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Collective behavior is spontaneous, unstructured, 
and disorganized action that may violate norms; this 
behavior arises when people are trying to cope with stress-
ful situations under unclear or uncertain conditions  
(E. Goode 1992; Smelser 1963, 1988). Collective behavior 
falls into two main types: crowd behavior and mass behav-
ior. It often starts as a response to an event or a stimulus. It 
could begin with a shooting or beating, a speech, a sports 
event, or a rumor. The key is that as individuals try to 
make sense of the situations they are in and respond based 
on their perceptions, collective social actions emerge.

Crowd behaviors—mobs, panics, riots, and demonstra-
tions—are forms of collective behavior in which a crowd 
acts, at least temporarily, as a unified group (LeBon [1895] 
1960). Crowds are often made up of individuals who see 
themselves as supporting a just cause. Because the protest-
ers are anonymous in such a large group, they may not feel 
bound by normal social controls—either internal (normal 
moral standards) or external (fear of police sanctions).

Mass behavior occurs when individual people commu-
nicate or respond in a similar manner to ambiguous or 
uncertain situations, often based on common information 
from word-of-mouth rumors, websites, social networking, 
and television. Examples include fashions and fads, such 
as the ALS (Lou Gehrig’s disease) “Ice Bucket Challenge.” 
Unlike social movements, these forms of collective behav-
ior generally lack a hierarchy of authority and clear leader-
ship, a division of labor, and a sense of group action.

Collective Behavior:  
Middle-Range Theories
Several explanations of individual involvement dominate 
the collective behavior literature. These theories are  
middle-range theories that seek to explain specific social 
behaviors or patterns. Social scientists studying group 
and crowd dynamics find that most members of crowds 
are respectable, law-abiding citizens, but faced with spe-
cific situations, they act out (Berk 1974; R. Turner and 
Killian 1993).

Based on principles of rational choice theory, the mini-
max strategy suggests that individuals try to minimize 
their losses or costs and maximize their benefits (Berk 
1974). People are more likely to engage in behavior if they 
feel the rewards outweigh the costs. Individuals may 
become involved in a riot if they feel the outcome—draw-
ing attention to their plight, the possibility of improving 
conditions, solidarity with neighbors and friends, or loot-
ing goods—will be more rewarding than the status quo or 
the possible negative sanctions.

Emergent norm theory points out that individuals 
have different emotions and attitudes guiding their behav-
iors in crowds than when they act alone (R. Turner and 
Killian 1993). The theory addresses the unusual situations 
involving the breakdown of norms, in which most collec-
tive behavior takes place. Unusual situations may call for 
the development of new norms and even new definitions of 
acceptable behavior. The implication of this theory is that 
in ambiguous situations, people look to others for clues 
about what is happening or what is acceptable, and norms 
emerge in ambiguous contexts that may be considered 
inappropriate in other contexts. This is the most widely 
used approach to understanding collective behavior  
(R. Turner and Killian 1993).

Imagine you are at an athletic event. Someone in the 
crowd with a very loud voice begins to taunt a player from 
the visiting team. Initially some people around you laugh, 
but as the initiator begins to chant an insult, your friends 
and others around you begin to join in. Chances are good 
that in the camaraderie of the moment, you follow suit and 
start chanting the insult, too—even if it is very disrespect-
ful. Normally, you would not make such an insulting 
remark to someone’s face, but in this situation where you 
are anonymous, the pattern of behavior emerged, and you 
felt compelled to follow the crowd. This would be an exam-
ple of an emergent norm affecting an entire crowd.

Value-added theory (sometimes called structural-
strain theory) describes the conditions for crowd behavior 

Crowds can stimulate change in a society, but they can also become 
unruly and unpredictable, so governments spend a good deal of 
money and time equipping and training officers to control crowds. 
Here, protesters hold up their hands as they stand off with police 
during a march in honor of Freddie Gray, a young Black man who died 
from a severe spinal cord injury he received while in police custody 
for possession of a switchblade knife.
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