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hen Kody Scott joined the L.A. Crips,
his initiation had two parts. Here’s the first:

“How old is you now anyway?”
“Eleven, but I’ll be twelve in November.”

I never saw the blow to
my head come from
Huck. Bam! And I was on
all fours. . . . Kicked in the
stomach, I was on my
back counting stars in the
blackness. Grabbed by the
collar, I was made to stand
again. A solid blow to my chest exploded pain on the blank
screen that had now become my mind. Bam! Another, then
another. Blows rained on me from every direction. . . .

Up until this point not a word had been spoken. . . . Then
I just started swinging, with no style or finesse, just anger
and the instinct to survive. . . . (This) reflected my ability
to represent the set [gang] in hand-to-hand combat. The
blows stopped abruptly. . . . My ear was bleeding, and my
neck and face were deep red. . . .

Scott’s beating was followed immediately by the second part of
his initiation. For this, he received the name Monster, which he car-
ried proudly:

“Give Kody the pump.” [12-gauge pump action
shotgun] . . . Tray Ball spoke with the calm of a football
coach. “Tonight we gonna rock they world.” . . . Hand slaps
were passed around the room. . . . “Kody, you got eight shots,
you don’t come back to the car unless they all are gone.”

“Righteous,” I said, eager to show my worth. . . .
Hanging close to buildings, houses, and bushes, we

made our way, one after the other, to within spitting dis-
tance of the Bloods. . . . Huck and Fly stepped from the
shadows simultaneously and were never noticed until it
was too late. Boom! Boom! Heavy bodies hitting the
ground, confusion, yells of dismay, running. . . . By my
sixth shot I had advanced past the first fallen bodies and
into the street in pursuit of those who had sought refuge
behind cars and trees. . . .

Back in the shack we smoked more pot and drank 
more beer. I was the center of attention for my acts of 
aggression. . . .

Tray Ball said. “You got potential, ’cause you eager to
learn. Bangin’ [being a gang member] ain’t no part-time
thang, it’s full-time, it’s a career. It’s bein’ down when ain’t
nobody else down with you. It’s gettin’ caught and not tellin’.
Killin’ and not caring, and dyin’ without fear. It’s love for
your set and hate for the enemy. You hear what I’m sayin’?”

W
Kody, you got eight shots,

you don’t come back to

the car unless they all

are gone.
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Kody adds this insightful remark:

Though never verbally stated, death was looked
upon as a sort of reward, a badge of honor, especially
if one died in some heroic capacity for the
hood. . . . The supreme sacrifice was to “take a bul-
let for a homie” [fellow gang member]. The set func-
tioned as a religion. Nothing held a light to the
power of the set. If you died on the trigger you
surely were smiled upon by the Crip God.

Excerpts from Scott 1994:8–13, 103.

Groups Within Society
Could you shoot strangers in cold blood—just because
others tell you to pull the trigger? Although none of us
want to think that we could be like Kody, don’t bet on it.
You are going to read some surprising things about groups
in this chapter.

Groups, people who think of themselves as belonging
together and who interact with one another, are the essence

of life in society. Groups are vital for our well-being.
They provide intimate relationships and a sense of belong-
ing, something that we all need. This chapter, then, is
highly significant for your life.

Before we analyze groups, we should clarify the concept.
Two terms sometimes confused with group are aggregate and
category. An aggregate consists of people who temporarily
share the same physical space but who do not see themselves
as belonging together. Shoppers standing in a checkout line
or drivers waiting at a red light are an aggregate. A category
is simply a statistic. It consists of people who share similar
characteristics, such as all college women who wear glasses or
all men over 6 feet tall. Unlike group members, the individ-
uals who make up a category don't think of themselves as be-
longing together and they don't interact with one another.
These concepts are illustrated in the photos on the next page.

Groups are so influential that they determine who we
are. If you think that this is an exaggeration, recall what
you read in Chapter 3, that even our minds are a product
of society—or, more specifically phrased, of the groups to
which we belong. To better understand the influence of
groups on your own life, let’s begin by looking at the types
of groups that make up our society.
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As society—the largest and most
complex type of group—changes,
so, too, do the groups, activities,
and, ultimately, the type of people
who form that society.This photo
of Russian and Austrian wrestlers
in the Olympics at Greece
captures some of the changes
occurring in Western societies.
What social changes can you
identify from this photo?
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Primary groups such as the family play a key
role in the development of the self. As a small group,
the family also serves as a buffer from the often-
threatening larger group known as society.The family
has been of primary significance in forming the basic
orientations of this couple, as it will be for their son.

Secondary groups are larger and more
anonymous, formal, and impersonal than primary
groups.Why are the participants of a dog show
an example of a secondary group?

Groups have a deep impact on our views, orientations, even
what we feel and think about life.Yet, as illustrated by these
photos, not everything that appears to be a group is actually
a group in the sociological sense.

Categories,Aggregates,
Primary and Secondary Groups

The outstanding trait that these three people
have in common does not make them a group,
but a category.

Aggregates are simply people who happen to be in
the same place at the same time.
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Primary Groups
Our first group, the family, gives us our basic orientations
to life. Later, among friends, we find more intimacy and an
expanded sense of belonging. These groups are what sociol-
ogist Charles Cooley called primary groups. By providing
intimate, face-to-face interaction, they give us an identity, a
feeling of who we are. As Cooley (1909) put it,

By primary groups I mean those characterized by intimate
face-to-face association and cooperation. They are primary
in several senses, but chiefly in that they are fundamental
in forming the social nature and ideals of the individual.

Producing a Mirror Within Cooley called primary groups
the “springs of life.” By this, he meant that primary groups,
such as family and friends, are essential to our emotional
well-being. As humans, we have an intense need for face-
to-face interaction that generates feelings of self-esteem.
By offering a sense of belonging and a feeling of being
appreciated—and sometimes even loved—primary groups
are uniquely equipped to meet this basic need. From our
opening vignette, you can see that gangs are also primary
groups.

Primary groups are also significant because their values
and attitudes become fused into our identity. We inter-
nalize their views, which then become the lenses through
which we view life. Even when we are adults—no matter
how far we move away from our childhood roots—early
primary groups remain “inside” us. There, they continue
to form part of the perspective from which we look out
onto the world. Ultimately, then, it is difficult, if not im-
possible, for us to separate the self from our primary
groups, for the self and our groups merge into a “we.”

Secondary Groups
Compared with primary groups, secondary groups are
larger, more anonymous, more formal, and more imper-
sonal. Secondary groups are based on some common in-
terest or activity, and their members are likely to interact
on the basis of specific statuses, such as president, man-
ager, worker, or student. Examples are a college class, the
American Sociological Association, and the Democratic
Party. Contemporary society could not function without
secondary groups. They are part of the way we get our ed-
ucation, make our living, spend our money, and use our
leisure time.

As necessary as secondary groups are for contemporary
life, they often fail to satisfy our deep needs for intimate

association. Consequently, secondary groups tend to break
down into primary groups. At school and work, we form
friendships. Our interaction with our friends is so impor-
tant that we sometimes feel that if it weren’t for them,
school or work “would drive us crazy.” The primary
groups that we form within secondary groups, then, serve
as a buffer between ourselves and the demands that sec-
ondary groups place on us.

Voluntary Associations A special type of secondary
group is a voluntary association, a group made up of vol-
unteers who organize on the basis of some mutual interest.
Some groups are local, consisting of only a few volunteers;
others are national, with a paid professional staff.

Americans love voluntary associations and use them to
express a wide variety of interests. A visitor entering one
of the thousands of small towns that dot the U.S. land-
scape is often greeted by a highway sign proclaiming the
town’s voluntary associations: Girl Scouts, Boy Scouts, Ki-
wanis, Lions, Elks, Eagles, Knights of Columbus, Cham-
ber of Commerce, American Legion, Veterans of Foreign
Wars, and perhaps a host of others. One type of volun-
tary association is so prevalent that a separate sign some-
times indicates which varieties are present in the town:
Roman Catholic, Baptist, Lutheran, Methodist, Episco-
palian, and so on. Not listed on these signs are many other
voluntary associations, such as political parties, unions,
health clubs, the National Right to Life, the National Or-
ganization for Women, Alcoholics Anonymous, Gamblers
Anonymous, Association of Pinto Racers, and Citizens
United For or Against This and That.

The Inner Circle and the Iron Law of Oligarchy A sig-
nificant aspect of a voluntary association is that its key
members, its inner circle, often grow distant from the reg-
ular members. They become convinced that only they can
be trusted to make the group’s important decisions. To see
this principle at work, let’s look at the Veterans of Foreign
Wars (VFW).

Sociologists Elaine Fox and George Arquitt (1985)
studied three local posts of the VFW, a national organi-
zation of former U.S. soldiers who have served in foreign
wars. They found that although the leaders conceal their
attitudes from the other members, the inner circle views
the rank and file as a bunch of ignorant boozers. Because
the leaders can’t stand the thought that such people might
represent them in the community and at national meet-
ings, a curious situation arises. Although the VFW con-
stitution makes rank-and-file members eligible for top
leadership positions, they never become leaders. In fact,
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How our participation in social groups shapes our self-concept is a
focus of symbolic interactionists. In this process, knowing who we are
not is as significant as knowing who we are.
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the inner circle is so effective in controlling these top po-
sitions that even before an election they can tell you who
is going to win. “You need to meet Jim,” the sociologists
were told. “He’s the next post commander after Sam does
his time.”

At first, the researchers found this puzzling. The elec-
tion hadn’t been held yet. As they investigated further,
they found that leadership is actually determined behind
the scenes. The current leaders appoint their favored peo-
ple to chair the key committees. This spotlights their
names and accomplishments, propelling the members to
elect them. By appointing its own members to highly vis-
ible positions, then, the inner circle maintains control over
the entire organization.

Like the VFW, most organizations are run by only a
few of their members. Building on the term oligarchy, a
system in which many are ruled by a few, sociologist
Robert Michels (1876–1936) coined the term the iron
law of oligarchy to refer to how organizations come to
be dominated by a small, self-perpetuating elite (Michels
1911/1949). Most members of voluntary associations are
passive, and an elite inner circle keeps itself in power by
passing the leadership positions among its members.

What many find disturbing about the iron law of oli-
garchy is that people are excluded from leadership because
they don’t represent the inner circle’s values—or, in some
instances, their background. This is true even of organiza-
tions that are committed to democratic principles. For ex-
ample, U.S. political parties—supposedly the backbone
of the nation’s representative government—are run by an
inner circle that passes leadership positions from one elite
member to another. This principle also shows up in the
U.S. Senate. With their statewide control of political ma-
chinery and access to free mailing, about 90 percent of
U.S. senators who choose to run are reelected (Statistical
Abstract 2006:Table 394).

In-Groups and Out-Groups
Groups toward which we feel loyalty are called in-groups;
those toward which we feel antagonism are called out-
groups. For Monster Kody in our opening vignette, the
Crips were an in-group, while the Bloods were an out-
group. That the Crips—and we—make such a fundamen-
tal division of the world has far-reaching consequences for
our lives.

Implications for a Socially Diverse Society: Shaping
Perception and Morality The sense of belonging that
membership in a group brings often leads to positive con-
sequences. A common example is our tendency to excuse
the faults of people we love and to encourage them to do
better. Unfortunately, dividing the world into a “we” and
“them” also leads to discrimination, hatred, and, as we saw
in our opening vignette, even murder.

At the center of it all is how in-group membership
shapes our perception of the world. Let’s look at two ex-
amples. The first you see regularly, prejudice and dis-
crimination on the basis of sex. As sociologist Robert
Merton (1968) said, our favoritism creates a fascinating
double standard. We tend to view the traits of our in-
group as virtues, while we perceive those same traits as
vices in out-groups. Men may perceive an aggressive
man as assertive but an aggressive woman as pushy.
They may think that a male employee who doesn’t speak
up “knows when to keep his mouth shut,” while they
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consider a quiet woman as too timid to make it in the
business world.

The “we” and “they” division of the world can lead to
such twisted perception that harming others comes to be
viewed as right. The Nazis provide one of the most star-
tling examples. For them, the Jews were an out-group who
symbolized an evil that should be eliminated. Many ordi-
nary, “good” Germans shared this view and defended the
Holocaust as “dirty work” that someone had to do
(Hughes 1962/2005).

An example from way back then, you might say—and
the world has moved on since then. But our inclination to
divide the world into in-groups and out-groups has not
moved on—nor has the twisting of perception that follows.
After the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, top U.S.
officials came to view Arabs as sinister, bloodthirsty villains.
They even said that it was OK for interrogators to be “cruel,
inhuman, and degrading” to prisoners—as long as they didn’t
call it torture (Gonzales 2002). Alan Dershowitz, a profes-
sor at Harvard Law School, who usually takes very liberal
views, went even further. He said that we should make tor-
ture legal, but, he added, judges should determine if torture
is necessary and, if so, issue “torture warrants” (Schulz 2002).
After 9/11, cruel interrogation and torture—justified for the
sake of the in-group—became “dirty work” that someone
had to do. Can you see the principle at work—and under-
stand that in-group/out-group thinking can be
so severe that even “good people” can torture
and kill? And with a good conscience.

Economic downturns are especially per-
ilous in this regard. The Nazis took power
during a depression so severe that it was wip-
ing out the middle classes. If such a depres-
sion were to occur in the United States,
immigrants would be transformed from
“nice people who for low wages will do jobs
that Americans think are beneath them” to
“sneaky people who steal jobs from friends
and family.” A national anti-immigration

policy would follow, accompanied by a resurgence of
hate groups such as the neo-Nazis, the Ku Klux Klan,
and skinheads.

In short, to divide the world into in-groups and out-
groups is a natural part of social life. But in addition to
bringing functional consequences, it also brings dysfunc-
tional ones.

Reference Groups
Suppose you have just been offered a good job. It pays dou-
ble what you hope to make even after you graduate from
college. You have only two days to make up your mind. If
you accept it, you will have to drop out of college. As you
consider the matter, thoughts like this may go through
your mind: “My friends will say I’m a fool if I don’t take the
job . . . but Dad and Mom will practically go crazy. They’ve
made sacrifices for me, and they’ll be crushed if I don’t fin-
ish college. They’ve always said I’ve got to get my education
first, that good jobs will always be there. . . . But, then, I’d
like to see the look on the faces of those neighbors who
said I’d never amount to much!”

Evaluating Ourselves This is an example of how people
use reference groups, the groups we refer to when we eval-
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All of us have reference groups—the groups whose
standards we use to evaluate ourselves. How do you
think the reference groups of these members of the
KKK who are demonstrating in Jaspar,Texas, differ
from those of the police officer who is protecting
their right of free speech? Although the KKK and this
police officer use different groups to evaluate their
attitudes and behaviors, the process is the same.
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Social networks start with the people we associate with and expand
outward from there. How do you think the social networks and
reference groups of these two people differ from your own? How do
you think they are similar?

uate ourselves. Your reference groups may include your fam-
ily, neighbors, teachers, classmates, co-workers, and the
Scouts or the members of a church, synagogue, or mosque.
If you were like Monster Kody in our opening vignette, the
“set” would be your main reference group. Even a group
you don’t belong to can be a reference group. For example,
if you are thinking about going to graduate school, gradu-
ate students or members of the profession you want to join
may form a reference group. You would consider their stan-
dards as you evaluate your grades or writing skills.

Reference groups exert tremendous influence over our
lives. For example, if you want to become a corporate ex-
ecutive, you might start to dress more formally, try to im-
prove your vocabulary, read the Wall Street Journal, and
change your major to business or law. In contrast, if you
want to become a rock musician, you might wear jewelry
in several places where you have pierced your body, get
elaborate tattoos, dress in ways your parents and many of
your peers consider extreme, read Rolling Stone, drop out
of college, and hang around clubs and rock groups.

Exposure to Contradictory Standards in a Socially Di-
verse Society From these examples, you can see how we
use reference groups to evaluate our behavior. When we
see ourselves as measuring up to a reference group’s stan-
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dards, we feel no conflict. If our behavior—or even aspi-
rations—does not match the group’s standards, however,
the mismatch can lead to inner turmoil. For example,
wanting to become a corporate executive would create no
inner turmoil for most of us. It would, however, for some-
one who had grown up in an Amish home. The Amish
strongly disapprove of such aspirations for their children.
They ban high school and college education, suits and
ties, and corporate employment. Similarly, if you want to
join the military and your parents are dedicated pacifists,
you likely would feel deep conflict, as your parents would
have quite different aspirations for you.

Two chief characteristics of our society are social diver-
sity and social mobility. This exposes most of us to stan-
dards and orientations that are inconsistent with those we
learned during childhood. The “internal recordings” that
play contradictory messages from different reference
groups, then, are one price we pay for our social mobility.

Social Networks
Although we live in a huge and diverse society, we don’t
experience social life as a sea of nameless, strange faces.
Instead, we interact within social networks. The term
social network refers to people who are linked to one an-
other. Your social network includes your family, friends,
acquaintances, people at work and school, and even
“friends of friends.” Think of your social network as lines
that extend outward from yourself, gradually encompass-
ing more and more people.

If you are a member of a large group, you probably as-
sociate regularly with a few people within that group. In
a sociology class I was teaching at a commuter campus,
six women who didn’t know one another ended up work-
ing together on a project. They got along well, and they
began to sit together. Eventually they planned a Christ-
mas party at one of their homes. This type of social net-
work, the clusters within a group, or its internal factions,
is called a clique (cleek).

“Network analysis” has moved from theory and labora-
tory study to the practical world. One of the most strik-
ing examples is how U.S. forces located Saddam Hussein.
Social scientists analyzed people’s relationship to Hussein.
They then drew up a “people map,” placing names and
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photos of these people closer and farther from a central
photo of Hussein. This let them see who was close enough
to Hussein to know where he might be but distant enough
to perhaps be willing to cooperate. It worked.

The Small World Phenomenon Social scientists have
wondered just how extensive the connections are between
social networks. If you list everyone you know, each of
those individuals lists everyone he or she knows, and you
keep doing this, would almost everyone in the United
States eventually be included on those lists?

It would be too cumbersome to test this hypothesis by
drawing up such lists, but psychologist Stanley Milgram
(1933–1984) came up with an interesting idea. In a classic
study known as “the small world phenomenon,” Milgram
(1967) addressed a letter to “targets”: the wife of a divinity
student in Cambridge and a stockbroker in Boston. He sent
the letter to “starters,” who did not know these people. He
asked them to send the letter to someone they knew on a
first-name basis, someone they thought might know the
“target.” The recipients, in turn, were asked to mail the let-
ter to someone they knew who might know the “target,”
and so on. The question was: Would the letters ever reach
the “target”? If so, how long would the chain be?

Think of yourself as part of this study. What would you
do if you were a “starter,” but the “target” lived in a state 
in which you knew no one? You would send the letter to
someone you know who might know someone in that state.
This, Milgram reported, is just what happened. Although
none of the senders knew the targets, the letters reached the
designated individual in an average of just six jumps.

Milgram’s study caught the public’s fancy, leading to
the phrase “six degrees of separation.” This expression
means that, on average, everyone in the United States is
separated by just six individuals. Milgram’s conclusions
have become so popular that a game, “Six Degrees of
Kevin Bacon,” was built around it.

Is the Small World Phenomenon an Academic Myth?
Unfortunately, things are not this simple. There is a prob-
lem with Milgram’s research, as psychologist Judith Klein-
feld (2002a, 2002b) discovered when she decided to
replicate Milgram’s study. When she went to the archives
at Yale University Library to get more details, she found
that Milgram had stacked the deck in favor of finding a
small world. The “starters” came from mailing lists of peo-
ple who were likely to have higher incomes and therefore
were not representative of average people. In addition, one
of the “targets” was a stockbroker, and that person’s
“starters” were investors in blue-chip stocks. Kleinfeld also

found another discrepancy: On average, only 30 percent
of the letters reached their “target.” In one of Milgram’s
studies, the success rate was just 5 percent.

Since most letters did not reach their targets, even with
the deck stacked in favor of success, we can draw the
opposite conclusion from the one that Milgram reported:
People who don’t know one another are dramatically sep-
arated by social barriers. How great the barriers are is illus-
trated by another attempt to replicate Milgram’s study,
this one using e-mail. Only 384 of 24,000 chains reached
their targets (Dodds et al. 2003).

As Kleinfeld says, “Rather than living in a small world,
we may live in a world that looks a lot like a bowl of
lumpy oatmeal, with many small worlds loosely connected
and perhaps some small worlds not connected at all.”
Somehow, I don’t think that the phrase “lumpy oatmeal
phenomenon” will become standard, but the criticism of
Milgram’s research is valid.

Implications for a Socially Diverse Society Besides ge-
ography, the barriers that separate us into many small
worlds are primarily those of social class, gender, and
race–ethnicity. Overcoming these social barriers is diffi-
cult because even our own social networks contribute to
social inequality, a topic that we explore in the Cultural
Diversity box on the next page.

Implications for Science Kleinfeld’s revelations of the
flaws in Milgram’s research reinforce the need for replica-
tion, a topic discussed in Chapter 1. For our knowledge of
social life, we cannot depend on single studies—there may
be problems of generalizability on the one hand, or those
of negligence or even fraud on the other. Replication by
objective researchers is essential to build and advance solid
social knowledge.

A New Group: Electronic Communities
In the 1990s, a new type of human group, the electronic
community, made its appearance. People “meet” online in
chat rooms to talk about almost any conceivable topic,
from donkey racing and bird watching to sociology and
quantum physics. Some online encounters meet our def-
inition of group, people who interact with one another
and who think of themselves as belonging together. They
pride themselves on the distinctive nature of their interests
and knowledge—factors that give them a common iden-
tity and bind them together. Although sociologists have
begun to study these groups, the results are preliminary
and tentative.
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Cultural Diversity in the United States
How Our Own Social
Networks Perpetuate Social
Inequality

C
onsider some of the principles we have reviewed.
People tend to form in-groups with which they
identify; they use reference groups to evaluate

their attitudes and behavior; and they interact in social
networks. Our in-groups, reference groups, and social
networks are likely to consist of people whose back-
grounds are similar to our own. For
most of us, this means that just as
social inequality is built into society,
so it is built into our own relation-
ships. One consequence is that we
tend to perpetuate social inequality.

To see why, suppose that an
outstanding job—great pay, inter-
esting work, opportunity for ad-
vancement—has just opened up
where you work.Whom are you
going to tell? Most likely it will be
someone you know, a friend or at
least someone to whom you owe a
favor. And most likely your social
network is made up of people who
look much like you do—especially
in terms of their age, social class, race–ethnicity, and
probably also gender.This tends to keep good jobs
moving in the direction of people whose characteris-
tics are similar to those of the people already in an or-
ganization.You can see how our social networks both
reflect the inequality that characterizes our society
and help to perpetuate it.

Consider a network of white men who are estab-
lished in an organization. As they learn of opportuni-
ties (jobs, investments, real estate, and so on), they
share this information with their networks. Opportu-
nities and good jobs flow to people who have charac-
teristics similar to their own.Those who benefit from

this information, in turn, reciprocate with
similar information when they learn of it.This bypasses
people who have different characteristics—in this
example, women and minorities—while it perpetuates
the “good old boy” network. No intentional discrimi-
nation need be involved.

To overcome this barrier, women and minorities do
networking.They try to meet people who can help ad-
vance their careers. Like the “good old boys,” they go to
parties and join clubs, churches, synagogues, mosques, and
political parties. African American leaders, for example,
cultivate a network of African American leaders. As a re-

sult, the network of African American
leaders is so tight that one-fifth of the
people composing the entire national
African American leadership are per-
sonal acquaintances. Add some
“friends of a friend,” and three-fourths
of the entire leadership belong to the
same network (Taylor 1992).

Similarly, women cultivate a net-
work of women. As a result, some
women who reach top positions
end up in a circle so tight that the
term “new girl” network is being
used, especially in the field of law.
Remembering those who helped
them and sympathetic to those who
are trying to get ahead, these

women tend to steer business to other women. Like
the “good old boys” who preceded them, the new insid-
ers have a ready set of reasons to justify their exclu-
sionary practice (Jacobs 1997).

For Your Consideration
The perpetuation of social inequality does not require
intentional discrimination. Just as social inequality is built
into society, so is it built into our personal relationships.
How do you think your own social network helps to
perpetuate social inequality? How do you think we can
break this cycle? (The key must lie in creating diversity
in social networks.)

United States

United States

Social networks, which open and close doors of
opportunity, are important for careers. Despite the
official program of business and professional con-
ventions, much of the “real” business centers
around renewing and extending social networks.
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lege? The sociological answer is that all are bureaucracies. As
Weber (1913/1947) pointed out, bureaucracies have

1. Clear levels, with assignments flowing downward and
accountability flowing upward. Each level assigns re-
sponsibilities to the level beneath it, while each lower
level is accountable to the level above it for fulfilling
those assignments. Figure 5.1 below shows the bu-
reaucratic structure of a typical university.

2. A division of labor. Each worker has a specific task to
fulfill, and all the tasks are coordinated to accom-
plish the purpose of the organization. In a college,
for example, a teacher does not fix the heating sys-
tem, the president does not approve class schedules,
and a secretary does not evaluate textbooks. These
tasks are distributed among people who have been
trained to do them.

Board 
(of regents; governors; trustees) 

President 

Vice President for 
Academic Affairs 

College of 
Education 

College of 
Sciences 

College of 
Business 

College of 
Fine Arts 

College of 
Social Sciences 

Department of 
Sociology 

Department 
Chair 

Sociology 
Faculty 

Department of 
Political Science 

Department of 
Economics 

Department of 
Psychology 

Department of 
Anthropology 

College of 
Engineering 

College of 
Medicine 

College of 
Law 

College of 
Humanities 

Vice President 
for Personnel 

Vice President for 
Administration 

Vice President 
for Development 

Vice President 
for Public Affairs 

FIGURE 5.1 The Typical Bureaucratic Structure of a Medium-Sized University
This is a scaled-down version of a university’s bureaucratic structure.The actual lines of a university are likely to be much more
complicated than those depicted here. A large university may have a chancellor and several presidents under the chancellor, each
president being responsible for a particular campus. Although in this figure extensions of authority are shown only for the Vice President
for Administration and the College of Social Sciences, each of the other vice presidents and colleges has similar positions. If the figure
were to be extended, departmental secretaries would be shown and, eventually, somewhere, even students.
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Bureaucracies
About 100 years ago, sociologist Max Weber analyzed
the bureaucracy, a group that has since become domi-
nant in social life. To achieve more efficient results, this
form of social organization shifts the emphasis from tra-
ditional relationships based on personal loyalties to the
“bottom line.” As we look at the characteristics of bu-
reaucracies, we will also consider their implications for
our lives.

The Characteristics of Bureaucracies
What do the Russian army and the U.S. postal service have
in common? Or the government of Mexico and your col-
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3. Written rules. In their attempt to become efficient,
bureaucracies stress written procedures. In general,
the longer a bureaucracy exists and the larger it
grows, the more written rules it has.

4. Written communications and records. Records are
kept of much of what occurs in a bureaucracy (“Be
sure to CC all immediate supervisors.”). In some or-
ganizations, workers spend a fair amount of time
sending memos and e-mail back and forth.

5. Impersonality and replaceability. It is the office that
is important, not the individual who holds the of-
fice. You work for the organization, not for the re-
placeable person who heads some post in the
organization.

Weber viewed bureaucracies as such a powerful form
of social organization that he predicted they would come
to dominate social life. He called this process the ratio-
nalization of society, meaning that bureaucracies, with
their rules and emphasis on results, would increasingly
dominate our lives. Weber was right. These five charac-
teristics have made bureaucracies so successful that, as
illustrated by the Down-to-Earth Sociology box on the
next page, they have even begun to take over cooking,
one of the most traditional areas of life.

The Perpetuation of Bureaucracies
Bureaucracies have become a standard feature of our
lives because they are a powerful form of social organi-

zation. They harness people’s energies to reach specific
goals. Once in existence, however, bureaucracies tend
to take on a life of their own. In a process called goal
displacement, even after the organization achieves its
goal and no longer has a reason to continue, continue
it does.

A classic example is the March of Dimes, organized
in the 1930s with the goal of fighting polio (Sills 1957).
At that time, the origin of polio was a mystery. The pub-
lic was alarmed and fearful, for overnight a healthy child
could be stricken with this crippling disease. To raise
money to find a cure, the March of Dimes placed
posters of children on crutches near cash registers in al-
most every store in the United States. (See the photo
below.) The organization raised money beyond its
wildest dreams. When Dr. Jonas Salk developed a vac-
cine for polio in the 1950s, the threat was wiped out al-
most overnight.

Did the staff that ran the March of Dimes quietly fold
up their tents and slip away? Of course not. They had
jobs to protect, so they targeted a new enemy—birth de-
fects. But then in 2001, researchers finished mapping
the human genome system. Perceiving that this infor-
mation could help to eliminate birth defects—and their
jobs—officials of the March of Dimes came up with a
new slogan, “Breakthroughs for Babies.” This latest goal
should ensure the organization’s existence forever: It is
so vague that we are not likely to ever run out of the need
for “breakthroughs.”
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The March of Dimes was founded by President
Franklin Roosevelt in the 1930s to fight polio.
When a vaccine for polio was discovered in
the 1950s, the organization did not declare
victory and disband. Instead, its leaders kept
the organization intact by creating new goals—
fighting birth defects. Sociologists use the term
goal displacement to refer to this process of
adopting new goals.
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Then there is NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organiza-
tion), founded during the Cold War to prevent Russia
from invading Western Europe. When the Cold War
ended, removing the organization’s purpose, the Western
powers tried to find a reason to continue their organiza-
tion. I mean, why waste a perfectly good bureaucracy?
They appear to have found one: to create “rapid response
forces” to combat terrorism and “rogue nations” (Tyler

2002). To keep this bureaucracy going, they even allowed
Russia to become a junior partner.

Dysfunctions of Bureaucracies
Although in the long run no other form of social organiza-
tion is more efficient, as Weber recognized, bureaucracies
also have a dark side. Let’s look at some of their dysfunctions.
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The McDonaldization of Society

The McDonald’s restaurants that seem to be all
over the United States—and, increasingly, the
world—have a significance that goes far beyond

the convenience of quick hamburgers and milk shakes.
As sociologist George Ritzer (1993, 1998, 2001) says,
our everyday lives are being “McDonaldized.” Let’s see
what he means by this.

The McDonaldization of society does not refer
just to the robotlike assembly of food.This term refers
to the standardization of everyday life, a process that is
transforming our lives.Want to do some shopping? Shop-
ping malls offer one-stop shopping in controlled environ-
ments. Planning a trip? Travel agencies offer “package”
tours.They will transport middle-class Americans to ten
European capitals in fourteen days. All visitors experience
the same hotels, restaurants, and other scheduled sites—
and no one need fear meeting a “real” native.Want to
keep up with events? USA Today spews out McNews—
short, bland, non-analytical pieces that can be digested
between gulps of the McShake or the McBurger.

Efficiency brings dependability.You can expect your
burger and fries to taste the same whether you buy
them in Los Angeles or Beijing. Although efficiency also
lowers prices, it does come at a cost. Predictability
washes away spontaneity, changing the quality of our
lives. It produces a sameness, a bland version of what
used to be unique experiences. In my own travels, for
example, had I taken packaged tours, I never would
have had the eye-opening experiences that have added
so much to my appreciation of human diversity. (Bus
trips with chickens in Mexico, hitchhiking in Europe and

Africa, sleeping on a
granite table in a nun-
nery in Italy and in a
cornfield in Algeria are
just not part of tour
agendas.)

For good or bad,
our lives are being 
McDonaldized, and the
predictability of pack-
aged settings seems to
be our social destiny.
When education is ra-
tionalized, no longer will our children have to put up
with real professors, who insist on discussing ideas end-
lessly, who never come to decisive answers, and who
come saddled with idiosyncrasies. At some point, such
an approach to education is going to be a bit of quaint
history.

Our programmed education will eliminate the need
for discussion of social issues—we will have packaged
solutions to social problems, definitive answers that sat-
isfy our need for closure. Computerized courses will
teach the same answers to everyone—the approved,
“politically correct” ways to think about social issues.
Mass testing will ensure that students regurgitate the
programmed responses.

Our coming prepackaged society will be efficient, of
course. But it also means that we will be trapped in the
“iron cage” of bureaucracy—just as Weber warned
would happen.

Down-to-Earth Sociology

McDonalds in Tokyo, Japan
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Bureaucratic Alienation Perceived in terms of roles, rules,
and functions rather than as individuals, many workers
begin to feel more like objects than people. Marx termed
these reactions alienation, a result, he said, of workers being
cut off from the finished product of their labor. He pointed
out that before industrialization, workers used their own
tools to produce an entire product, such as a chair or table.
Now the capitalists own the tools (machinery, desks, com-
puters) and assign each worker only a single step or two in
the entire production process. Relegated to performing
repetitive tasks that seem remote from the final product,
workers no longer identify with what they produce. They
come to feel estranged not only from the results of their
labor but also from their work environment.

Resisting Alienation Because workers need to feel val-
ued and want to have a sense of control over their work,
they resist alienation. Forming primary groups at work
is a major form of that resistance. Workers band to-
gether in informal settings—at lunch, around desks, or
for a drink after work. There, they give one another ap-
proval for jobs well done and express sympathy for the
shared need to put up with cantankerous bosses, mean-
ingless routines, and endless rules. In these contexts,
they relate to one another not just as workers, but as
people who value one another. They flirt, laugh and tell
jokes, and talk about their families and goals. Adding
this multidimensionality to their work relationships
maintains their sense of being individuals rather than
mere cogs in a machine.
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Red Tape: A Rule Is a Rule Bureaucracies can be so
bound by red tape that when officials apply their rules,
the results can defy all logic. I came across an example so
ridiculous that it can make your head swim—if you don’t
burst from laughing first.

In Spain, the Civil Registry of Barcelona recorded the death
of a woman named Maria Antonieta Calvo in 1992. Ap-
parently, Maria’s evil brother had reported her dead so he
could collect the family inheritance.

When Maria learned that she was supposedly dead, she
told the Registry that she was very much alive. The bureau-
crats at this agency looked at their records, shook their
heads, and insisted that she was dead. Maria then asked
lawyers to represent her in court. They all refused—because
no dead person can bring a case before a judge.

When Maria’s boyfriend asked her to marry him, the
couple ran into a serious obstacle: No living man in Spain
(or elsewhere, I presume) can marry a dead woman—so
these bureaucrats said, “So sorry, but no license.”

After years of continuing to insist that she was alive,
Maria finally got a hearing in court. When the judges looked
at Maria, they believed that she really was a living person,
and they ordered the Civil Registry to declare her alive.

The ending of this story gets even happier, for now that
Maria was alive, she was able to marry her boyfriend. I
don’t know if the two lived happily ever after, but, after
overcoming the bureaucrats, they at least had that chance
(“Mujer ‘resucita’. . .” 2006).

This is the way that some people
view bureaucracies: stilted, slow-
moving, and destructive to the
individual. Bureaucracies can be like
this, but not all bureaucracies are
alike. Some are innovative and
unleash creative energy.
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As in the photo above, workers often decorate their work
areas with personal items. The sociological implication is
that of workers who are striving to resist alienation. By stak-
ing a claim to individuality, the workers are rejecting an
identity as machines that exist simply to perform functions.

Bureaucratic Incompetence In a tongue-in-cheek analy-
sis of bureaucracies, Laurence Peter proposed what has be-
come known as the Peter principle: Each employee of a
bureaucracy is promoted to his or her level of incompetence
(Peter and Hull 1969). People who perform well in a bu-
reaucracy come to the attention of those higher up the chain
of command and are promoted. If they continue to perform
well, they are promoted again. This process continues until
they are promoted to a level at which they can no longer
handle the responsibilities well—their level of incompetence.
There they hide behind the work of others, taking credit for
the accomplishments of employees under their direction.

Although the Peter principle contains a grain of truth,
if it were generally true, bureaucracies would be staffed by
incompetents, and these organizations would fail. In real-
ity, bureaucracies are remarkably successful. Sociologists
Peter Evans and James Rauch (1999) examined the gov-
ernment bureaucracies of thirty-five developing countries.
They found that prosperity comes to the countries with
central bureaucracies that hire workers on the basis of
merit and offer them rewarding careers.

Working for the
Corporation

Since you are likely to end up working in a bureaucracy,
let’s look at how its characteristics might affect your career.

Self-Fulfilling Stereotypes in the
“Hidden” Corporate Culture
As you might recall from Chapter 4, stereotypes can be
self-fulfilling. That is, stereotypes can produce the very
characteristics that they are built around. The example
used in Chapter 4 concerned stereotypes of appearance
and personality. You might want to review the Down-to-
Earth Sociology box on page 101.

Stereotypes also operate in corporate life—and are so pow-
erful that they can affect your career. Here’s how they work.

Self-Fulfilling Stereotypes and Promotions Corporate
and department heads have ideas of “what it takes” to get
ahead. Not surprisingly, since they themselves got ahead,
they look for people who have characteristics similar to
their own. They feed better information to workers with
these characteristics, bring them into stronger networks,
and put them in “fast track” positions. With such advan-
tages, these workers perform better and become more com-
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Workers develop many ways to
avoid becoming a depersonalized
unit in a bureaucratic-economic
machine. In this photo, which I
took at a major publisher, you can
see how Rebecca, by personalizing
her work setting, is claiming an
identity that transcends that of
worker.What “personalized
messages” do you see in this
photo?
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mitted to the company. This, of course, confirms the boss’s
initial expectation, or stereotype. But for workers who
don’t look or act like the corporate leaders, the opposite
happens. Thinking of them as less capable, the bosses give
them fewer opportunities and challenges. When these
workers see others get ahead and realize that they are work-
ing beneath their own abilities, they lose morale, become
less committed to the company, and don’t perform as well.
This, of course, confirms the stereotypes the bosses had of
them.

In her studies of U.S. corporations, sociologist Rosabeth
Moss Kanter (1977, 1983) found such self-fulfilling stereo-
types to be part of a “hidden” corporate culture. That is,
these stereotypes and their powerful effects on workers re-
main hidden to everyone, even the bosses. What bosses and
workers see is the surface: The workers getting promoted
are those who have superior performance and greater com-
mitment to the company. To everyone, this seems to be just
the way it should be. Hidden below this surface, however,
as Kanter found, are these higher and lower expectations
and the open and closed opportunities that produce the at-
titudes and accomplishments—or the lack of them.

As corporations grapple with growing diversity, the
stereotypes in the hidden corporate culture are likely to
give way, although slowly and grudgingly. In the follow-
ing Thinking Critically section, we’ll consider other as-
pects of diversity in the workplace.

ThinkingCRITICALLY
Managing Diversity in the Workplace

Times have changed.The San Jose, California, electronic
phone book lists ten times more Nguyens than Joneses
(Albanese 2007). More than half of U.S. workers are

minorities, immigrants, and women. Diversity in the work-
place is much more than skin color. Diversity includes age,
ethnicity, gender, religion, sexual orientation, and social class.

In our growing global context of life, diversity is increas-
ing. In the past, the idea was for people to join the “melting
pot,” to give up their distinctive traits and become like the
dominant group.Today, with the successes of the civil rights
and women’s movements, people are more likely to prize
their distinctive traits. Realizing that assimilation (being ab-
sorbed into the dominant culture) is probably not the wave
of the future, most large companies have “diversity training”
(Johnson 2004; Hymowitz 2007).They hold lectures and

workshops so that employees can learn to work with col-
leagues of diverse cultures and racial–ethnic backgrounds.

Coors Brewery is a prime example of this change.
Coors went into a financial tailspin after one of the Coors
brothers gave a racially charged speech in the 1980s.Today,
Coors offers diversity workshops, has sponsored a gay
dance, and has paid for a corporate-wide mammography
program. In 2004, Coors opposed an amendment to the
Colorado constitution that would ban the marriage of ho-
mosexuals.The company has even had rabbis certify its
suds as kosher. Its proud new slogan:“Coors cares” (Cloud
1998). Now, that’s quite a change.

What Coors cares about, of course, is the bottom line. It’s
the same with other corporations. Blatant racism and sexism
once made no difference to profitability.Today, they do.To
promote profitability, companies must promote diversity—or
at least pretend to.The sincerity of corporate leaders is not
what’s important; diversity in the workplace is.

Diversity training has the potential to build bridges, but it
can backfire. Managers who are chosen to participate can
resent it, thinking that it is punishment for some unmen-
tioned insensitivity on their part (Sanchez and Medkik 2004).
Some directors of these programs are so incompetent that
they create antagonisms and reinforce stereotypes. For ex-
ample, the leaders of a diversity training session at the U.S.
Department of Transportation had women grope men as
the men ran by.They encouraged blacks and whites to insult
one another and to call each other names (Reibstein 1996).
The intention may have been good (understanding the other
through role reversal and getting hostilities “out in the
open”), but the approach was moronic. Instead of healing,
such behaviors wound and leave scars.

Pepsi provides a positive example of diversity training.
Managers at Pepsi are given the assignment of sponsoring a
group of employees who are unlike themselves. Men spon-
sor women,African Americans sponsor whites, and so on.
The executives are expected to try to understand work
from the perspective of the people they sponsor, to identify
key talent, and to personally mentor at least three people in
their group.Accountability is built in—the sponsors have to
give updates to executives even higher up (Terhune 2005).

For Your Consideration
Do you think that corporations and government agencies
should offer diversity training? If so, how can we develop
diversity training that fosters mutual respect? Can you sug-
gest practical ways to develop workplaces that are not di-
vided by gender and race–ethnicity?
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Technology and the
Control of Workers

As mentioned in the last chapter, the microchip has revo-
lutionized society. Among the changes it has ushered in is
the greater ease of keeping tabs on people. Computers
make it easier for governments to operate a police state by
monitoring our every move (Bradsher 2007b). The Big
Brother in Orwell’s classic novel 1984 may turn out to be
a master computer to which we all become servants.

We’ll know shortly. Already, many workers are closely
monitored by computers. In some workplaces, cameras
even transmit workers’ facial expressions for computer
analysis (Neil 2008). These cameras, called “little broth-
ers” (as compared with Orwell’s “Big Brother”), are mak-
ing their appearance in shopping malls, on streetcorners,
and in our homes. As some analysts suggest, we seem to
be moving to a maximum-security society (Marx 1995).

Maximum-security society seems an apt term. As with
the workers in the Sociology and the New Technology box
on the next page, few of us realize how extensively our ac-
tions are being monitored.

Group Dynamics
As you know from personal experience, the lively interac-
tion within groups—who does what with whom—has
profound consequences for how you adjust to life. Sociol-
ogists use the term group dynamics to refer to how
groups influence us and how we affect groups. Let’s con-
sider how the size of a group makes a difference and then
examine leadership, conformity, and decision making.

Before doing so, we should see how sociologists define
the term small group. In a small group, there are few
enough members that each one can interact directly with
all the other members. Small groups can be either primary
or secondary. A wife, husband, and children make up a
primary small group, as do workers who take their breaks
together, while bidders at an auction and students in an
introductory sociology class are secondary small groups.

Effects of Group Size on Stability 
and Intimacy
Writing in the early 1900s, sociologist Georg Simmel
(1858–1918) noted the significance of group size. He
used the term dyad for the smallest possible group, which

consists of two people. Dyads, which include marriages,
love affairs, and close friendships, show two distinct qual-
ities. First, they are the most intense or intimate of human
groups. Because only two people are involved, the inter-
action is focused on them. Second, because dyads require
that both members participate and be committed, it takes
just one member to lose interest for the dyad to collapse.
In larger groups, by contrast, even if one member with-
draws, the group can continue, for its existence does not
depend on any single member (Simmel 1950).

A triad is a group of three people. As Simmel noted, the
addition of a third person fundamentally changes the group.
With three people, interaction between the first two de-
creases. This can create strain. For example, with the birth of
a child, hardly any aspect of a couple’s relationship goes un-
touched. Attention focuses on the baby, and interaction be-
tween the husband and wife diminishes. Despite this, the
marriage usually becomes stronger. Although the intensity of
interaction is less in triads, they are inherently stronger and
give greater stability to a relationship.

Yet, as Simmel noted, triads, too, are inherently un-
stable. They tend to form coalitions—some group
members aligning themselves against others. In a triad,
it is not uncommon for two members to feel a stronger
bond and to prefer one another. This leaves the third
person feeling hurt and excluded. Another characteris-
tic of triads is that they often produce an arbitrator or
mediator, someone who tries to settle disagreements be-
tween the other two. In one-child families, you can
often observe both of these characteristics of triads—
coalitions and arbitration.

The general principle is this: As a small group grows
larger, it becomes more stable, but its intensity, or intimacy,
decreases. To see why, look at Figure 5.2 on page 132. As
each new person comes into a group, the connections
among people multiply. In a dyad, there is only 1 relation-
ship; in a triad, there are 3; in a group of four, 6; in a
group of five, 10. If we expand the group to six, we have
15 relationships, while a group of seven yields 21 relation-
ships. If we continue adding members, we soon are unable
to follow the connections: A group of eight has 28 possi-
ble relationships; a group of nine, 36 relationships; a
group of ten, 45; and so on.

It is not only the number of relationships that makes
larger groups more stable. As groups grow, they also tend to
develop a more formal structure to accomplish their goals.
For example, leaders emerge and more specialized roles
come into play. This often results in such familiar offices as
president, secretary, and treasurer. This structure provides a
framework that helps the group survive over time.
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SOCIOLOGY and the 
NEW TECHNOLOGY
Cyberloafers and Cybersleuths:
Surfing at Work

F ew people work constantly at their jobs. Most of
us take breaks and, at least once in a while, goof
off.We meet fellow workers at the coffee ma-

chine, and we talk in the hallway. Much of this interac-
tion is good for the company, for it bonds us to fellow
workers and ties us to our jobs.

Our personal lives may even cross over into our
workday. Some of us make personal calls from the of-
fice. Bosses know that we need to check in with our
child’s preschool or make arrangements for a babysit-
ter.They expect such calls. Some even wink as we
make a date or nod as we arrange to have our car
worked on.And most bosses make personal calls of
their own from time to time. It’s the abuse that both-
ers bosses, and it’s not surprising that they fire anyone
who talks on the phone all day for personal reasons.

Using computers at work for personal purposes is
called cyberslacking. Many workers fritter away some of
their workday online.They trade stocks, download
music, gamble, and play games.They read books, shop,
exchange jokes, send personal e-mail, post messages in
chat rooms, and visit online red-light districts. Some cy-
berslackers even operate their own businesses online—
when they’re not battling virtual enemies during “work.”

To take a day off without the boss knowing it, some
use remote devices to make their computer switch
screens and their printer spew out documents

(Spencer 2003). It looks as though they just stepped
away from their desk. Some equip their cell phones
with audio recordings:Although they may be sitting on
the beach when they call the office, their boss hears
background sounds of a dentist’s drill or of honking
horns (Richtel 2004).

Some workers defend their cyberloafing.They
argue, reasonably enough, that since their work in-
vades their homes—forcing them to work evenings
and weekends—employers should accommodate their
personal lives. Some Web sites protect cyberloafers:
They feature a panic button in case the boss pokes her
head in your office. Click the button and a phony
spreadsheet pops onto your screen while typing
sounds emerge from your speakers.

Cyberslacking has given birth to the cybersleuth. With
specialized software, cybersleuths can recover every
note employees have written and every Web site they
have visited (Nusbaum 2003).They can bring up every
file that employees have deleted, even every word
they’ve erased.What some workers don’t know (and
what some of us forget) is that “delete” does not mean
erase. Hitting the delete button simply pushes the text
into the background of our hard drive.With a few clicks,
the cybersleuth, like magic ink, exposes our “deleted” in-
formation, opening our hidden diary for anyone to read.

For Your Consideration
Do you think that cybersleuthing is an abuse of power?
An invasion of privacy? Or do employers have a right to
check on what their employees are doing with company
computers on company time? Can you think of a less in-
vasive solution to cyberloafing?
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Effects of Group Size on Attitudes
and Behavior

Imagine that your social psychology professors have asked
you to join a few students to discuss your adjustment to col-
lege life. When you arrive, they tell you that to make the dis-
cussion anonymous they want you to sit unseen in a booth.
You will participate in the discussion over an intercom, talk-
ing when your microphone comes on. The professors say
that they will not listen to the conversation, and they leave.

You find the format somewhat strange, to say the least,
but you go along with it. You have not seen the other stu-
dents in their booths, but when they talk about their expe-
riences, you find yourself becoming wrapped up in the
problems that they begin to share. One student even men-
tions how frightening he has found college because of his
history of epileptic seizures. Later, you hear this individual
breathe heavily into the microphone. Then he stammers
and cries for help. A crashing noise follows, and you imag-
ine him lying helpless on the floor.

Nothing but an eerie silence follows. What do you do?

Your professors, John Darley and Bibb Latané (1968),
staged the whole thing, but you don’t know this. No one
had a seizure. In fact, no one was even in the other booths.
Everything, except your comments, was on tape.

Some participants were told that they would be
discussing the topic with just one other student,
others with two, others with three, four, and five.
Darley and Latané found that all students who
thought they were part of a dyad rushed out to
help. If they thought they were part of a triad, only
80 percent went to help—and they were slower in
leaving the booth. In six-person groups, only 60
percent went to see what was wrong—and they
were even slower.

This experiment demonstrates how deeply
group size influences our attitudes and behavior:
It even affects our willingness to help one another.
Students in the dyad knew that it was up to them
to help the other student. The professor was gone,
and if they didn’t help there was no one else. In the
larger groups, including the triad, students felt a
diffusion of responsibility: Giving help was no more
their responsibility than anyone else’s.

You probably have observed the second conse-
quence of group size firsthand. When a group is
small, its members act informally, but as the
group grows, the members lose their sense of in-
timacy and become more formal with one an-

other. No longer can the members assume that the others
are “insiders” in sympathy with what they say. Now they
must take a “larger audience” into consideration, and in-
stead of merely “talking,” they begin to “address” the
group. As their speech becomes more formal, their body
language stiffens.

You probably have observed a third aspect of group dy-
namics, too. In the early stages of a party, when only a few
people are present, almost everyone talks with everyone
else. But as others arrive, the guests break into smaller
groups. Some hosts, who want their guests to mix to-
gether, make a nuisance of themselves trying to achieve
their idea of what a group should be like. The division
into small groups is inevitable, however, for it follows the
basic sociological principles that we have just reviewed.
Because the addition of each person rapidly increases con-
nections (in this case, “talk lines”), conversation becomes
more difficult. The guests break into smaller groups in
which they can look at each other directly and interact
comfortably with one another.

Leadership
All of us are influenced by leaders, so it is important to
understand leadership. Let’s look at how people become
leaders, the types of leaders there are, and their different
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It is difficult for the same person to be both an instru-
mental and an expressive leader, for these roles contradict
one another. Because instrumental leaders are task ori-
ented, they sometimes create friction as they prod the
group to get on with the job. Their actions often cost
them popularity. Expressive leaders, in contrast, who stim-
ulate personal bonds and reduce friction, are usually more
popular (Olmsted and Hare 1978).

Leadership Styles Let’s suppose that the president of your
college has asked you to head a task force to determine how
the college can improve race relations on campus. Although
this position requires you to be an instrumental leader, you
can adopt a number of leadership styles, or ways of ex-
pressing yourself as a leader. The three basic styles are those
of authoritarian leader, one who gives orders; democratic
leader, one who tries to gain a consensus; and laissez-faire
leader, one who is highly permissive. Which style should
you choose?

Social psychologists Ronald Lippitt and Ralph White
(1958) carried out a classic study of these leadership styles.
Boys who were matched for IQ, popularity, physical en-
ergy, and leadership were assigned to “craft clubs” made
up of five boys each. The experimenters trained adult
men in the three leadership styles. As the researchers
peered through peepholes, taking notes and making
movies, each adult rotated among the clubs, playing all
three styles to control possible influences of their indi-
vidual personalities.

The authoritarian leaders assigned tasks to the boys and
told them exactly what to do. They also praised or con-
demned the boys’ work arbitrarily, giving no explanation
for why they judged it good or bad. The democratic lead-
ers discussed the project with the boys, outlining the steps
that would help them reach their goals. They also sug-
gested alternative approaches and let the boys work at
their own pace. When they evaluated the project, they
gave “facts” as the bases for their decisions. The laissez-
faire leaders were passive. They gave the boys almost total
freedom to do as they wished. They offered help when
asked, but made few suggestions. They did not evaluate
the boys’ projects, either positively or negatively.

The results? The boys who had authoritarian leaders
grew dependent on their leader and showed a high degree
of internal solidarity. They also became either aggressive
or apathetic, with the aggressive boys growing hostile
toward their leader. In contrast, the boys who had dem-
ocratic leaders were friendlier and looked to one another
for mutual approval. They did less scapegoating, and
when the leader left the room they continued to work at

styles of leadership. Before we do this, though, it is im-
portant to clarify that leaders don’t necessarily hold for-
mal positions in a group. Leaders are simply people who
influence the behaviors, opinions, or attitudes of others.
Even a group of friends has leaders.

Who Becomes a Leader? Are leaders born with charac-
teristics that propel them to the forefront of a group? No
sociologist would agree with such an idea. In general, peo-
ple who become leaders are perceived by group members
as strongly representing their values or as able to lead a
group out of a crisis (Trice and Beyer 1991). Leaders also
tend to be more talkative and to express determination
and self-confidence.

These findings may not be surprising, as such traits ap-
pear to be related to leadership. Researchers, however, have
also discovered traits that seem to have no bearing on the
ability to lead. For example, taller people and those who are
judged better looking are more likely to become leaders
(Stodgill 1974; Judge and Cable 2004). The taller and more
attractive are also likely to earn more, but that is another
story (Deck 1968; Feldman 1972; Case and Paxson 2006).

Many other factors underlie people’s choice of leaders,
most of which are quite subtle. A simple experiment per-
formed by social psychologists Lloyd Howells and Selwyn
Becker (1962) uncovered one of these factors. They
formed groups of five people who did not know one an-
other, seating them at a rectangular table, three on one
side and two on the other. After discussing a topic for a set
period of time, each group chose a leader. The findings
are startling: Although only 40 percent of the people sat
on the two-person side, 70 percent of the leaders emerged
from that side. The explanation is that we tend to direct
more interactions to people facing us than to people to
the side of us.

Types of Leaders Groups have two types of leaders
(Bales 1950, 1953; Cartwright and Zander 1968). The
first is easy to recognize. This person, called an instru-
mental leader (or task-oriented leader), tries to keep the
group moving toward its goals. These leaders try to keep
group members from getting sidetracked, reminding
them of what they are trying to accomplish. The
expressive leader (or socioemotional leader), in contrast,
usually is not recognized as a leader, but he or she cer-
tainly is one. This person is likely to crack jokes, to offer
sympathy, or to do other things that help to lift the
group’s morale. Both types of leadership are essential: the
one to keep the group on track, the other to increase har-
mony and minimize conflicts.

HENS.7052.CH05p114-139.qxd  8/28/08  6:30 PM  Page 133



134 C h a p t e r  5 S O C I A L  G R O U P S  A N D  F O R M A L  O R G A N I Z A T I O N S

a steadier pace. The boys with laissez-faire leaders asked
more questions, but they made fewer decisions. They
were notable for their lack of achievement. The researchers
concluded that the democratic style of leadership works
best. Their conclusion, however, may have been biased,
as the researchers favored a democratic style of leader-
ship in the first place (Olmsted and Hare 1978). Appar-
ently, this same bias in studies of leadership continues
(Cassel 1999).

You may have noticed that only boys and men were in-
volved in this experiment. It is interesting to speculate
how the results might differ if we were to repeat the exper-
iment with all-girl groups and with mixed groups of girls
and boys—and if we used both men and women as lead-
ers. Perhaps you will become the sociologist to study such
variations of this classic experiment.

Leadership Styles in Changing Situations Different sit-
uations require different styles of leadership. Suppose, for
example, that you are leading a dozen backpackers in the
Sierra Madre mountains north of Los Angeles, and it is
time to make dinner. A laissez-faire style would be appro-
priate if the backpackers had brought their own food, or
perhaps a democratic style if everyone were supposed to
pitch in. Authoritarian leadership—you telling the hikers
how to prepare their meals—would create resentment.
This, in turn, would likely interfere with meeting the pri-
mary goal of the group, which in this case is to have a
good time while enjoying nature.

Now assume the same group but a different situation:
One of your party is lost, and a blizzard is on its way. This
situation calls for you to exercise authority. To simply
shrug your shoulders and say “You figure it out” would
invite disaster—and probably a lawsuit.

Thhe Power of Peer Pressure:
The Asch Experiment
How influential are groups in our lives? To answer this,
let’s look first at conformity in the sense of going along
with our peers. Our peers have no authority over us, only
the influence that we allow.

Imagine that you are taking a course in social psychology
with Dr. Solomon Asch and you have agreed to partici-
pate in an experiment. As you enter his laboratory, you
see seven chairs, five of them already filled by other stu-
dents. You are given the sixth. Soon the seventh person
arrives. Dr. Asch stands at the front of the room next to
a covered easel. He explains that he will first show a large

card with a vertical line on it, then another card with
three vertical lines. Each of you is to tell him which of
the three lines matches the line on the first card. (See
Figure 5.3)

Dr. Asch then uncovers the first card with the single
line and the comparison card with the three lines. The
correct answer is easy, for two of the lines are obviously
wrong, and one is exactly right. Each person, in order,
states his or her answer aloud. You all answer correctly.
The second trial is just as easy, and you begin to wonder
why you are there.

Then on the third trial, something unexpected hap-
pens. Just as before, it is easy to tell which lines match.
The first student, however, gives a wrong answer. The sec-
ond gives the same incorrect answer. So do the third and

B A C 

The cards used by 
Solomon Asch in his 
classic experiment on  
group conformity 

Card 1 

Card 2 

Source: Asch 1952:452–453.

FIGURE 5.3
Asch’s Cards
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the fourth. By now, you are wondering what is wrong.
How will the person next to you answer? You can hardly
believe it when he, too, gives the same wrong answer.
Then it is your turn, and you give what you know is the
right answer. The seventh person also gives the same
wrong answer.

On the next trial, the same thing happens. You know
that the choice of the other six is wrong. They are giving
what to you are obviously wrong answers. You don’t know
what to think. Why aren’t they seeing things the same way
you are? Sometimes they do, but in twelve trials they don’t.
Something is seriously wrong, and you are no longer sure
what to do.

When the eighteenth trial is finished, you heave a sigh
of relief. The experiment is finally over, and you are
ready to bolt for the door. Dr. Asch walks over to you
with a big smile on his face, and thanks you for partici-
pating in the experiment. He explains that you were the
only real subject in the experiment! “The other six were
stooges. I paid them to give those answers,” he says. Now
you feel real relief. Your eyes weren’t playing tricks on
you after all.

What were the results? Asch (1952) tested fifty peo-
ple. One-third (33 percent) gave in to the group half the
time, providing what they knew to be wrong answers.
Another two out of five (40 percent) gave wrong an-
swers, but not as often. One out of four (25 percent)
stuck to their guns and always gave the right answer. I
don’t know how I would do on this test (if I knew noth-
ing about it in advance), but I like to think that I would
be part of the 25 percent. You probably feel the same
way about yourself. But why should we feel that we
wouldn’t be like most people?

The results are disturbing, and researchers are still
replicating Asch’s experiment (Bond 2005). In our “land
of individualism,” the group is so powerful that most
people are willing to say things that they know are not
true. And this was a group of strangers! How much more
conformity can we expect when our group consists of
friends, people we value highly and depend on for get-
ting along in life? Again, maybe you will become the so-
ciologist to run that variation of Asch’s experiment,
perhaps using female subjects.

The Power of Authority:
The Milgram Experiment
Even more disturbing are the results of the experiment de-
scribed in the following Thinking Critically section.

ThinkingCRITICALLY
If Hitler Asked You to Execute a
Stranger, Would You? 
The Milgram Experiment

Imagine that you are taking a course with Dr. Stanley Mil-
gram (1963, 1965), a former student of Dr. Asch’s. As-
sume that you do not know about the Asch experiment

and have no reason to be wary.You arrive at the laboratory
to participate in a study on punishment and learning.You
and a second student draw lots for the roles of “teacher”
and “learner.” You are to be the teacher.When you see that
the learner’s chair has protruding electrodes, you are glad
that you are the teacher. Dr. Milgram shows you the ma-
chine you will run.You see that one side of the control
panel is marked “Mild Shock, 15 volts,” while the center
says “Intense Shock, 350 Volts,” and the far right side reads
“DANGER: SEVERE SHOCK.”

“As the teacher, you will read aloud a pair of words,” ex-
plains Dr. Milgram.“Then you will repeat the first word, and
the learner will reply with the second word. If the learner
can’t remember the word, you press this lever on the
shock generator.The shock will serve as punishment, and
we can then determine if punishment improves memory.”
You nod, now very relieved that you haven’t been desig-
nated the learner.

“Every time the learner makes an error, increase the
punishment by 15 volts,” instructs Dr. Milgram.Then, seeing
the look on your face, he adds,“The shocks can be ex-
tremely painful, but they won’t cause any permanent tissue
damage.” He pauses, and then says,“I want you to see.” You
then follow him to the “electric chair,” and Dr. Milgram
gives you a shock of 45 volts.“There.That wasn’t too bad,
was it?” “No,” you mumble.

The experiment begins.You hope for the learner’s sake
that he is bright, but unfortunately he turns out to be
rather dull. He gets some answers right, but you have to
keep turning up the dial. Each turn makes you more and
more uncomfortable.You find yourself hoping that the
learner won’t miss another answer. But he does.When he
received the first shocks, he let out some moans and
groans, but now he is screaming in agony. He even protests
that he suffers from a heart condition.

How far do you turn that dial?
By now, you probably have guessed that there was no

electricity attached to the electrodes and that the
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“learner” was a stooge who only pretended to feel pain.
The purpose of the experiment was to find out at what
point people refuse to participate. Does anyone actually
turn the lever all the way to “DANGER: SEVERE SHOCK”?

Milgram wanted the answer because millions of ordinary
people did nothing to stop the Nazi slaughter of Jews, gyp-
sies, Slavs, homosexuals, people with disabilities, and others
whom the Nazis designated as “inferior.” The cooperation
of so many ordinary people in the face of all this killing
seemed bizarre, and Milgram wanted to see how ordinary,
intelligent Americans might react in an analogous situation.

Milgram was upset by what he found. Many “teachers”
broke into a sweat and protested that the experiment was
inhuman and should be stopped. But when the experi-
menter calmly replied that the experiment must go on, this
assurance from an “authority” (“scientist, white coat, uni-
versity laboratory”) was enough for most “teachers” to
continue, even though the “learner” screamed in agony.
Even “teachers” who were “reduced to twitching, stutter-
ing wrecks” continued to follow orders.

Milgram varied the experiments (Nestar and Gregory
2005). He used both men and women. In some experi-

ments, he put the “teachers” and “learners” in the same
room, so the “teacher” could clearly see the suffering. In
others, he put the “learners” in a separate room and had
them pound and kick the wall during the first shocks and
then go silent.The results varied.When there was no ver-
bal feedback from the “learner,” 65 percent of the “teach-
ers” pushed the lever all the way to 450 volts. Of those
who could see the “learner,” 40 percent turned the lever
all the way.When Milgram added a second “teacher,” a
stooge who refused to go along with the experiment, only
5 percent of the “teachers” turned the lever all the way, a
result that bears out some of Asch’s findings.

A stormy discussion about research ethics erupted. Not
only were researchers surprised and disturbed by what Mil-
gram found, but they were also alarmed at his methods. Uni-
versities began to require that subjects be informed of the
nature and purpose of social research. Researchers agreed
that to reduce subjects to “twitching, stuttering wrecks” was
unethical, and almost all deception was banned.

For Your Consideration
What connections do you see between Milgram’s experi-
ment and the actions of Monster Kody in our opening vi-
gnette? Taking into account how significant these findings
are, do you think that the scientific community overreacted
to Milgram’s experiments? Should we allow such research?
Consider both the Asch and Milgram experiments, and use
symbolic interactionism, functionalism, and conflict theory
to explain why groups have such influence over us.

Global Consequences of Group
Dynamics: Groupthink

Suppose you are a member of the president’s inner circle.
It is midnight, and the president has just called an emer-
gency meeting to deal with a terrorist attack. At first, sev-
eral options are presented. Eventually, these are narrowed
to only a couple of choices, and at some point, everyone
seems to agree on what now appears to be “the only possi-
ble course of action.” To express doubts at that juncture
will bring you into conflict with all the other important
people in the room. To criticize will mark you as not being
a “team player.” So you keep your mouth shut, with the
result that each step commits you—and them—more and
more to the “only” course of action.

From the Milgram and Asch experiments, we can see the
power of authority and the influence of peers. Under some

In the 1960s, U.S. social psychologists ran a series of creative but
controversial experiments. From this photo of the “learner” being
prepared for one of Stanley Milgram’s experiments, you can get an idea
of how convincing the situation would be for the “teacher.”
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circumstances, as in this example, these factors can lead to
groupthink. Sociologist Irving Janis (1972, 1982) coined
this term to refer to the collective tunnel vision that group
members sometimes develop. As they begin to think alike,
they become convinced that there is only one “right” view-
point and a single course of action to follow. They take any
suggestion of alternatives as a sign of disloyalty. With their
perspective narrowed and fully convinced that they are
right, they may even put aside moral judgments and dis-
regard risk (Hart 1991; Flippen 1999).

Groupthink can bring serious consequences. Consider
the Columbia space shuttle disaster of 2003.

Foam broke loose during launch, and engineers were con-
cerned that it might have damaged tiles on the nose cone.
Because this would make reentry dangerous, they sent e-
mails to NASA officials, warning them about the risk. One
engineer even suggested that the crew do a “space walk” to
examine the tiles (Vartabedian and Gold 2003). The team
in charge of the Columbia shuttle, however, disregarded
the warnings. Convinced that a piece of foam weighing less
than two pounds could not seriously harm the shuttle, they
refused to even consider the possibility (Wald and Schwartz
2003). The fiery results of their closed minds were trans-
mitted around the globe.

The consequences of groupthink can be even greater
than this. In 1941, President Franklin D. Roosevelt and
his chiefs of staff had evidence that the Japanese were
preparing to attack Pearl Harbor. They simply refused to
believe it and decided to continue naval operations as
usual. The destruction of the U.S. naval fleet ushered the
United States into World War II. In the war with Vietnam,
U.S. officials had evidence of the strength and determina-
tion of the North Vietnamese military. They arrogantly
threw such evidence aside, refusing to believe that “little,
uneducated, barefoot people in pajamas” could defeat the
U.S. military.

In each of these cases, options closed as officials com-
mitted themselves to a single course of action. Question-
ing the decisions would have indicated disloyalty and
disregard for “team playing.” Those in power plunged
ahead, unable to see alternative perspectives. No longer

did they try to objectively weigh evidence as it came in; in-
stead, they interpreted everything as supporting their one
“correct” decision.

Groupthink knows few bounds. Consider the aftermath
of 9/11, when government officials defended torture as
moral, “the lesser of two evils.” Groupthink narrowed
thought to the point that the U.S. Justice Department
ruled that the United States was not bound by the Geneva
Convention that prohibits torture. Facing protests, the Jus-
tice Department backed down (Lewis 2005).

The U.S. military involvement in Iraq appears to be
a similar example. Top leaders, convinced that they
made the right decision to go to war and that they were
finding success in building a new Iraqi society, contin-
uously interpreted even disconfirming evidence as fa-
vorable. Opinions and debate that contradicted their
mind-set were written off as signs of ignorance and dis-
loyalty. Despite mounting casualties, negative public
sentiment, and even political opposition to the war, it
was as though the president and his advisors had been
blinded by groupthink.

Preventing Groupthink Groupthink is a danger for gov-
ernment leaders, who tend to surround themselves with
an inner circle that closely reflects their own views. In
“briefings,” written summaries, and “talking points,” this
inner circle spoon-feeds the leaders the information it has
selected. The result is that top leaders, such as the presi-
dent, become cut off from information that does not sup-
port their own opinions.

Perhaps the key to preventing the mental captivity and
intellectual paralysis known as groupthink is the widest
possible circulation—especially among a nation’s top gov-
ernment officials—of research that has been conducted
by social scientists independent of the government and
information that has been gathered freely by media re-
porters. If this conclusion comes across as an unabashed
plug for sociological research and the free exchange of
ideas, it is. Giving free rein to diverse opinions can curb
groupthink, which—if not prevented—can lead to the de-
struction of a society and, in today’s world of nuclear,
chemical, and biological weapons, the obliteration of
Earth’s inhabitants.
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SUMMARYand REVIEW
Groups Within Society
What is a group?
Sociologists use many definitions of groups, but, in general,
groups consist of people who think of themselves as belong-
ing together and who interact with one another. P. 116.

How do sociologists classify groups?
Sociologists divide groups into primary groups, secondary
groups, in-groups, out-groups, reference groups, and net-
works. The cooperative, intimate, long-term, face-to-face
relationships provided by primary groups are fundamental
to our sense of self. Secondary groups are larger, relatively
temporary, and more anonymous, formal, and impersonal
than primary groups. In-groups provide members with a
strong sense of identity and belonging. Out-groups also
foster identity by showing in-group members what they are
not. Reference groups are groups whose standards we refer
to as we evaluate ourselves. Social networks consist of social
ties that link people together. Developments in communi-
cations technology have given birth to a new type of group,
the electronic community. Pp. 116–123.

What is “the iron law of oligarchy”?
Sociologist Robert Michels noted that formal organizations
have a tendency to become controlled by an inner circle
that limits leadership to its own members. The dominance
of a formal organization by an elite that keeps itself in
power is called the iron law of oligarchy. Pp. 118–119.

Bureaucracies
What are bureaucracies?
Bureaucracies are social groups characterized by a hierar-
chy, division of labor, written rules and communications,
and impersonality and replaceability of positions. These
characteristics make bureaucracies efficient and enduring.
Pp. 124–126.

What dysfunctions are associated with bureaucracies?
The dysfunctions of bureaucracies include alienation, red
tape, goal displacement, and incompetence (as seen in the
Peter principle). The impersonality of bureaucracies tends
to produce alienation among workers—the feeling that
no one cares about them and that they do not really fit in.
Pp. 126–128.

Working for the Corporation
How does the corporate culture affect workers?
The term corporate culture refers to an organization’s tra-
ditions, values, and unwritten norms. Much of corporate
culture, such as its hidden values and stereotypes, is not
readily visible. Often, a self-fulfilling stereotype is at work:
People who match a corporation’s hidden values tend to be
put on career tracks that enhance their chance of success,
while those who do not match those values are set on a
course that minimizes their performance. Pp. 128–129.

Technology and the Control of Workers
What is the maximum-security society?
It is the use of computers and surveillance devices to
monitor people, especially in the workplace. This tech-
nology is being extended to monitoring our everyday
lives. P. 130.

Group Dynamics
How does a group’s size affect its dynamics?
The term group dynamics refers to how individuals affect
groups and how groups influence individuals. In a small
group, everyone can interact directly with everyone else.
As a group grows larger, its intensity decreases but its stabil-
ity increases. A dyad, consisting of two people, is the most
unstable of human groups, but it provides the most intense
of intimate relationships. The addition of a third person,
forming a triad, fundamentally alters relationships. Triads
are unstable, as coalitions (the alignment of some mem-
bers of a group against others) tend to form. Pp. 130–132.

What characterizes a leader?
A leader is someone who influences others. Instrumental
leaders try to keep a group moving toward its goals, even
though this causes friction and they lose popularity.
Expressive leaders focus on creating harmony and raising
group morale. Both types are essential to the functioning
of groups. Pp. 132–133.

What are the three main leadership styles?
Authoritarian leaders give orders, democratic leaders
try to lead by consensus, and laissez-faire leaders are
highly permissive. An authoritarian style appears to be
more effective in emergency situations, a democratic style
works best for most situations, and a laissez-faire style is
usually ineffective. Pp. 133–134.
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How do groups encourage conformity?
The Asch experiment was cited to illustrate the power
of peer pressure, the Milgram experiment to illustrate
the influence of authority. Both experiments demon-

strate how easily we can succumb to groupthink, a kind
of collective tunnel vision. Preventing groupthink re-
quires the free circulation of diverse and opposing ideas.
Pp. 134–137.

THINKING CRITICALLY about Chapter 5
3. Milgram’s and Asch’s experiments illustrate the

power of peer pressure. How has peer pressure oper-
ated in your life? Think about something that you
did not want to do but did anyway because of peer
pressure.

Summary and Review 139

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

Where Can I Read More on This Topic?
Suggested readings for this chapter are listed at the back of this book.

What can you find in MySocLab?                     www.mysoclab.com
• Complete Ebook

• Practice Tests and Video and Audio activities

• Mapping and Data Analysis exercises

• Sociology in the News

• Classic Readings in Sociology

• Research and Writing advice

1. Identify your in-groups and your out-groups. How
have your in-groups influenced the way you see the
world? And what influence have your out-groups
had on you?

2. You are likely to work for a bureaucracy. How do
you think this will affect your orientation to life?
How can you make the “hidden culture” work to
your advantage?
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