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Social Groups and Organization

Social group volunteers from Cornell College, Iowa photo from: 

http://www.cornellcollege.edu/tours_maps/campus_life/social_groups.shtml



Agenda

• Nature of Groups

– Primary and secondary groups

• Function of Groups



Nature of Groups
• A social group consists of a number of people 

who have a common identity some feeling of 

unity, and certain common goals and shared 

norms.

– Individuals act in accordance with statuses and roles 
even within the group

– Example: college students have taboo subjects 
(including issues related to sex, personal issues, 

money and/or religion often), often will not openly 
express feelings, tend not to challenge the professor, 

tend to avoid conflict, and tend to avoid long or 

frequent contributions; violation of norms are 
responded to with sanctions “the look,” comments, or 

avoidance of the breaker of the norm 



• Social group contrasts with social 
aggregate which consists of people who 

temporarily happen to be in physical 

proximity, but share little else.

– Social groups share a purpose, even if it is 

only entertainment (like in the example in the 

book of the card players)

– Social groups have members and those who 

are non-members are recognized

– Social groups share certain characteristics 

that are known important to the group

– Social groups can be large or small, 

temporary or long lasting



General Characteristics of Social 

Groups

• Permanence beyond meetings of the 
members

• Means for identifying the members

• Mechanisms for recruiting new members

• Goal or purposes

• Social statuses and roles (norms for 
behavior)

• Means for controlling members behavior



Primary vs. Secondary Groups

• Primary groups are those that involve 

interactions among members who have an 

emotional investment in one another and in a 

situation, who know one another intimately, and 

who interact as total individuals rather than 

through specialized roles

– The individual is known as a person, not as just their 

status and roles, and knows others in the group as 
persons

– Basic primary groups include: children’s play groups, 
the family, neighborhood or community groups



• Secondary groups are those that are 
characterized by much less intimacy 
among their members. The group usually 
has specific goals, is formally organized, 
and is impersonal.
– Secondary groups tend to be larger

– Not all members tend to interact in secondary 
groups

– Rarely do members know more than one 
another’s social identities (statuses and roles)

– Examples: political parties, labor unions, large 
corporations



Functions of Groups
• Define boundaries

– To know who is in the group and who is not

• May be by clothing, or behaviors (special handshake), language, 
may also include skin color

• Choose leaders
– Leader is the person who occupies a central role or position of 

dominance or influence in the group.

– Leadership may be assigned by others in positions of authority 
(for example in corporations)

– Leadership may be attained by possessing skills (fighting, 
debating, athletic ability) or persuasion (gaining votes)

– Leadership may vary based upon situation – there may be 
multiple leaders

– Types of leaders

• Instrumental – actively proposes tasks and plans to guide the 
group toward goals

• Expressive –works to keep relations among group members 
harmonious and morale high

• Both are needed for a well functioning group



• Make decisions

– Decisions can be talked about until everyone agrees

=> consensus

– Take votes and allow for majority rule either with all 

community/group participating or just a representative 
segment

• Set goals

– Goals may change over time, but starts at least with 

one goal 

• Assign tasks

– Minimum, make sure group members stay in contact

– Group  tasks such as painting Grandma’s house 

keeps everybody in touch and keeps Grandma’s 
house in good order



• Control member’s behavior
– Groups need compliance to the norms of the 

group, if group norms are broken, group 
hostility (coolness, ejection from the group)
may ensue

– Primary groups are more tolerant of deviant 
behavior, but when they act, the punishment 
may be more harsh (family member is sent to  
an institution or treatment center)

– Secondary groups tend to release the non-
compliant (fire unsatisfactory workers or 
discharge military members who violate 
regulations, communities shun members who 
don’t conform) 



• Asch’s test of conformity (1955)

– Put test subject into group of eight people, of 

whom 7 were “plants” 

– The test consisted of comparing line lengths 

with a standard line, and the “plants” were told 

what comparison line to use unanimously and 

obviously incorrectly

– 32% of the test subjects complied with their 

group while none of the control group gave 

incorrect answers (there was no optical 

illusion)



• Reference groups

– A reference group refers to the group or social 

category that an individual uses to help define 

beliefs, attitudes, and values and to guide behavior

– The reference group is often a category we identify 

with rather than one to which we belong.  For 

example those in the career for which we are 

studying.

• Do we dress the part

• Do we behave properly

• Do we join the right associations and clubs

• Do we avoid those of a group with whom we do not wish 

to be associated


