
402   Part V: Social Dynamics

Fads are temporary behaviors, activities, or mate-
rial objects that spread rapidly and are copied 
enthusiastically by large numbers of people. Body 
modification, especially tattooing, appeals mostly 
to young people of all social classes. Tattoo art-
ists emblazon IDs, secret society and organization 
emblems, fraternity symbols, and decorations to order 
on all parts of customers’ bodies. Body modification 
has taken place for centuries, but it goes through fads 
(University of Pennsylvania 2010). Sometimes, fads 
become institutionalized—that is, they gain a perma-
nent place in the culture. Other fads die out, replaced 
by the next hot item.

Fashions refer to a style of appearance and behav-
ior temporarily favored by a large number of people. 
Examples include clothing styles, music genres, color 
schemes in home decor, types of automobiles, and 
architectural designs. Fashions typically last longer 
than fads but sometimes survive only a season, as can 
be seen in the clothing industry. Music styles such as 

“hardcore techno,” “acid,” “alternative hip-hop,” and 
“UK 2-step garage” were popular among some groups 
as the previous edition of this book was being written, 
but a couple of years later as we finished the fourth 
edition, the fads were “dub step,” “indie,” “electropop,” 
“screamo,” “Latin-pop,” and “chiptune.” These styles will 
probably be passé by the time you read this, replaced 
by new fads emerging in mass behavior. 

Each of these forms of collective behavior involves 
micro-level individual actions that cumulatively 
become collective responses to certain circum-
stances. Insofar as these various types of collective 
activity upset the standard routines of society and the 
accepted norms, they can unsettle the entire social 
system and cause lasting change. When we move 
to meso- and macro-level analyses, the established 
structures and processes of society become increas-
ingly important. Much of the change at these levels is 
planned change.

 PLANNED CHANGE  
IN ORGANIZATIONS:  
MESO-LEVEL CHANGE
The board of trustees of a small liberal arts college 
has witnessed recent drops in student enrollments 
that could cause the college to go out of business, but 
the college has a long tradition of fine education and 

a restaurant or theater in which someone yells “Fire,” 
or it can occur following rumors or information spread 
by the media. Panic started by rumors set off the run 
on the stock market in October 1929. A large number 
of actions by individuals caused the stock market 
crash in the United States, with repercussions around 
the world. In 2008, the collapse of the global invest-
ment banking and securities trader Bear, Stearns 
& Co. resulted in turmoil in the financial markets. 
Only radical intervention by the federal government 
abated the immediate panic. Panics can result in col-
lapse of an organization, destruction, or even death.

Rumors are forms of mass behavior in which 
unsupported or unproven reports about a problem, 
issue, or concern circulate widely throughout the 
public. Rumors may spread only in a local area, but 
with electronic means available, rumors spread more 
widely and rapidly. Without authoritative informa-
tion, ambiguous situations can produce faulty infor-
mation on which decisions are made and actions are 
based. Urban legends, one example of widely spread 
but unverified messages, are unsubstantiated stories 
that sound plausible and become widely circulated. 
The people telling these stories usually believe them 
(Mikkelson and Mikkelson 2012). The next “Engaging 
Sociology” provides an example. (Go to www.snopes 
.com/college/college.asp for some additional enter-
taining urban legends about professors, exam scams, 
embarrassments, and other college pranks.)

Riots involve dispersed actions expressing frustration
(e.g., urban riots over poor conditions).

Mobs involve a group collectively focusing their action
on a single individual or location (e.g., a lynch mob).

FIGURE 14.4  The Difference Between  
Riots and Mobs
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