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Crimea, and Russia officially annexed it (de-
clared it part of Russia).

5.	 Mobilization for action: Leaders emerge and 
set out a path of action, or an emergent norm 
develops that stimulates common action. 
Ukrainian leaders emerged to defend Ukraine 
against what they saw as Russian aggres-
sion. A newly elected Ukrainian president sent 
troops to eastern Ukraine to defend it against 
Russians who want to align it with Russia. 

6.	 Social controls are weak: If the police, the mili-
tary, or political or religious leaders are unable 
to counter the mobilization, a social movement 
or other crowd behavior may form. Ukraine’s 
new president, parliament, and army resisted 
the efforts of the pro-Russian groups (assisted 
by Russian troops) in eastern Ukraine to estab-
lish a separate (pro-Russian) state, but Ukrai-
nian forces and resources are much less than 
Russia’s. As we write these words, the outcome 
remains unclear. 

When all six of the above factors are present, some 
sort of collective behavior will emerge. Those inter-
ested in controlling volatile crowds must intervene 
and take control when one or more of these condi-
tions exists (Flynn 2014; Smelser 1963).

Types of Collective Behavior
Collective behavior ranges from spontaneous vio-
lent mobs to temporary fads and fashions. Figure 14.3 
shows the range of actions.

Mobs are emotional crowds that engage in violence 
against a specific target. Examples include lynchings, 
killings, and hate crimes. Near the end of the U.S. Civil 
War, self-appointed vigilante groups roamed the coun-
tryside in the South looking for army deserters, tortur-
ing and killing both those who harbored deserters and 
the deserters themselves. There were no courts and 
no laws, just “justice” in the eyes of the vigilantes. The 

members of these groups constituted mobs. The film 
Cold Mountain depicts these scenes vividly. Unless 
deterred, mobs often damage or destroy their target.

Riots—an outbreak of illegal violence against 
random or shifting targets committed by crowds 
expressing frustration or anger against people, prop-
erty, or groups in power—begin when certain condi-
tions occur. Often, a sense of frustration or deprivation 
sets the stage for a riot—hunger, poverty, poor hous-
ing, lack of jobs, discrimination, poor education, or an 
unresponsive or unfair judicial system. If the condi-
tions for collective behavior are present, many types 
of incidents can be the precipitating factor setting off 
a riot. For example, in the summer of 2014, residents of 
Ferguson, Missouri, became outraged when a police 
officer shot and killed Michael Brown, an unarmed 
black 18-year-old. While some residents peace-
fully protested, others looted stores and threw rocks 
at police officers. The distinction between riots and 
mobs is illustrated in Figure 14.4 on page 402.

Panic occurs when a large number of individuals 
become fearful or try to flee threatening situations 
beyond their control, sometimes putting their lives in 
danger. Panic can occur in a crowd situation, such as 

All six social factors that contribute to collective behavior were 
present in 2014 in Kiev, Ukraine, and the results were riots in 
the streets, the overthrow of the Ukrainian president, and the 
annexation of Crimea by Russia.
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FIGURE 14.3  Types of Collective Behavior
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