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and social movements. Key elements are necessary for col-
lective behavior, with each new variable adding to the total 
situation until conditions are sufficient for individuals to 
begin to act in common. At this point, collective behavior 
emerges (Smelser 1963). These are the six factors identi-
fied that can result in collective behavior:

1.	 Structural conduciveness. Existing problems cre-
ate a climate ripe for change. Consider the exam-
ple of the independent country of Ukraine, caught 
between Russia and Western Europe. The (now-
deposed) president of Ukraine stated that he 
planned to align Ukraine with the West, but under 
pressure and promises from Russia, he changed 
his mind. This change angered many Ukrainians.

2.	 Structural strain. The social structure is not 
meeting the needs and expectations of the citi-
zens, which creates widespread dissatisfaction 
with the status quo—the current arrangements. 
Ukrainians who felt the country would fare better 
if aligned with Western Europe demonstrated in 
the capital of Kiev.

3.	 Spread of a generalized belief. Common beliefs 
about the cause, effect, and solution of the prob-
lem evolve, develop, and spread. Charges spread 
that the pro-Russian president was corrupt, lived 
opulently, and had stolen money belonging to the 
Ukrainian people to support his lifestyle.

4.	 Precipitating factor. A dramatic event or incident 
occurs to incite people to action. The Ukrainian 

president left Kiev in fear after the guards defend-
ing him left their posts. President Putin of Russia 
amassed Russian troops on the Ukrainian border, 
charging that the president of Ukraine had been 
rightfully elected and that Crimea should be part 
of Russia. Russian troops then entered Crimea, 
and Russia officially annexed it (declared it part of 
Russia).

5.	 Mobilization for action. Leaders emerge and set 
out a path of action, or an emergent norm devel-
ops that stimulates common action. Ukrainian 
leaders emerged to defend Ukraine against what 
they saw as Russian aggression. 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 establish a 
separate (pro-Russian) state, but Ukrainian forces 
and resources are much less than Russia’s. As we 
write these words, the outcome remains unclear.

When all six of these factors are present, some sort of 
collective behavior will emerge. Those interested in con-
trolling volatile crowds must intervene and take control 
when one or more of these conditions exists (Flynn 2014; 
Smelser 1963).

Thinking Sociologically
Think of an example of a crowd behavior or social 
movement. Which of the previous theories best 
explains this act, and why?

Types of Collective Behavior
Collective behavior ranges from spontaneous violent mobs 
to temporary fads and fashions. Figure 14.4 shows the 
range of actions.

Mobs are emotional crowds that engage in violence 
against a specific target. Examples include lynchings, kill-
ings, and hate crimes. Near the end of the U.S. Civil War, 
self-appointed vigilante groups roamed the countryside in 
the South looking for army deserters, torturing and killing 
both those who harbored deserters and the deserters 
themselves. There were no courts and no laws, just  
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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.


