
psychology of crowds

psychology of crowds is a fascinating area of social psychology that explores how individuals behave,

think, and feel when they become part of a large group. This field examines the dynamics and

influences that occur in crowds, often leading to behavior that differs significantly from individual

actions. Understanding the psychology of crowds is essential for analyzing social movements, public

events, riots, and mass gatherings. Key concepts include crowd behavior, collective emotions, social

identity, and the impact of anonymity on conduct. This article delves into the foundational theories,

psychological mechanisms, and practical implications of crowd psychology, providing insights into how

crowds influence decision-making and social interactions. The following sections offer a comprehensive

overview of the essential aspects of the psychology of crowds.

Foundations of Crowd Psychology

Theories Explaining Crowd Behavior

Psychological Mechanisms in Crowds

Types of Crowds and Their Characteristics

Applications and Implications of Crowd Psychology

Foundations of Crowd Psychology

The psychology of crowds is rooted in the study of how individual behavior is transformed when people

gather in large groups. Historically, this field emerged in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, with



pioneering work from scholars such as Gustave Le Bon and Sigmund Freud. These early theories

sought to explain why individuals in crowds often exhibit behavior that deviates from their normal

conduct, sometimes becoming impulsive, irrational, or emotionally charged. The foundational premise

is that crowds create a unique psychological environment that influences cognition, emotions, and

social interactions.

Historical Background

Gustave Le Bon’s seminal work, "The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind," introduced the idea that

crowds possess a "collective mind," which can override individual reasoning. Le Bon emphasized the

contagious nature of emotions and suggested that anonymity in crowds leads to lowered self-restraint.

Sigmund Freud later expanded on these concepts with his psychoanalytic perspective, viewing crowds

as a manifestation of unconscious desires and group identification. These foundational theories set the

stage for modern social psychology research into crowd behavior.

Key Concepts in Crowd Psychology

Several core concepts underpin the psychology of crowds, including deindividuation, social facilitation,

and collective behavior. Deindividuation refers to the loss of self-awareness and decreased

accountability in groups, often leading to disinhibited actions. Social facilitation describes how the

presence of others can enhance or impair individual performance depending on the task. Collective

behavior highlights the spontaneous and unstructured actions that emerge when individuals act as a

unified group rather than as separate entities.

Theories Explaining Crowd Behavior



Multiple theories have been developed to explain the complex phenomena observed in crowd settings.

These theories explore cognitive, emotional, and social processes that influence crowd dynamics.

Understanding these models helps clarify why crowds can be both constructive and destructive in

various contexts.

Le Bon’s Theory of the Crowd Mind

Le Bon’s theory posits that individuals in crowds lose their sense of self and become subject to a

collective consciousness. This results in heightened suggestibility, emotional contagion, and irrational

behavior. According to Le Bon, crowds are driven by unconscious impulses, making them prone to

violence or hysteria under certain conditions. This model views crowds as inherently irrational and

unpredictable.

Emergent Norm Theory

Emergent norm theory, developed by sociologists such as Ralph Turner and Lewis Killian, challenges

the idea that crowds are purely irrational. Instead, it emphasizes the role of new social norms that

arise within the crowd context. As individuals interact, they establish shared expectations and rules

that guide behavior. This approach highlights the adaptability and order that can develop even in

seemingly chaotic crowd situations.

Social Identity Theory in Crowds

Social identity theory explains crowd behavior through group identification processes. When individuals

perceive themselves as part of a collective, their actions align with group norms and values. This

identification can strengthen solidarity and motivate collective action. The theory also accounts for

intergroup conflict and how crowd behavior can serve to assert group identity in opposition to others.



Psychological Mechanisms in Crowds

The psychology of crowds involves several psychological mechanisms that influence how individuals

think and act within a group. These mechanisms provide insight into the cognitive and emotional shifts

that occur in crowd settings.

Deindividuation and Anonymity

Deindividuation is a central psychological mechanism in crowd behavior. It occurs when individuals feel

anonymous and less accountable for their actions, often resulting in increased impulsivity and reduced

self-regulation. This phenomenon explains why people in crowds might engage in behaviors they

would normally avoid, such as aggressive acts or rule-breaking. Factors contributing to deindividuation

include group size, uniform appearance, and diminished self-awareness.

Emotional Contagion

Emotional contagion refers to the rapid spread of emotions among crowd members. In large groups,

feelings such as excitement, fear, or anger can quickly become amplified, influencing collective mood

and reactions. This shared emotional state can unify the crowd but also escalate tensions or lead to

mass panic. Emotional contagion is facilitated by nonverbal communication, such as facial expressions

and body language.

Conformity and Social Influence

Individuals in crowds often experience strong social pressure to conform to group behavior. This

conformity results from normative influence, where people seek acceptance, and informational



influence, where individuals look to others for cues on how to act. Social influence mechanisms ensure

cohesion within the crowd but can also suppress dissenting opinions and critical thinking.

Types of Crowds and Their Characteristics

The psychology of crowds recognizes that not all crowds are identical; different types of crowds exhibit

distinct behaviors and psychological dynamics. Categorizing crowds helps in predicting potential

outcomes and managing large gatherings effectively.

Casual Crowds

Casual crowds consist of people who happen to be in the same place without a shared purpose, such

as shoppers in a mall or spectators in a park. These crowds are loosely organized, and interactions

are minimal. Behavior in casual crowds tends to be calm and uncoordinated.

Conventional Crowds

Conventional crowds form for specific events or purposes, like concerts, religious services, or lectures.

These crowds operate under established social norms and rules, which guide orderly behavior.

Participants generally follow instructions and exhibit predictable conduct.

Expressive Crowds

Expressive crowds gather to express emotions or sentiments, such as celebrations or protests. These

crowds are characterized by heightened emotionality, collective enthusiasm, and symbolic actions.



Expressive crowds can foster a strong sense of unity and shared identity among members.

Acting Crowds

Acting crowds are goal-oriented and often involve intense emotions leading to collective action, such

as riots or mobs. These crowds are volatile and can rapidly shift from peaceful to aggressive behavior.

The psychology of crowds in acting groups involves strong deindividuation and conformity to group

norms that justify extreme actions.

Casual Crowds: loosely organized, minimal interaction

Conventional Crowds: structured, norm-driven behavior

Expressive Crowds: emotional, solidarity-focused

Acting Crowds: goal-directed, potentially aggressive

Applications and Implications of Crowd Psychology

The study of the psychology of crowds has important practical applications across various fields,

including public safety, marketing, politics, and emergency management. Understanding crowd

behavior assists in designing strategies to influence, control, or support group dynamics effectively.



Crowd Management and Safety

Authorities and event organizers utilize crowd psychology principles to prevent accidents, stampedes,

and violence during mass gatherings. Techniques such as controlling crowd density, clear

communication, and managing entry and exit points help reduce risk. Recognizing signs of escalating

emotions or unrest enables timely interventions.

Political and Social Movements

Social movements rely heavily on crowd dynamics to mobilize support, express collective identity, and

exert political pressure. The psychology of crowds explains how shared grievances and solidarity can

drive collective action. Understanding these mechanisms aids policymakers and activists in anticipating

crowd responses and negotiating peaceful outcomes.

Marketing and Consumer Behavior

Marketers leverage crowd psychology to influence purchasing decisions and brand loyalty. Events,

flash mobs, and product launches create crowd excitement and social proof, encouraging participation

and consumer engagement. Insights into social influence and emotional contagion are valuable for

crafting effective promotional campaigns.

Emergency Response and Disaster Management

In crisis situations, crowd behavior can significantly impact the effectiveness of emergency response.

Knowledge of crowd psychology helps planners design evacuation procedures and communication

strategies that minimize panic and facilitate orderly movement. Training responders to recognize



psychological cues enhances disaster management outcomes.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the psychology of crowds?

The psychology of crowds studies how individuals' behaviors, emotions, and thoughts are influenced

when they become part of a large group or crowd.

Who is considered the pioneer of crowd psychology?

Gustave Le Bon is considered the pioneer of crowd psychology, known for his work 'The Crowd: A

Study of the Popular Mind' published in 1895.

How does anonymity affect individual behavior in crowds?

Anonymity in crowds often leads to reduced self-awareness and accountability, which can result in

individuals engaging in behaviors they might avoid when alone.

What role does emotional contagion play in crowd behavior?

Emotional contagion allows feelings like fear, excitement, or anger to spread quickly through a crowd,

amplifying collective emotions and influencing group actions.

Can crowds influence decision-making processes?

Yes, crowds can significantly influence decision-making by promoting conformity, reducing individual

critical thinking, and encouraging herd behavior.

What is deindividuation and how does it relate to crowd psychology?

Deindividuation is a psychological state where individuals lose self-awareness and self-restraint, often



leading to impulsive or deviant behaviors within crowds.

How do leaders impact the psychology of crowds?

Leaders can shape crowd behavior by directing emotions, setting goals, and influencing collective

decision-making through persuasive communication and symbolic actions.

What are some positive outcomes of crowd behavior?

Positive outcomes include enhanced social solidarity, collective problem-solving, peaceful protests, and

the promotion of social change through unified efforts.

How can understanding crowd psychology help in managing public

events?

Understanding crowd psychology helps organizers anticipate crowd dynamics, prevent panic, design

safer environments, and communicate effectively to maintain order and safety.

Additional Resources

1. The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind by Gustave Le Bon

This classic work explores the behavior of crowds and how individual identities and rationality often

diminish when people become part of a group. Le Bon discusses how crowds are driven by emotion,

suggestion, and imitation, leading to collective behavior that can be irrational and impulsive. The book

laid the foundation for modern crowd psychology and remains influential in understanding social

dynamics.

2. Extraordinary Popular Delusions and the Madness of Crowds by Charles Mackay

Mackay’s seminal work delves into historical examples of mass hysteria, economic bubbles, and

popular delusions, illustrating how crowds can be swept up in irrational beliefs and behaviors. The

book provides vivid case studies from history, including financial manias and witch hunts, highlighting

the psychological mechanisms behind collective folly. It remains a key text for understanding the



vulnerabilities of group psychology.

3. Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego by Sigmund Freud

In this work, Freud examines how individual psychology changes when people become part of a

group, focusing on the role of the ego and unconscious motivations. He analyzes how group cohesion

is maintained through identification and shared ideals, as well as the potential for crowd behavior to

override personal conscience. The book is a foundational psychoanalytic perspective on crowd

dynamics.

4. Crowds and Power by Elias Canetti

Canetti investigates the nature of crowds and the dynamics of power within them, exploring how

collective energy can lead to both creative and destructive outcomes. The book combines

anthropology, psychology, and philosophy to analyze the relationship between individuals and the

masses. Canetti’s vivid prose provides insights into the mechanisms that drive crowd behavior and

authority.

5. Social Psychology of Crowd Behavior by Clifford Stott

This book offers a contemporary analysis of crowd psychology, emphasizing the social identity

approach to understanding crowd actions. Stott discusses how shared identities influence behavior,

challenging older views that crowds are inherently irrational. The book also explores practical

implications for managing crowd safety and preventing violence.

6. The Wisdom of Crowds by James Surowiecki

Surowiecki presents the idea that under certain conditions, crowds can be remarkably intelligent and

make better decisions than individuals. The book outlines the factors that contribute to collective

wisdom, such as diversity and independence of opinion. It provides a counterpoint to the traditional

view of crowds as irrational, highlighting their potential for problem-solving and innovation.

7. Emergent Collective Behavior in Crowds by Stephen Reicher

Reicher focuses on how crowd behavior emerges from social interactions and shared understandings

rather than simple contagion. The book emphasizes the role of social identity and group norms in



shaping collective actions. It offers a nuanced view of crowds as active agents capable of rational and

coordinated behavior.

8. Behavior in Public Places: Notes on the Social Organization of Gatherings by Erving Goffman

Though broader in scope, Goffman’s work includes important insights into the behavior of people in

crowds and public gatherings. He analyzes the unwritten rules and social cues that govern interactions

in crowded settings. The book is valuable for understanding the micro-level social psychology that

underpins crowd phenomena.

9. Contagion: Why Things Spread — and Why They Stop by Jonah Berger

Berger explores how ideas, behaviors, and emotions spread through groups and crowds, drawing on

psychology and marketing research. The book explains the mechanisms behind social contagion and

the factors that influence whether something catches on or fizzles out. It offers practical insights into

the dynamics of influence and crowd behavior in modern society.
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without abridgment. First appearing in the 1890s, Gustav Le Bon's account of the crowd is an
important work of early psychology. In life, Le Bon was famous for mastering aspects of several
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psychology compiled in this book. Le Bon first examines the mental characteristics of all crowds.
Whether they possess moral constraints, can adopt ideas or reason out circumstances, or carry a
religious undercurrent is investigated. The second part investigates the various beliefs and



sentiments which can develop within a crowd. What opinions a crowd may form about aspects
remote to it, and close to it, are discussed. All are impeccably and comprehensively categorized by
Le Bon, who turns to each in detail. The book's final stages classify various different crowds. He
discusses types of crowd defined as criminal - such as rioters and looters.
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such as mobs, juries, elected bodies, and simple crowds. This landmark book is one of the most
influential books ever written on this subject. An important book for anyone studying or working in
the fields of sociology, law, and psychology.
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Le Bon examines the psychology of crowds. He posits that crowds have personalities, just like
individuals, and that individuals change when part of a crowd. The most careful observations seem
to prove that an individual immersed for some length of time in a crowd in action soon finds
himself-either in consequence of the magnetic influence given out by the crowd, or from some other
cause of which we are ignorant-in a special state, which much resembles the state of fascination in
which the hypnotized individual finds himself in the hands of the hypnotizer. The activity of the brain
being paralysed in the case of the hypnotized subject, the latter becomes the slave of all the
unconscious activities of his spinal cord, which the hypnotizer directs at will. The conscious
personality has entirely vanished; will and discernment are lost. All feelings and thoughts are bent in
the direction determined by the hypnotizer. This edition has been completely reset in fresh type.
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its history are one. Nonetheless, in practice things have not changed much. We still behave as ifthe
two were not really connected. Or else as if it were hard, not to say impossible, to link them in a
single enquiry. In such circumstances the group we constitute and which has undertaken the task of
studying the history of social psychology while refor mulating its theories represents an experiment.
Whether the experiment succeeds or fails, the three aims we have set ourselves are precise: First,
we wish to bring up to date the relation between certain topics of psycho logical research and their
historical context. Second, we will include within the discussion itself and consider critically some
authors and works that have become our classics due to their undiminished signifi cance and
heuristic power. But, in this respect, we also consider that we should depart from the attitude of the
physical sciences shared by so many psychologists that past acquisitions have nothing to offer as a
basis for research. Only those scholars who have said their say and completed their task indulge in
such medita tions; therefore work undertaken in this field is unimportant and even illicit. We, on the
other hand, are convinced that social psychology is, after all, a social science and that a study based
on orthodox theories is still eminently significant.
  psychology of crowds: The Crowd; Study of the Popular Mind Gustave Le Bon, 2015-03-05
[...]display a singularly inferior mentality; yet there are other acts in which they appear to be guided
by those mysterious forces which the ancients denominated destiny, nature, or providence, which we
call the voices of the dead, and whose power it is impossible to overlook, although we ignore their
essence. It would seem, at times, as if there were latent forces in the inner being of nations which
serve to guide them. What, for instance, can be more complicated, more logical, more marvellous
than a language? Yet whence can this admirably organised production have arisen, except it be the
outcome of the unconscious genius of crowds? The most learned academics, the most esteemed
grammarians can do no more than note down the laws that govern languages; they would be utterly
incapable of creating them. Even with respect to the ideas of great men are we certain that they are
exclusively the offspring of their brains? No doubt such ideas are always created by solitary minds,
but is it not the genius of crowds that has furnished the thousands of grains of dust forming the soil
in which they have sprung up? Crowds, doubtless, are always unconscious, but this very
unconsciousness[...].
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  psychology of crowds: Crowds in the 21st Century John Drury, Clifford Stott, 2015-02-20
Crowds in the 21st Century presents the latest theory and research on crowd events and crowd
behaviour from across a range of social sciences, including psychology, sociology, law, and
communication studies. Whether describing the language of the crowd in protest events, measuring
the ability of the crowd to empower its participants, or analysing the role of professional
organizations involved in crowd safety and public order, the contributions in this volume are united
in their commitment to a social scientific level of analysis. The crowd is often depicted as a source of
irrationality and danger – in the form of riots and mass emergencies. By placing crowd events back
in their social context – their ongoing historical and proximal relationships with other groups and
social structures – this volume restores meaning to the analysis of crowd behaviour. Together, the
studies described in this collection demonstrate the potential of crowd research to enhance the
positive experience of crowd participants and to improve design, planning, and management around
crowd events. This book was originally published as a special issue of Contemporary Social Science.
  psychology of crowds: The Crowd Gustave Lebon, 2010-10-19 'Crowds, doubtless, are always
unconscious, but this very unconsciousness is perhaps one of the secrets of their strength.' Gustave
Le Bon gives insight into the general characteristics and mental unity of a crowd, its sentiments and
morality, ideas, reasoning power, imagination, opinions and much more.
  psychology of crowds: Gustave Le Bon, the Crowd and the Psychology of Revolution Gustave
Le Bon, 2015-05-14 Gustave Le Bon (1841 -1931) was a French social psychologist, sociologist,
anthropologist, inventor, and amateur physicist. He is best known for his 1895 work The Crowd: A
Study of the Popular Mind. His writings incorporate theories of national traits, racial and male
superiority, herd behavior and crowd psychology.
  psychology of crowds: The Behavior of Crowds; A Psychological Study Everett Dean
Martin, 2014-04 2014 Reprint of 1920 Edition. Full facsimile of the original edition, not reproduced
with Optical Recognition Software. The motivation of this book is the author's conviction that crowd
formation and crowd thinking are daily becoming a more serious menace to civilization. I know of
nothing, he says (p. 6), which today so menaces not only the values of civilization, but also the
achievement of personality and true knowledge of self as the growing habit of behavior as crowds.
Gustave Le Bon was the first to study seriously the crowd phenomenon. Le Bon described the
emotional nature of the crowd man and suggested the importance of unconscious motivation. Martin
followed up on Le Bon's account and improved the analysis by applying the concepts of Freudian
psychology to the crowd man. In 1924 Floyd H. Allport contributed another important analysis of the
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