary, and frequently spontaneous
collective actions characterized by high emotional intensity and reduced individual rationality.
Examples include panic during a disaster, collective effervescence during a celebration, or the
unified aggression seen in riots. These behaviors are often driven by emotional contagion and
deindividuation, making them highly unpredictable. Researchers study crowd dynamics to
understand how to manage large gatherings safely and how misinformation or rumor can rapidly
trigger collective action that diverges sharply from the rational behavior of any single member.

A third type is intergroup behavior, which focuses on the actions taken by a group toward an
external out-group. This includes cooperation, competition, conflict, and discrimination. Intergroup
conflict, often fueled by resource scarcity or threats to social identity, leads to highly polarized
behaviors where groups derogate the out-group, intensify in-group loyalty, and engage in collective
aggressive actions. Conversely, coordinated intergroup cooperation is essential for tackling large
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societal issues, such as global climate change or international health crises, demonstrating that
group behavior, while often associated with negative phenomena, can be harnessed for profound
prosocial objectives.

6. Significance and Applications

The understanding of group behavior is critically significant across vast domains, providing
frameworks for prediction, management, and intervention in social systems. In Organizational
Behavior (OB), this knowledge is applied directly to enhance productivity, leadership
effectiveness, and overall employee well-being. Understanding phenomena like social loafing
allows managers to structure tasks to ensure individual accountability, while awareness of group
polarization helps steer decision-making teams toward balanced, critically evaluated outcomes
rather than extreme positions. Effective management of team cohesion and conflict resolution is
central to successful modern organizations.

In the realm of political science and public policy, group behavior theories inform strategies for
managing public opinion, facilitating political mobilization, and mitigating civil unrest. Theories on
conformity and authority explain voting patterns, adherence to laws, and the spread of ideologies.
Furthermore, understanding crowd psychology is essential for law enforcement and emergency
services to safely manage large assemblies, prevent stampedes, and control potentially volatile
situations where deindividuation and emotional contagion could lead to violence. The application
extends to international relations, where intergroup dynamics help explain conflict escalation and
negotiation strategies between national or ethnic groups.

Finally, group behavior principles are vital in therapeutic and educational settings. Group
therapy relies on harnessing the positive aspects of group dynamics--social support, shared
identity, and normative pressures toward positive change--to facilitate individual recovery and
behavioral adjustment. In education, cooperative learning strategies are designed using principles
of interdependence and task structure to ensure that group work maximizes individual learning
outcomes and minimizes negative effects like social loafing. The ability to structure and steer
collective action, whether in a small classroom or a large corporation, underscores the profound
practical impact of mastering the fundamental laws governing group behavior.

7. Debates and Criticisms

The study of group behavior, while foundational to social science, faces several persistent debates
and criticisms, particularly concerning the reductionism of the group mind and the ethics and
ecological validity of key experimental findings. Early concepts like Le Bon's "group mind" have
been heavily criticized for implying that the group entity possesses a singular, irrational
consciousness that entirely eclipses individual rationality, a view that overlooks the nuanced
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interactions and agency retained by individuals even within a collective. Modern approaches, such
as social identity theory, attempt to resolve this by focusing on shifts in cognitive focus (from
personal identity to social identity) rather than outright loss of self.

Furthermore, many of the classical experiments defining group behavior--such as the Asch
conformity studies and, most controversially, the Milgram obedience experiments and the Stanford
Prison Experiment--face scrutiny regarding their ecological validity and ethical soundness. Critics
argue that the highly artificial, contrived environments of these laboratories may not accurately
reflect how group pressures operate in real-world settings, leading to exaggerated conclusions
about the inevitability of conformity or obedience. The ethical concerns surrounding participant
distress and deception in these foundational studies continue to shape current research standards,
demanding greater transparency and protection for subjects involved in studying powerful social
forces.

A final significant debate revolves around the conceptual boundary between individual behavior
and group behavior. While the definition emphasizes behavior that is "atypical of a person from
the group” when acting alone, determining the exact point at which individual agency yields to
group influence remains complex. Contemporary research attempts to integrate neurological and
computational models to understand the neurobiological basis of social influence and collective
decision-making, moving beyond purely psychological descriptions to offer a more holistic, yet still
incomplete, picture of how brain mechanisms facilitate or inhibit group-driven actions. The
challenge persists in creating models that accurately balance the influence of external social
structure with internal cognitive processes.

Further Reading

Group Dynamics (Wikipedia)

Social Loafing and Group Productivity (Simply Psychology)

Understanding Group Behavior in Psychology (Verywell Mind)

Social Identity Theory (Encyclopedia Britannica)
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