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“No man is an island,” wrote the poet John Donne
several centuries ago. He was acknowledging one
of our most distinctive characteristics: the fact that
we are social animals whose behavior and person-
alities are shaped by the groups to which we be-
long. Throughout life, most of our daily activities
are performed in the company of others. Whether
our purpose is working, playing, raising a family,
learning, worshiping, or simply relaxing, we usu-
ally pursue it in groups, even if the group is as
small as two or three people. Our need for human

contacts is not merely a practical one; it is a deep
psychological need as well. If people are deprived
of the company of others for prolonged periods,
mental breakdown is the usual result. Even the
Geneva Convention, an international agreement
that regulates the treatiment of prisoners of war,
recognizes this need. It regards solitary confine-
ment for more than thirty days as a cruel and bar-
barous form of torture.

In its strictest sense, a group is a collection of
people interacting together in an orderly way on
the basis of shared expectations about one anoth-
er's behavior. As a result of this interaction, mem-
bers feel a common sense of “belonging.” They
distinguish members from nonmembers and
expect certain kinds of behavior from one another
that they would not necessarily expect from outsid-
ers. A group differs from an aggregate, a collection
of people who happen to be in the same place at

‘the same lime, such as the passengersina bus or a

crowd in a street. People in an aggregate do not
interact to any significant extent and do not feel

any shared sense of belonging. A group also differs
from a category, a number of people who may
never have met one another but who share similar
characteristics, such as age, race, or sex. Although
sociologists sometimes do use the word “group”
loosely to refer to aggregates and categories, in
this chapter we shall use the term only in its

stricter sense.
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As a result of the interaction that takes place
among ils members, a group develops an internal
structure. Every group has its own boundaries,
norms, values, and interrelated statuses and roles,
such as those of Jeader, foliower, joker, or scape-
goat. In some groups this structure is rigid and
explicit: members may hold official positions, and
values and norms may be embodied in written ob-
jectives and rules. In other groups the structure
may be much more flexible: values and norms may
be vague and shifling, and statuses and roles may
be subject to negotiation and change.

People form groups for a purpose, generally
one that the members cannot achieve satisfactorily
through individual efiort. The purpose of a group
may be an explicit one, such as raising money for
charity or waging war against an enemy, or it may
be less clearly defined, such as having a good time.
The fact that the members of a group share com-
mon goals means that they tend to be generally
similar to one another ip ways that are relevant 1o
the group’s purpose. If the goals of the group are
political, the members tend to share similar politi-
cal opinions. If the goals are leisure activities, the
members tend to be of similar a ge and social class
and to have common leisure interests. The more
the members interact within the group, the more

they are influenced by its norms and values and
the more similar they are likely to become.

Primary and Secondary
Groups

There are two basic types of social groups: Pritng,
and secondary.

A primary group consists of a small nump,.
of people who interact over a relatively Jong peny
on a direct, intimate basis. The relationshp,
among the members have emotional depth ny
the group tends to endure over time. Prumm
groups are always small because large numben ¢
people cannot interact in a highly personal faes
to-face manner. Large groups therefore tend
break down into smaller, more intimate cligue
Typical primary groups include the family, te
gang, or a college peer group.

A secondary group consists of a number d
people who interact on a relatively temporan.

anonymous, and impersonal basis. The membes °
come together for some specific, practical purpes,

such as making a committee decision or attending
a convention. There is limited face-to-face contaa
and members relate to one another only in terss
of specific roles, such as division manager, supet
visor, anid employee. Secondary groups can be &
ther small or large. Any newly formed smail groa

1s a secondary group at first, although it may be
come a primary group if its members eventuallf
come to know one another well and begin to intet

Figure 7.1 A4 primary group consists gf a smol
number of people who interact in direct and
intimate ways, usually over a long period of O™
In traditional societies virtually all social life took
place in the context of primary groups. Thest
Wwomen, members of a small community on i
edge of the Sahara desert, form a primary grow
They know one gnother well and interact 1ogetM
as Jull persons, not in terms Qf specific roles.
Although in modern societies we Still spend @
800d deal of time in primary groups, much of

)

our social life takes place in less intimate sedind®
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rigure 7.2 A secondary group contains a number
of people who have few emotional ties to one
gnother. The members usually meet logether for
sume praclcal purpose, and they interact with one
gnother in terms of specific roles rather than as
full persons. Secondary groups, such as these
employees of a large Oorganization, are characteris-
tic of modern socielies.
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act on a more intimate basis. A college seminar
group, for example, may start out as a secondary
group, but afler a while it may become a primary
group, or smaller primary groups may develop
within it. All Jarge groups, however, are secondary
groups. These groups, which are often called “as-
sociations,” include organizations such as busi-
ness corporations, large factories, government
departments, political parties, and religious move-
ments. Large secondary groups always contain
smaller primary groups within them. Colleges and
army camps, for example, are secondary groups,
but they may contain hundreds of primary groups.

In traditional, preindustrial societies almost all
social life took place in the context of primary
groups, such as the kinship network or the small
village. In modern industrialized societies, dense
urban populations and the spread of large associa-
tions have made social life much more. anony-
mous. Many of our daily interactions involve sec-
ondary relationships with people we encounter in
limited and specific roles and may never meet
again. As we saw in Chapter 4 (“Society™), the
growth of secondary groups and the multiplication
of secondary relationships is one of the outstand-
ing features of modern societies.

Small Groups

A smail group is one that coniains few enough
members for the participants to relate to one an-
other as individuals. Whether a small group is pri-
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mary or secbndary depends on the nature of the
relationships among its members. A gathering of
old friends is a primary group; a number of previ-
ously unacquainted people trapped in an elevator
for half an hour is a small secondary group.

Over half a century ago the German sociolo-
gist Georg Simmel suggested that the interaction
within small groups would prove to be an impor-
tant subject for sociological research. His sugges-
Uon was largely neglected until after World War 11,
when Robert Bales and his associates began an in-
fluential series of studies. of small-group processes
(Bales, 1950, 1970; Homans, 1850; Hare et al., 1965;
Hollander, 1964; T. Mills, 1967). Most of these stud-
les took place in a laboratory setting, in which
groups of volunteers were given some task to work
on while researchers observed the interaction that
took place. Although there is some question
whether it is valid to apply the findings of these
studies to “real life” situations, this research has
iluminated many aspects of small-group interac-
uon (Hare, 1976; McGrath 1978; Shaw, 1981).

The Effects of Size

The single most important feature of small groups
Is probably their size, for this characteristic deter-
mines the kinds of interaction that can take place
among the members. The smaller the group is, the
more personal and intense the interaction can
become. .

The smallest possible group s a dyad, a group
conlaining two peofple. A dyad differs from all
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other groups in that its members have to take ac-
count of each other. If one member ignores the
conversation of the other or begins daydreaming,
the interaction is disrupted, and if one member
withdraws from the group, it simply ceases to exist.
If another member is added, forming a triad, a
group containing three people, the sitnation al-
ters significantly. Any one member can ignore
the conversation of the others without destroying
the interaction in the group. Two members can
form a coalition against one, so any individual can
become subject to group pressure. As more mem-
bers are added, the nature of the interaction con-
tinues to change. People can take sides in discus-
sions, and more than one coalition can be formed.
In a group of up to about seven people, all the
members can take part in the same conversation,
but beyond that point it becomes progressively
more likely that smaller groups will form, with
several conversations taking place at the same
time.

If the group becomes larger than about ten or
twelve people, it is virtually impossible for them to
take part in the same .conversation unless one
member takes the role of leader and regulates the
interaction so that everyone has a chance to con-
tribute. In groups of this size, the style of conversa-
tion changes because people can no longer tailor
their speech to meet the expectations of specific
people. As a result, their language becomes more
formal: members no longer ‘“talk” to the group;
they “address” it, with a grammar and vocabulary
unlike that used in ordinary conversation. The in-

leraction is now markedly different from that in .

our original dyad.

Sudden changes in group size tend to be dis-
ruptive, particularly if there is a rapid increase in
the number of new members. This disruption is
parily caused by the fact that interaction grows

“more difficult as the group becomes larger, but

another factor is that members often resist the as-
simmilation of newcomers. The presence of new
members threatens the norms of interaction that
the group has already developed, and old members
are uncomfortable until new norms have evolved.

Leadership

One element is always present in groups: leader-
ship. A leader is someone who, largely by virtue of
certain personality characteristics, is consistently

able 10 influence the behavior of others. Groups:

have leaders even if the leaders do not hold formal
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positions of authority (and even if the Eroup iy ¢
termined notl to have a Jeader).
Research has indicated that thers are two g

tinct types of leadership in small groups (B,
1953; Slater, 1955). Instrumental leadershy |
the kind necessary to organize a group in purgy
of its goals. An instrumental leader propeg,
courses of action and influences the memben
follow them. Expressive leadership is the
necessary to create harmony and solidarity amey
group members. An expressive leader is o
cerned about keeping morale high and minimzg
conflicts. The expressive leader is well liked by ¢
group. YWhen a newly formed group is asked
choose a leader, it usually gives both roles o ¢
same person, because individuals who are =
liked also tend to dominate group activities. La
ers generally do not fill both roles for long, bn
ever, because people who direct group actvite
tend to lose popularity. In one experiment on smi
groups, Philip Slater (1955) found that most mes
bers gave top rating to the same person for bod
expressive and instrumental leadership at the fint
meeting, but by the end of the fourth meeting, oo
8 percent of the members still considered or
leader likable. In such cases, the original lesd
may retain the instrumental role, but anoth
group member emerges to assume the express®
role.

Do leaders have distinctive characteristics ¥
are not shared by their followers? While there &
certainly no hard and fast rules, it seems that Jest
ers are likely to be taller than the average g
member, to be judged better-looking than ot
mermbers, to have a higher 1Q, and to be mort &
ciable, talkative, determined, and self-conﬁdenf-'
addition, leaders also tend to be more libera ®
outlook, even in conservative groups (Stowf¢
1955; Stogdill, 1974; Crosbie, 1975). But personait
characteristics alone cannot tell us who is likelY¥
be a good leader, because different conditions ™
quire different leadership qualities. The kind
leadership required in a military battle or the afie!
math of an earthquake may call for different g
ties, and different people, thap the kind of Jead®"
ship required at a corporation board meeting of !
political convention.

Style of leadership may be one of three bask
kinds: authorizarign, in which the leader sim
gives orders; democratic, in which the leadcf"'.
tempts to win & consensus on a course of ach

~and laissez-faire, in which the leader is cas.\'low

and makes little attempt to direct or organiz¢
group. In the United States, at least, the jead



