
Groups and 
Formal Organizations 

Part I 
Show me a man or a woman alone and I'll show you a 

saint. Give me two and they'll fall in love. Give me 
three and they'll invent the charming thing we call 

society. Give me four and they'll build a pyramid. Give 
me five and they'll make one an outcast. Give me six 
and they'll reinvent prejudice. Give me seven and in 

seven years they'll reinvent warfare. 

Stephen King, The Stand 



Understanding Groups 

• group: any number of people with similar norms, values 
and expectations who interact with one another on a 
regular basis 

• primary group: small group characterized by intimate, 
face-to-face association and cooperation, relatively long-
lasting  

• secondary group: formal, impersonal group with 
little social intimacy or mutual understanding 
 



Comparison of Primary and Secondary 
Groups 



Group Dynamics 

• Symbolic interactionist researchers have noted distinct 
and predictable processes in the functioning of small 
groups. 

• Group size affects stability and intimacy. 

• In a small group, all members can interact 
simultaneously and have greater interaction  
opportunities. 

• As size increases, stability increases. 

• As size increases, intensity and intimacy decrease. 



Group Dynamics 

• The larger the group, the greater the diffusion of 
responsibility, the increase in formality and the likelihood 
of division into smaller groups. 

• coalition: temporary or permanent alliance geared toward 
a common goal 



Group Dynamics 



Group Dynamics 

• risk shift: Groups weigh risk differently than individuals. 

• Most but not all group discussion leads to greater risk-
taking. 

• As groups get larger, trends in risk-taking are amplified. 

• attribution errors: perceive people in out-groups 
negatively regardless of actual characteristics ... 
misperceptions between racial groups and between men 
and women. 



Group Dynamics: 
Peer Pressure 

• ...if and how individuals yield to or defy a majority group 
and the effect of such influences on beliefs and opinions 

• Solomon Asch showed groups of college students a line, 
and then asked each student to identify which of several 
other lines matched it in length. (The answer was obvious.) 
Only one student, however, was the subject. The others 
were in league with Asch. 



Group Dynamics: 
Peer Pressure 

• Asch wanted to investigate what human beings will do 
when confronted with a group which insists that wrong is 
right. 99% of his subjects picked the correct line when 
alone. But in a group, 76% betrayed their own judgment 
and sided with the majority at least once during 12 trials. 

• Asch warned about a “tendency to conformity in our 
society that is so strong that people are willing to call 
white black.” He said his results raise questions “about our 
ways of education and about the values that guide our 
conduct.” 



Group Dynamics: 
Peer Pressure 

• bystander intervention: examined the dynamics of when 
and how people come to the aid of someone in trouble 

• The more bystanders that observe a person in danger, 
the less likely any of them will call for help. 

• Demonstrates that group size effects the pressure to 
conform. 



Group Dynamics: 
Groupthink 

• ...occurs within a group of people in which the desire for 
conformity in the group results in an irrational decision 
making outcome 

• Group members try to minimize conflict and reach a 
consensus decision by... 

• omitting critical evaluation of alternative viewpoints 

• actively suppressing dissenting viewpoints 

• isolating themselves from outside influences 

• For a good example, watch 12 Angry Men or Missiles of 
October. 



Group Dynamics: 
Groupthink 

• aspects of groupthink 

• illusion of invulnerability 

• falsely negative impression of those who are antagonists 
to the group’s plans 

• discouragement of dissenting opinion 

• illusion of unanimity 



Group Dynamics: 
Groupthink 

• historic groupthink decisions 

• The Naval High Command decided in 1941 not to 
prepare for an attack on Pearl Harbor by Japan. 

• President Kennedy attempted to overthrow Cuba by 
launching the invasion at the Bay of Pigs in 1962. 

• President  Johnson decided in 1967 to increase the 
number of US troops in Vietnam. 

• President Nixon’s advisers decided in 1972 to break into 
Democratic Party headquarters at the Watergate 
apartment complex. 



Group Dynamics: 
Obedience to Authority 

• Milgram experiment administering shocks found that 65% 
of subjects administered what they thought was lethal 
voltage on the shock machine. (The link  is worth checking 
out.) 

• Milgram described the dilemma as a conflict between 
conscience and authority. 

• The morality that is uppermost is the need to live up to 
the expectations of authority. 

https://theunboundedspirit.com/obedience-to-authority-the-milgram-experiment/
https://theunboundedspirit.com/obedience-to-authority-the-milgram-experiment/
https://theunboundedspirit.com/obedience-to-authority-the-milgram-experiment/


Group Dynamics: 
Obedience to Authority 

• Iraqi prisoners at Abu Ghraib: Does research predict 
reality? 

• In the spring of 2004, it was revealed that US soldiers 
who were military police guards at Abu Ghraib prison in 
Iraq engaged in severe torture of Iraqi prisoners of war.  

• The guards claimed they were following orders directly 
given or indirectly assumed. 

• Milgram studies suggest that many ordinary soldiers 
would engage in torture if they believed they were under 
orders to do so or would not be punished. 



Group Dynamics: 
Leadership Styles 

• autocratic/authoritarian leaders: often criticized for 
fostering intergroup hostility 

• laissez-faire leaders: don’t provide active leadership 

• democratic leaders: praised for supportive behavior and 
blamed for being indecisive in a crisis 



The Rationalization of Society 

• ...the idea that efficiency and practical results should 
dominate human affairs 

• pre industrialization: traditional orientation ... past best 
guide for present ... protect status quo ... based on 
personal relationships 

• post industrialization: capitalism ... rationality most 
efficient going forward ... attention to bottom line 

• Why did society change? 

• Marx: Capitalism broke tradition. 

•  Weber: Religion broke tradition. 



A Model of Production in 
Traditional and Nontraditional Societies 



Understanding Organizations: 
McDonaldization of Society 

• ...the spread of bureaucratic rationalization and the 
accompanying increases in efficiency and dehumanization 
(George Ritzer) 

• Principles of fast food industry dominate social life. 

• efficiency: Things move from start to finish in a 
streamlined path. 

• calculability: emphasis on quantitative aspects of sales 

• predictability: Products are same no matter when or 
where purchased. 

• control through non-human technology 



Understanding Organizations: 
McDonaldization of Society 



Understanding Organizations: 
Formal Organization 

• ...special-purpose secondary group designed and 
structured for maximum efficiency 

• develop cultures and routine practices 

• People conform to expected patterns of behavior.  

• can be tools for innovation depending on the 
organization’s values and purpose 

• As societies have become more complex, large formal 
organizations have become more powerful and pervasive. 



Understanding Organizations: 
Formal Organization 



Understanding Organizations: 
Formal Organization 

Organizational dilemma concerns the question of how to 
reconcile the potential inconsistency between individual 

needs and aspirations on the one hand, and the collective 
purpose of the organization on the other. 

 



Understanding Organizations: 
Formal Organization 

• Etzioni’s classification of formal organizations 

• normative organizations: service, charitable ... joined 
voluntarily (political parties, religious organizations, 
social clubs) 

• coercive organizations: associations people are forced to 
join (prisons) 

• utilitarian organizations: provide rewards  (colleges and 
universities, the workplace) 



Understanding Organizations: 
Formal Organization 

• evolution of the organization 

• competitive position 

• decentralization 

• organizational restructuring 

• downsizing 

• growth of small businesses 

• self-managed work teams 

• technology 

• outsourcing 



continued in 
Groups and Formal Organizations 

Part II 


