
120   Part II: Social Structure, Processes, and Control

Thinking Sociologically
In the past, raising children was considered a family 
task, done by the primary family group. Today, many 
children are in child care settings, often run by second-
ary groups. What differences do you see between the 
experiences a child receives in a family and in child 
care? What might be the advantages and disadvan-
tages of each? Can a secondary group provide care 
comparable with that provided by a family? Can the 
secondary group provide better care than families? 
Why or why not?

Reference groups are composed of members  
who act as role models and establish standards 
against which members measure their conduct. 
Individuals look to reference groups to set guidelines 
for behavior and decision making. Successful busi-
nesses can serve as reference groups for other busi-
nesses. The term is often used to refer to models in 
one’s chosen career field. Ethnic groups can also be 
reference groups. Ethnic groups can provide ado-
lescent members with strong reference group stan-
dards by which to judge themselves. The stronger 
the ethnic pride and identification, the more some 
teens may separate themselves from contact with 
members of other ethnic groups (Schaefer and Kunz 
2007). This can be functional or dysfunctional for the  
teens, as shown in the next section on in-groups and 
out-groups.

An in-group is one to which an individual feels a 
sense of loyalty and belonging. It also may serve as 
a reference group (any group may fit into more than 
one category of group). An out-group is one to which 
an individual does not belong, but more than that, it 

and impersonal parts of organizational life. Sometimes 
associations with secondary groups are long lasting, 
sometimes of short duration—as in the courses you are 
taking this term. Secondary groups operate at the meso 
and macro levels of our social world, but they affect indi-
viduals at the micro level.

As societies modernize, they evolve from small 
towns and close, primary relationships to predomi-
nantly urban areas with more formal, secondary 
relationships. In the postindustrial world, with family 
members scattered across countries and around the 
world, secondary relationships have come to play 
ever greater roles in people’s lives. Large work orga-
nizations may provide day care, health clinics, financial 
planning, courses to upgrade skills, and sports leagues.

Small micro-level and large macro-level groups 
often occur together. Behind most successful sec-
ondary groups are primary groups. Consider the 
small work group within a large organization that eats 
together or goes out for a beer on Friday afternoons. 
These relationships help individuals feel a part of the 
larger organization, just as residents of large urban 
areas have small groups of neighborhood friends. 
Table 5.1 summarizes some of the dimensions of pri-
mary and secondary groups.

Problems in primary groups can affect perfor-
mance in secondary groups. Consider the problems 
of a student who has an argument with a partner or 
roommate, or experiences a failure of his or her fam-
ily support system due to divorce or other problems. 
Self-concepts and social skills diminish during times 
of family stress and affect group relationships in other 
parts of one’s life (Drafke 2008).

Primary Group Secondary Group

Quality of relationships Personal orientation Goal orientation

Duration of relationships Usually long-term Variable, often short-term

Breadth of activities Broad, usually involving many activities Narrow, usually involving a few 
largely goal-directed activities

Subjective perception of 
relationships

As an end in itself (friendship, belonging) As a means to an end (to 
accomplish a task, earn money)

Typical examples Families, close friendships Coworkers, political organizations

TABLE 5.1  Primary and Secondary Group Characteristics 




