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FOREWORD TO THE FIRST EDITION

What the social identity approach is and why it matters

Over the last decade or so (following Ashforth & Mael, 1989) there has been a rapid
growth of interest in applying social identity ideas to the problems of organizational psy-
chology. In this book Alex Haslam has taken on the huge but important task of survey-
ing the whole field of organizational psychology from the general perspective provided
by the social identity approach. In doing this he has produced a quite outstanding book,
one which provides original insights at varying levels and serves several purposes.

He has written firstly a wonderful textbook. The book summarizes and reviews
research and theory in all the major areas of the field. Moreover, it puts this work in an
historical and a systematic theoretical context. There is a unity and coherence of per-
spective that makes the book — unusually for a textbook — highly readable and thought-
provoking. How many textbooks can be read effortlessly from beginning to end with a
sense of pleasure and intellectual nourishment? Not many, but this is one. The book is
characterized by confident scholarship and a thoughtful consideration of the field’s most
basic issues and yet is a delight to read.

As one works through the chapters, one not only learns about particular topics, one
also gradually becomes aware of a strategic critique, of an argument, constructive rather
than destructive, for a major reorientation of thinking, focused on the importance of the
social group in organizational life. There is no denial of the importance of individual
processes, but there is a recognition of the need to restore balance, to recognize that
human beings are psychological group members who act in terms of shared social identities
as well as individuals who act in terms of individual differences and personal identities,
and moreover that psychological group membership can be a positive and productive
organizational force. There is a long tradition in organizational and social psychology that
construes group influences as a source of irrationality, pathology and primitivism. Think
of the idea of ‘deindividuation’, that to be ‘submerged’ in the group is to lose one’s con-
scious, rational self and become prey to the dark instincts of the collective unconscious.
The social identity approach rejects this slant on the group outright. It sees group actions
as regulated by a different level of self, a higher-order, more socially inclusive self, a
change of self, not a loss of self. It also assumes (and explains) that positive and power-
ful processes of human social life to do with social cohesion, cooperation and influence
are made possible only because human beings have the capacity to act as other than
purely individual persons. The fact that human beings are able to act as both individuals
and as group members is a plus, adding immensely to the sophistication and possibilities
of our social relationships. Just as important for this reorientation, there is the related
recognition, explicit in the social identity approach, that the functioning of social identity
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processes always takes place in a social context and is shaped by social structural realities.
Organizations are social structures, and how people orient and define themselves
psychologically in relation to and within these social structures is fundamental to under-
standing how they will feel, think and act.

Haslam has also produced a superb introduction to the social identity approach — one
of the best I have come across. This is no easy task. The approach encompasses two
related theories: social identity theory and self-categorization theory — both with a
research history stretching back to the 1970s. They have generated a vast amount of
empirical work in social psychology (and elsewhere) and are stimulating more work
today than they have ever done before, in areas as diverse as intergroup relations, stereo-
typing, group processes, social influence, language and communication, social cognition
and the self-concept. Both theories are unusually complex and well-developed compared
to the norm in social psychology. Haslam’s summary manages to be wide-ranging, up to
date, lucid and accurate. He gets the general picture right in an introductory chapter and
he gets the details right in his elaboration of specific applications. This is a rare feat. He
also adds original twists and insights of his own consistent with the spirit and substance
of the theories. This is not surprising given that Haslam himself is a leading researcher
in the social identity tradition and has made highly influential contributions to the
literature.

Haslam’s summary of the social identity approach takes three forms. One emerges
from the book as a whole. As the discussion of the field progresses, more light is thrown
back on to his particular perspective and the ‘feel’ of the social identity approach is con-
veyed. Then there is Chapter 2 where he provides an explicit statement of the basic ideas
of social identity and self-categorization theories. Finally, but by no means least, each sub-
sequent chapter contains both a review of an area of organizational psychology and a
detailed discussion of how the social identity approach has been applied in the area and
what more it can offer. These discussions are full of ideas for contemplation and future
research. They provide a further major contribution of the book — a systematic, compre-
hensive and concrete statement of how social identity ideas can be integrated into orga-
nizational psychology and of what both the social identity approach and organizational
psychology have to gain from each other. For it is important to note that the traffic is not
all one way. It becomes clear that organizational contexts are a natural home for social
identity research and that social identity ideas are going to benefit enormously from the
work of organizational researchers.

So much for the achievements of this book. It may now be useful to say a few words
about the social identity approach more generally. Social identity theory (Tajfel, 1972,
1974; Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner, 1975) was developed in the early 1970s and self-
categorization theory (Turner, 1978, 1982, 1985; Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher & Wetherell,
1987) emerged in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Both were developed in social psycho-
logy. Both also took some years to evolve into their final form (they were given their present
names only in 1978 and 1985 respectively), a fact that can still lead reviewers (not
Haslam) to ignore later developments in favour of earlier, more truncated versions. To say
‘final’, however, is not to imply that the theories are ‘finished and perfect’. On the con-
trary, like all theories, both have their lacunae, both contain elements that need elabo-
rating and developing, both are deliberately selective in their explanatory scope. Important
ideas have been and are being contributed by subsequent and contemporary research. To
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say ‘final’ is rather to indicate the point at which the essential ideas became systematized
into a mature and coherent form. The term ‘approach’ is useful as shorthand for refer-
ring to both theories together and the notions they share, but it is important to note that
they are ‘theories’ — that is, they comprise a set of core, interrelated assumptions and
hypotheses that lead to specific, testable and novel predictions. They are much more than
merely ways of thinking. This is important to grasp because the danger otherwise is that
the current upsurge of research activity will lead only to eclecticism and conceptual
vagueness rather than solid cumulative theoretical development.

Because self-categorization theory built (but subsequently redefined) some of the
ideas in social identity theory and in part was a response to some issues raised by that
theory, there is a tendency to confuse them. This is unfortunate because it leads to mis-
interpretations of the ideas. The theories are complementary and related but they are dif-
ferent, defined by different core hypotheses and different problems. Social identity
theory is a theory of intergroup relations. It began as a way of trying to make sense of dis-
crimination between social groups and its fundamental psychological idea was that where
people make social comparisons between groups, they seek positive distinctiveness for
their ingroups compared to outgroups in order to achieve a positive social identity. Self-
categorization theory is a theory of the psychological group. It seeks to explain how dif-
ferent individuals are able to become, act, think and feel as a psychological group under
particular circumstances. How, from a psychological point of view, are people able to
behave collectively rather than as individual personalities? Its core idea is that behind the
shift from individual to group psychology and behaviour is a shift from people defining
and seeing themselves in terms of their personal identities to people defining and seeing
themselves more (it is relative) in terms of their shared social identities. We could say
very crudely that the former theory deals with the implications of ‘us versus them’ distinc-
tions (ingroups versus outgroups), whereas the latter deals with ‘T and me’ versus ‘we and
us’ distinctions (acting as an individual versus acting as a group member). This contrast
helps to illustrate why they are both useful to make sense of group processes and intra-
and intergroup relationships. It is too crude because the theories are much richer psy-
chologically than such a condensed picture suggests. They are ‘process’ theories rather
than simple assertions of the effects of just one factor or variable.

A basic idea that both theories have in common is that one cannot make sense of how
people are behaving when they are acting in terms of their social identities by extrapo-
lating from their properties as individual persons. There is assumed to be a psychological
discontinuity between interpersonal behaviour (people reacting to each other as individ-
uals) and group behaviour. Moving from the ‘I’ to the ‘we’ psychologically transforms
people and brings into play new processes that could not otherwise exist. Indeed it is to
this creative capacity that most organizations owe their success.

Another important point is that both theories take for granted and are absolutely com-
mitted to the notion that social structure, social context and society more broadly are
fundamental to the way that social identity processes come into being, are experienced
and shape cognition and behaviour. There is no psychology in a social vacuum. From a
social identity perspective, how people define themselves, make sense of the world and
act in relation to each other is always a function of an interaction between their psychology,
individual and/or collective, and the socially organized environment within which they
exist. Indeed, social identity processes are seen as a means whereby social organization
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exerts a psychological as well as an external, situational influence on individual and group
behaviour. Organizations are not merely ‘stimulus settings’ that constrain or facilitate
behaviour from the outside, that change what we do; they also shape our cognitively rep-
resented self, changing our subjective experience of who we are and the psychological
meaning of the environment. They change our feelings, goals, values, motives, attitudes and
beliefs, the cognitive interpretations and resources that define us as psychological and social
actors. This point is true, too, of the wider social, political and economic system within
which organizations themselves function.

The affinity between this theoretical commitment and the distinctive issues of organ-
izational psychology is well illustrated in the pages to follow. Alex Haslam has done an
excellent job in bringing out this particular strength of the social identity approach. One
could say more but it would be gilding the lily in light of what is to come. It only remains
to commend a book that I am sure will have a significant influence on teaching and
research in both organizational and social psychology.

John C. Turner
The Australian National University
Canberra, May 2000



PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION

According to Adair (1983), the most important word in the would-be leader’s vocabulary
is ‘we’ and the least important word is ‘T". Yet readers who set themselves the task of trawl-
ing through the organizational literature in an endeavour to discover the psychological
underpinnings and consequences of ‘we-ness’ are destined for disappointment. For, despite
perennial claims that teamwork and esprit de corps lie at the heart of all successful orga-
nizations, to date, the psychology of organizational behaviour has — with some notable
exceptions — been written largely in the first person singular. From the popular titles that
swamp airport bookstalls to the weightier texts that shape the thinking of young students,
organizational psychology is very much about ‘I-ness’. Among other things, it is about the
qualities of individuals that make them good or bad employees, about principles of per-
sonal exchange that determine motivation and perception and about the way that these
elements combine to predict success or failure in particular environments.

This book challenges this dominant view of organizational psychology by examining
and explaining the ability of people to define themselves and act not only as ‘I’ but also
as ‘we’. More formally, it suggests that people’s sense of self can be determined both by
personal identity (their sense of themselves as unique individuals) and social identity (their
sense of themselves as group members who share goals, values and interests with others).
Moreover, in line with Adair’s observation, it argues that many of the most significant
organizational phenomena — from leadership and motivation to communication and
commitment to change — are dependent on this ability to define and promote the self in
a way that is inclusive of other people. From this perspective, groups are not merely part
of the physical environment that we experience as being ‘out there’, they are also part of
our own psychological make-up. They determine what we feel ‘in here’ and the way we
behave as a consequence.

As the growing body of research that is informed by social identity and self-
categorization theories is demonstrating, these ideas have the ability to breathe fresh life into
the analysis of topics that are the traditional focus of the discipline of organizational psy-
chology. These range from the very general (‘How does human psychology make organi-
zational behaviour possible?’, ‘How does belonging to teams affect the way we think, feel
and behave?’), to the very specific (“What makes individuals willing to work unpaid over-
time?’, “What makes negotiators creative?’). It is also true, though, that, by raising new
questions and establishing new frontiers, the organizational field lays down significant
challenges for workers in the social identity tradition. Not least, because organizational
science is having an increasing impact on all our lives, these researchers must now con-
front difficult questions about the practical implications of the social identity approach and
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the ways in which it might be used to harness organizational potential while at the same
time contributing to the well-being of individuals, groups and society.

It is this dual goal — to extend psychological theory and promote its practical applica-
tion — that this book sets out to achieve. I hope, too, that it provides readers with a sense
that many of the organizational activities and philosophies that they are often encour-
aged to take for granted can (and should) be reappraised and revised. For, despite appear-
ances and claims to the contrary, the psychology of organizational behaviour is rarely cut
and dried, inevitable or self-evident. Also, partly by proving this point, I would like to
think that the book will empower readers by making them more informed participants
in organizational life and increasing their sense of theoretical and practical choice.

At a more basic level, I also hope that, in the course of reading the following chapters,
the reader will share some of the sense of challenge and invigoration that I experienced
in writing them. It needs to be said, however, that this experience would have been much
less positive if I had thought that I was engaging in it alone. In large part, the final product
is a reflection of the tremendous support (intellectual, social and material) that I have
received from friends and colleagues both during and prior to the last two years of writing.
At the Australian National University I have benefited enormously from the advice,
direction and substantive input of three close colleagues with whom I have been excep-
tionally fortunate and immensely privileged to work for the past 14 years: John Turner,
Craig McGarty and Penny Oakes. They — and John in particular — have made a major con-
tribution to every stage in the production of this book and their generosity is something
for which I will always be extremely grateful.

Others at the ANU and elsewhere have been extraordinarily helpful, too. In particu-
lar, Kate Reynolds, Rachael Eggins and Kris Veenstra provided invaluable assistance as
readers, collaborators, commentators and critics. So too did Agnes Agama, Amanda Fajak,
Barbara David, Bob Wood, Clare Powell, Clifford Stott, Daan van Knippenberg, Dick
Moreland, Erin Parker, Fabio Sani, Jamie Burton, Jeanine Willson, Jim Cameron, Judy
Harackiewicz, Linda Glassop, Mark Nolan, Michael Cook, Mike Smithson, Naomi
Ellemers, Natalie Taylor, Nyla Branscombe, Phil Smith, Richard Sorrentino, Rick Kuhn,
Robert Gregson, Rolf Van Dick, Russell Spears, Ruth Wright, Steve Reicher, Tom
Postmes, Debbie Terry, Tom Tyler, Tony Warren and Tricia Brown. Michelle Ryan and
Mike Platow warrant special mention and thanks for their painstaking reading of the
entire text and their role in shaping the final manuscript. Michael Carmichael, Naomi
Meredith, Ziyad Marar and Seth Edwards at Sage also deserve credit for their constant
encouragement and having survived the torture of my unremitting e-mails.

Although my name is the only one that appears on the book’s spine, its production has
therefore been a truly collaborative effort and one that I could never have attempted on
my own. It is partly for this reason that the chapters are written in the voice of the first
person plural (for example, suggesting that ‘we argue ...” rather than that ‘T argue ...").
However, in a book that tries to engage the reader in the idea that much of what is valu-
able in organizations (and in life in general) flows from the collective self, it would also
have made little sense for me to assert my personal identity throughout the text. This
was not just a pragmatic decision — to do otherwise would have been wrong.

Nonetheless, if I could indulge myself in one very personal sentiment, it would be to
express my love and gratitude to Cath for her unwavering support and guidance along
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the road that brought this book to its conclusion. Her ability to sustain and encourage
my enthusiasm is the best proof I have that there is much more to what we receive and
produce than our individual deserts and capabilities.

Alex Haslam
The Australian National University
Canberra, January 2000



PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

The preface to the first edition of this book is only three and a half years old, but in many
ways it seems as if it was written an age ago. At an academic level, the reasons for this
are quite clear. When the first proposal for this book was submitted to Sage in late 1997,
an anonymous reviewer commented that ‘I am not convinced that in practice the book
proposed here can actually be produced at the present time.” After a page-and-a-half of
nay-saying, s’he concluded:

| remain unconvinced that it is possible at the present time to write a book which does set out in a useful way what a
social identity approach to organizational psychology would look like. This would make a stimulating subject for a
paper or article, but without a body of research or theorizing which did truly use a social identity approach to organi-
zational psychology, a book on the subject seems unfeasible.

Thankfully, the forward-thinking editors at Sage went ahead and commissioned the
book anyway. Their judgement was vindicated, and its publication coincided with (and
helped promote) a surge of interest in applying social identity and self-categorization
principles to the analysis of organizational life. One indicator of this growth is the pheno-
menal increase in citations of the first article to formally specify links between social
identity theory and organizational behaviour: Ashforth and Mael’s (1989) Academy of
Management Review article. This pattern of increasing citation over time is apparent in
Figure P.1 and it is notable that the article has now passed the 250-citation mark to
become a recognized ‘citation classic’. Among other things, this achievement is a reflection
of the fact that, in the last 3 years (during which time approximately half of the article’s total
citations have occurred), 3 edited books, 2 journal special issues and at least 50 journal
articles have been published that use the social identity and self-categorization tenets to
tackle almost every conceivable organizational topic. To convey a flavour of its diversity,
this published research has addressed topics as wide-ranging as globalization and goal-
setting, service provision and strategic planning, restructuring and recruitment, burnout
and bureaupathy.

However one measures it, then, it seems unlikely that anyone would be able to con-
tend today that the case for a social identity approach to organizational psychology is
‘unfeasible’. On the contrary, it has been established as a major paradigm in the field.
One consequence of this is that, whereas in this book’s first edition it was accurate to
observe that much of the research into organizational behaviour that had been inspired
by social identity and self-categorization theories was ‘work in progress whose impact
remains to be fully felt’ (p. 9), in this second edition it seems appropriate to make far less
tentative claims. Indeed, the principal rationale for putting together a new edition was to
update the first edition in order to take stock of the large amount of research that has
been conducted in the last few years. As a result, every chapter has been augmented to
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accommodate empirical and theoretical developments in the range of topic areas that
were covered in the first edition.

As well as this, though, the present edition includes a completely new chapter dealing
with the topic of organizational stress. There were a number of strands in the first
edition that pointed to the significance of this topic as a dimension of group functioning
but these are now teased out and integrated as part of a much more thoroughgoing treat-
ment. As with other chapters, this new contribution identifies key organizational
processes into which the social identity approach provides original and constructive
insights. However, it also deals with a range of psychological and political issues that are
particularly relevant to debates surrounding the nature and impact of the modern work-
place — in which change and pressures to keep up prevail.

Speaking of change, then, it is apparent that one personal reason for the first edition
of this book seeming so remote is that it was written in a different phase of my life and
on a different continent. Happily, though, the friendships that allowed me to complete
the first edition in Australia have been supplemented by support from new friends and
colleagues in Britain. Accordingly, my gratitude to those who provided input into the first
edition is as strong as ever (not least because many of them contributed directly to the
development of the present edition), but it is now appropriate to thank a number of others
for their help. To the list of people acknowledged in the preface to the first edition, I
would therefore like to add Andrew Livingstone, Anne O’Brien, Blake Ashforth, Carey
Cooper, David McHugh, Dick de Gilder, Filip Boen, Gerard Hodgkinson, Inma Advares-
Yorno, Jolanda Jetten, Juergen Wegge, Louise Humphrey, Mark Horowitz, Mark Levine,
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Marlene Fiol, Martin Lea and Michael Schmitt — all of whom have provided invaluable
comments and assistance in putting together this edition. Lucy O’Sullivan, however,
deserves special mention for her painstaking work in compiling the indices, as does Kris
Veenstra who created those of the first edition and did a great job.

Obviously, too, I remain very grateful to the dynamic team at Sage who put their faith
in the initial project and then encouraged me to work on this new edition. Thanks espe-
cially to Michael Carmichael for his infectious energy and to Fabienne Pedroletti for her
attention to all-important detail during the production process. At the same time I would
like again to single out John Turner for his unerring counsel and solidarity along the path
that has taken this book from an outline proposal to its most current form.

Finally, Cath, as ever, continues to win my admiration and love for her resolute
integrity and her ability to instil confidence in the face of adversity — in particular, when
motivation is required to steel oneself against the anonymous reviewers of this world and
prove them wrong.

Alex Haslam
The University of Exeter
June 2003



ORGANIZATIONS AND THEIR PSYCHOLOGY

Humans are social animals. No one who reads this
book lives entirely alone, remote from the influ-
ence of society and other people. We each seek out
contact with others, in the knowledge that this has
the capacity to enrich our lives in different ways.
This contact usually appears to be natural and
uncomplicated, but most of it is highly structured.
It is regulated, coordinated and managed. This is
partly because much of our day-to-day activity
involves dealing with people who are acting as
members of organizations. As well as this, a great
deal of our own behaviour is determined by our
place within an organization. Today you may
encounter a shop assistant, a bus driver, a lecturer,
a newsreader, a politician, and you may also act,
and be treated by others, as a student, a teammate
or a fellow worker. Precisely because these sorts of
interactions are aspects of organizational behav-
iour, they are — at least to some extent — purpose-
ful, predictable and meaningful.

Understanding the psychological underpinnings
of individuals’ behaviour in organizations is a par-
ticular focus for researchers in two subdisciplines:
organizational psychology and social psychology.
Among other things, both fields examine and
attempt to understand the mental states and
processes associated with behaviour in structured
social groups and systems. This chapter discusses in
more detail what organizations are and how they
have been studied by organizational and social psy-
chologists, before going on to outline how the
social psychology of organizational life will be
examined in this book.

A central question that provides a backdrop to
the issues addressed in this chapter, and in the book
as a whole, is how we should understand the con-
tribution that groups make both to the psychology
of individuals within organizations and to the func-
tioning of organizations as a whole. Do groups
detract from individual motivation and perfor-
mance or do they augment it? Do groups introduce
error and bias into judgement and decision making

or are they sources of validation and validity? Are
individual products and behaviour superior to
group output and collective action? More impor-
tantly, when and why are different answers to these
questions correct? This book’s goal is to answer
questions of this form, and in so doing to come to
grips with issues at the heart of both organizational
and social psychology. At its core is an assumption
that we have to have a satisfactory appreciation of
the psychology of group behaviour in order to
understand how and why organizations are (or
aren’t) effective.

WHAT IS AN ORGANIZATION?

In their seminal text, Katz and Kahn (1966) note
that organizations have classically been defined as
‘social device[s] for efficiently accomplishing
through group means some stated purpose’ (p. 16).
However, they note that this definition, like many
others, runs into problems because the stated pur-
pose of an organization may be incidental to the
function that it actually fulfils. The stated purpose
of a religious movement may be to enhance the
spiritual well-being of its followers, but it has a
number of other functions that may be considered
more important: to provide social support, exercise
social control or generate revenue for various other
purposes.

As an alternative to this definition, Katz and
Kahn (1966) prefer to think of organizations as
social systems that coordinate people’s behaviour
by means of roles, norms and values. Roles relate to
the particular place and functions of an individual.
These are defined within a system that is internally
differentiated in ways relevant to the system’s
operation. These can be thought of as group-based
categories of position and activity. Thus universities
contain academics and administrators who each
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have different tasks to perform and there are
further sub-divisions within these categories
(lecturers, accountants and so on). Roles are cate-
gorical in the sense that the individuals who fulfil
them are functionally interchangeable and equiva-
lent. Norms are attitudinal and behavioural pre-
scriptions associated with these roles or categories.
They create expectations about how a person or
group of people ought to think, feel and behave.
They tend to be defined externally (in formal
job descriptions or informal codes of conduct, for
example), but are internalized by individual group
members (Sherif, 1936). Thus lecturers are expected
by others, and expect themselves, to run courses
and mark exams, while accountants are expected
and expect to monitor and administer budgets.
Finally, values are higher-level principles that are
intended to guide this behaviour and the organiza-
tion’s activity as a whole (see Peters & Waterman,
1995). Lecturers should be well informed and
studious, accountants should be honest and prudent,
a university should advance knowledge and reward
scholarship.

Partly because of their regulatory function, the
precise constellation of roles, norms and values
within any particular organization serves to create
shared meaning for its members. This provides
each organization with a distinct organizational cul-
ture (Bate, 1984; Deal & Kennedy, 1982; Ellemers,
2003; Freytag, 1990). A person’s ability to work
effectively within any organization is generally
highly dependent on their understanding on this
culture and, for this reason, familiarization with
its distinct features generally plays a major role in
the socialization of new employees by older ones
(for a vivid account of this process see Bourassa &
Ashforth, 1998).

However, it is still clear that in organizations this
system of roles, norms and values exists for some
purpose and indeed that it generally works to direct
and structure individuals’ activities in relation to
this purpose (Tannenbaum, 1966). Leaving aside
the issue of whether this purpose is explicit or
implicit (or is manifest or latent — see Merton,
1957), this point is fundamental to most defini-
tions. So, for example, Stogdill (1950) defines an
organization as ‘a social group in which the mem-
bers are differentiated as to their responsibilities
for the task of achieving a common goal’ (p. 2).
However, Smith (1995b) elaborates on this type of
definition by adding that:

Awareness of membership, or self-categorization, is
critical in that we cannot, from a psychological point of
view, attribute the effects of organizational life to the
organization unless we can be sure that the organiza-
tion is psychologically ‘real’ [for its members]. (p. 425)

It is also important to recognize that internal dif-
ferentiation exists not only because individuals in

organizations have different roles, but also because
they belong to different groups within organiza-
tions. In all organizations there is therefore an inter-
nal system of social relations between such groups
(Alderfer & Smith, 1982; Levine & Moreland,
1991; Turner & Haslam, 2001). This means that
departments or teams within an organization are
typically differentiated not only in terms of their
own shared roles, norms, values and culture but
also in terms of their power and status.

On the basis of observations like those above,
Statt (1994) abstracts three core features of organ-
izations from a range of different definitions. He
suggests that an organization is: (a) a group with a
social identity, so that it has psychological meaning
for all the individuals who belong to it (resulting,
for example, in a shared sense of belonging;
LaTendresse, 2000); (b) characterized by coordina-
tion so that the behaviour of individuals is arranged
and structured rather than idiosyncratic; and (c) goal
directed, so that this structure is oriented towards a
particular outcome. Obviously, though, the precise
character of these features varies from organization
to organization and for this reason careful study of
the concrete features of any specific organizational
context will always be important (Turner &
Haslam, 2001).

When most people think about organizations
they think about the places where people work.
Indeed, such places are the focus of the present text
and most others that have the word ‘organization’
in their title. However, it is clear that the above
characteristics define organizations more generally
as any internally differentiated and purposeful social
group that has a psychological impact on its members.
In these terms, sporting teams, clubs, societies, even
families, are all organizations. Of course, people do
perform work in all these groups, but they are also
a focus of leisure and recreation. It is the fact that
organizations relate to this breadth of experience
that gives them such relevance to our lives and that
in turn makes attempts to understand their psycho-
logical dimensions so important, so complex and
ultimately so interesting.

STUDYING ORGANIZATIONS

Researchers interested in the psychology of organ-
izations study an array of topics and questions
almost as broad as the discipline of psychology
itself. Nonetheless, the area has been of particular
interest to: (a) social psychologists who study
the interplay between social interaction and indi-
viduals’ thoughts, feelings and behaviour; (b) clinical
psychologists who examine the basis and conse-
quences of individuals’ dysfunctional processes
and states; and (c) cognitive psychologists who



look at how people process information in their
environment in order to think, perceive, learn and
remember.

This breadth of issue coverage is enlarged further
by the fact that organizations are not only of
interest to psychologists. Sociologists, economists,
anthropologists, historians and political scientists
are all interested in how organizations work and in
their products and impact. People in all these areas
make an important contribution to understanding
organizations, and the nature of this contribution is
important to bear in mind as we progress through
this book. This is for two quite different reasons:
first, because work in these other fields often pro-
vides a distinct way of approaching a particular
topic; but also, second, because the way psycholo-
gists think about organizations is profoundly influ-
enced by work in other disciplines. The study of
productivity, for example, is heavily influenced by
economic theories, which tend to define output in
financial rather than social terms.

This book, however, is largely concerned with
the social psychology of organizations. What it has
to say has relevance to, and draws on, work in other
areas of psychology and in other disciplines, but it
is largely concerned with the way in which the psy-
chological processes of individuals contribute to,
and are affected by, organizational life. On reflec-
tion, we can see that organizational behaviour is
quite an amazing accomplishment. What features
of our psychological make-up make this accom-
plishment possible? How exactly does membership
of organizations affect the way we think, feel and
behave?

Given the scope of these questions, it should not
be surprising to discover that they have been
answered in a number of different ways. Yet, since
the start of the twentieth century, psychologists
have tended to answer them using only a few rel-
atively circumscribed forms of answer, or para-
digm (Brown, 1954; Pfeffer, 1997, 1998; Viteles,
1932). In the first part of that century these
focused on the distinct underpinnings of organiza-
tional behaviour in economic motivation, individ-
ual differences and human relations, but more
recently there has been an upsurge of interest in
the cognitive aspects of organizational life (Landy,
1989).

The following sections look in turn at the histor-
ical foundations of each of these four paradigms.
We will consider these in some detail for a number
of reasons. First, because in many respects the ideas
and work of pioneers in organizational enquiry rep-
resent the bedrock of later work in the field. The
studies they conducted are rightly considered clas-
sics and all are widely discussed and commented on
in just about every organizational text (though
sometimes in a rather disjointed and fragmentary
way). For that reason it is important to consider
closely their methods and ideas, in order to get a
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clearer picture of ‘where they were coming from’
and what they were attempting to do. Even though
these ideas are now rarely applied in their original
form, their impact on the field has been consider-
able and most will be recognizable in some guise
when we deal with specific content areas in later
chapters. Finally, this early work is still immensely
interesting to read and reflect on, not least because
the researchers had an enthusiasm and vigour that
were genuinely infectious.

PARADIGMS FOR STUDYING ORGANIZATIONS
AND THEIR PSYCHOLOGY

The economic paradigm

The economic paradigm is closely associated with
the work of Frederick Taylor at the start of the
twentieth century. Despite the fact that he had
previously passed the entrance examination for
Harvard, Taylor entered the Midvale Steel Company
as an unskilled yard labourer at the age of 22 in
1878. Six years later, in the process of rising to the
position of chief engineer, he had laid the ground-
work for a theory of scientific management (other-
wise known as Taylorism) that revolutionized the
industrial workplace and had enormous impact on
the study of organizational behaviour.

At the heart of this theory was a rejection of the
idea that workers should learn how best to do
their jobs through experience, informal training or
their own insight. In short, Taylor believed that the
management of workers and their work was an
exact science and that the job of any manager
was to perfect and implement that science — to
discover and implement ‘the one best way’ of
doing any particular job. This doctrine was set
out in a number of texts, most notably Taylor’s
(1911) Principles of Scientific Management (see also
Person, 1911/1972, pp. 5-7). Here the four princi-
pal duties of managers, corresponding to the
four main principles of the theory, were listed as
follows:

First They develop a science for each element of a
man’s work, which replaces the old rule-of-thumb
method.

Second They scientifically select and then train,
teach and develop the workman, whereas in the
past he trained himself as best he could.

Third They heartily cooperate with the men so as to
ensure all of the work is being done in accordance
with the science which has been developed.

Fourth There is an almost equal division of work
and the responsibility between the management
and the workmen. The management take over all
the work for which they are better fitted than the
workmen, while in the past almost all of the work
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and the greater part of the responsibility were thrown
upon the men.
(Taylor, 1911, pp. 36-7).

Yet, over and above these principles, Taylor
(1911/1972) considered scientific management to
be a psychological enterprise involving ‘a complete
mental revolution both on the part of management
and on the part of men’ (p. 29).

On reading Taylor’s work, one of its most salient
features is the zeal with which his ideas were pro-
moted, a zeal that was shared by other members of
the movement that he founded. One quirky illus-
tration of the level of Taylor’s commitment is that
his 1911 book ends with an invitation for any
reader sufficiently interested in scientific manage-
ment to call in on him at his house in Philadelphia.
Such enthusiasm led, among other things, to the
foundation of the Taylor Society, an organization
that vigorously discussed and religiously promoted
Taylor’s ideas.

Central to this zeal was a disapproval of human
and financial waste and a particular (some have
argued pathological — Kakar, 1970, p. 188) dislike
of the practice of ‘soldiering’ or loafing. Taylor believed
that this led to collective under-achievement, usu-
ally as a deliberate coordinated act. He identified
this as ‘the greatest evil with which the working-
people of both England and America are now
afflicted’ (Taylor, 1911, p. 14) and suggested three
roots to the problem. First, he argued that workers
were often poorly selected for the jobs they per-
formed, so that a failure to achieve their maximum
potential was inevitable. Second, he pointed out
that, under most existing systems of ‘initiative and
incentive’, it made sense to loaf because workers
were discouraged by the fact that targets were con-
tinually raised once they had been achieved. Finally,
third, Taylor (1911) believed that loafing was a ten-
dency that arose naturally from ‘the loss of ambition
and initiative ... which takes place in workmen when
they are herded into gangs instead of being treated
as separate individuals’ (p. 72).

Corresponding to each of these problems, Taylor
proposed three remedies. First, he argued that
workers needed to be systematically selected for
any job they were to perform in a manner that
weeded out all but the ‘first-class men’ (as per the
second principle of scientific management).
Typically this meant going through a process of
exhaustive testing that might lead a company to
retain only one worker in ten from an existing
workforce. Taylor acknowledged that this strategy
appeared to be hard on those workers who were
not up to scratch, and that, left to their own
devices, workers themselves would never enforce
or endure decimation of this form. He added,
though, that sympathy for those who lost their job
was ‘entirely wasted’, as the strategy was a necessary
step towards finding work for which they were

properly suited and therefore ‘really a kindness’
(Taylor, 1911, p. 64).

The second strategy Taylor devised was to intro-
duce a ‘piecework incentive system’. This involved
rewarding each worker for higher productivity and
ensuring that the worker had faith that pay rates
would not subsequently be adjusted. Taylor was
critical of employers who went back on their word
in this regard (citing it as one major contributor to
the touted failure of his principles), but he also
counselled against increasing workers’ pay by
much more than 60 per cent — noting that beyond
this level of increase many workers ‘will work irreg-
ularly and tend to become more or less shiftless,
extravagant and dissipated’ (Taylor, 1911, p. 74).

Finally, third, Taylor emphasized ‘the importance
of individualizing each workman’ (1911, p. 73).
From experience he found that groups of workers
were extremely resistant to the sorts of changes
scientific management necessitated. In some cases he
attributed this resistance to stupidity, to the ‘almost
criminal’ tyranny of unions or to ‘an almost univer-
sal prejudice in favour of the old’ (pp. 82, 116), but
he also recognized that bonds of friendship made it
unrealistic to expect workers to agree collectively
to retrenchments and dramatic changes to their
working practices. Taylor thus argued that man-
agers needed to appeal directly and constantly to
the economic aspirations of individual workers, as
‘personal ambition always has been and will remain
a more powerful incentive to exertion than a desire
for the general welfare’ (p. 95).

Application of the principles of scientific manage-
ment was not a simple exercise, and Taylor himself
berated managers who went in search of quick fixes
by instituting radical change over a short time span.
Nonetheless, the practices were widely instituted
around the industrialized world and a number of sem-
inal interventions are commonly used to illustrate
both the manner in which the principles can be
applied and the results they can produce. Of these,
the most widely cited case study relates to the work
of pig iron handlers at the Bethlehem Steel Company.

Taylor began his work with this company in
1898 at which time it had five blast furnaces and
75 pig iron handlers who were part of a total force
of around 600 labourers. Their task was simply to
pick up pigs weighing 42 kg (92 pounds) and then
to walk up an inclined plank in order to load them
on to a railway carriage. At the start of the study
each worker was loading an average of 12.3 tons
(12.5 tonnes) of iron each day. Taylor noted that
there was nothing unusual about the gang of han-
dlers who were doing this work and that they were
labouring and being supervised about as well as
workers anywhere else in the industry. However,
after careful study Taylor and his colleagues
worked out that a first-class pig iron handler ought
to be able to handle 47 tons (47.5 tonnes) —in other
words, nearly four times as much as the pre-existing



average. The task Taylor set himself was to achieve
and maintain this level of handling and in so doing
to raise the profitability of the company.

To do this, Taylor had to use the principles of
scientific management to develop ‘a science of
handling pig iron’. The first step was to identify the
physical and mental attributes best suited to the
job and then select men who possessed these.
Physically, the workers had to be incredibly fit and
strong. Mentally, the profile was more complex,
but not especially flattering: ‘one of the very first
requirements for a man who is fit to handle pig
iron as a regular occupation is that he shall be so
stupid and so phlegmatic that he more nearly
resembles in his mental make-up the ox than any
other type’ (Taylor, 1911, p. 47). Taylor also noted
that the worker should be someone concerned for
financial advancement who might therefore be
lured away from ‘the herd’ by the promise of
greater personal remuneration.

The second stage of scientific development
involved identifying the set of movements and
exact timing of the handling process. In other fields
a large amount of work went into the process of
tool development so that, for example, the science
of shovelling required workers to have access to
eight or more shovels depending on the material
being lifted. In the case of handling iron this
process involved eliminating all superfluous move-
ments of the hands and feet and instructing work-
ers to take precisely timed breaks to minimize
muscle fatigue. This type of research established
the basis for elaborate time-and-motion studies
that are still common in all forms of workplace
today (after Barnes, 1937).

One common recommendation in such studies,
in line with Taylor’s views about the deleterious
impact of groups on individual performance, was
that workers were usually encouraged to work on
their own as far as possible. This strategy, for exam-
ple, was an important component of two major
studies into the scientific management of bricklay-
ers and bicycle ball-bearing makers (Gilbreth,
1909; Taylor, 1911). At the Bethlehem Steel works
this meant that no more than four workers were
allowed to work in a gang without first obtaining a
special permit. However, Taylor was proud of the
fact that the superintendents responsible for these
permits were themselves so busy that they had no
time to issue them.

The final part of the process of scientific devel-
opment involved implementing the above insights.
It was here that most difficulty was envisaged and
experienced. Again Taylor emphasized the need to
deal with workers individually and to engage in
one-on-one discussions to ensure that they knew
what they were meant to be doing and what they
stood to gain (Taylor stated that he was not
opposed to the right of workers to bargain
collectively, but such rights had no place in his
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schemes — a point that ultimately led to them being
challenged by unions in front of a special House of
Representatives committee). Of course, individual-
based negotiation and training took a long time,
adding to the already extensive process of identify-
ing the single best way of doing each job. Moreover,
it also meant that large numbers of supervisors
were needed to instruct and monitor workers. For
this reason, Taylor argued that companies would
often need to have one supervisor for every three
workers. This necessitated setting up highly struc-
tured lines of command built on principles of dis-
cipline and hierarchical authority. Taylor (1911)
pointed out that this also placed a greater burden
on management as his system only worked if they
‘enforced standardization of methods, enforced
adoption of the best implements and working con-
ditions, and enforced cooperation’ (by discharging
those ‘who cannot or will not work with the new
methods’, p. 83, original emphasis).

Astoundingly perhaps, Taylor’'s work at the
Bethlehem plant achieved his aims. In the com-
pany as a whole, workers’ average pay rose from
$1.15 to $1.88 a day, each handled about 58 tons
(59 tonnes) of iron a day where previously the aver-
age had been 15.7 tons (16 tonnes), and the cost of
handling each ton fell from 7.2 cents to 3.3 cents.
Similar work served to bring about equally remark-
able upturns in profitability through studies of
occupations as diverse as shoe manufacture and
municipal government (Person, 1929). These
improvements flew in the face of belief at the time
and Taylor defied his many critics (including the
owners and managers of the companies who
employed him) who said he would never be able to
achieve, let alone maintain, the high production
goals he set himself.

All, however, was not beer and skittles. This is lit-
erally true as Taylor noted that only two of the
remaining workers at the steel plant were ‘drinking
men’ because alcohol consumption was incompat-
ible with the extreme physical demands of the new
regime. More significantly, about 460 of the 600
labourers at the plant lost their jobs. Taylor
defended this action by arguing that most workers
who were laid off by the company were re-
employed in other positions. However, details of
this redeployment were not elaborated. There is
also indirect evidence that the management of the
company were unconvinced by this claim as they
complained that the dramatic rise in unemploy-
ment had an adverse effect on the profitability of
stores and housing that the company also owned in
Bethlehem (Copley, 1923). Local economic gains
were thus offset by costs to the broader commu-
nity — costs that were not just economic.

As well as this, it is clear that Taylor himself
experienced considerable personal discomfort as a
result of his behaviour, which can be likened to
that of an economic vigilante. So, despite an
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emphasis on peaceful cooperation and industrial
harmony, his efforts to implement change actually
involved conflict and mutual intimidation.
Reflecting on his earlier experiences as a foreman
he remarked:

After three years of that fight, three years of never
looking a man in the face from morning till night except
as a tactical enemy, three years of wondering what
that fellow was going to do next and wondering what |
could do to him next, | made up my mind that some
remedy would have to be devised ... or | would cease
to be a foreman or go into some other business.
(Taylor, 1911/1972, p. 28)

It is clear, too, that the mechanical coldness of
Taylor’s theorizing and practices was not even to
the liking of all his disciples. In a paper reviewing
the positive contributions of scientific manage-
ment, Farquhar (1924) thus mused openly:

| wonder whether with our admirably proper insistence
on considering each individual as an individual we
have not obscured the possibility of making that indi-
vidual and his fellows more productive and more con-
tented through recognizing the psychological benefits
to be gained through group dealings? (p. 48)

Such concerns became even more pronounced
when it was proposed that the principles of scien-
tific management be extended beyond the bounds
of manufacturing industry into areas such as edu-
cation and public policy making. Particular alarm
was raised when the Carnegie Foundation pro-
duced a bulletin by Morris Cooke (1911) entitled
Academic and Industrial Efficiency, which proposed
that higher education be restructured according to
the four principles of scientific management. This
suggested, among other things, that lecturing and
teaching be systematized and monitored, that aca-
demics work with greater intensity and purpose,
that decision making be taken out of their hands
and centralized in the offices of managers and that
students be provided with greater vocational
teaching and direction.

Three points are worth making here. The first is
that Cooke and his colleagues were justifiably
bemused that academics who had enthusiastically
embraced scientific management when they and
others applied it elsewhere were so testy at the
suggestion that it might be applied to their own
work. Second, it is apparent that many of the sug-
gestions made by Cooke served to highlight some
of the major limitations of a theory that focuses on
economic imperatives to the exclusion of all others.
Thus Bartlett (1911/1972) observed that acade-
mics’ and students’ commitment to a university,
which contributes enormously to its morale and
wealth (both intellectual and financial, for example
in the form of endowments), ‘springs little from an
appreciation of the economy with which it is

managed’ (p. 12). Webster (1911/1972) similarly
wondered:

Whether there is any resemblance between the pur-
poses of college and university activities and those of
business ... [since] the object is not to make money
[and] standardization is quite impossible ... and can be
attended only with laughable results. (pp. 295-7)

He concluded:

Nothing can do more to confirm the position of medi-
ocrity in which this country finds itself in the status of
learning, than the application of commercial judge-
ments to matters that are essentially concerned with
spirits. (1911/1972, p. 298)

Finally, third, it is apparent that these limitations
notwithstanding, many of the principles of scientific
management have been implemented around the
world and across the organizational board (in
universities, schools, hospitals and throughout the
public and private sectors). These are most appar-
ent in personalized evaluation and reward practices
(sometimes called ‘incentivation’; Parsons, 1992;
Rothe, 1978), individualized work contracts, pur-
suit of ‘best practice’, commitment to ‘lean produc-
tion’ and overarching faith in the management’s
‘right to manage’. Like it or not, the political and
practical legacy of scientific management remains
an important feature of the contemporary industrial
landscape (Locke, 1982; Merkle, 1980; Thompson &
Warhurst, 1998; Waring, 1991). Indeed, according
to Braverman (1974), ‘the importance of the scien-
tific management movement in the shaping of the
modern corporation and ... all institutions ... which
carry on labor processes’ is ‘impossible to overesti-
mate’ (p. 86; see also Pfeffer, 1998, p. 375).

The individual differences paradigm

When Wilhelm Wundt founded the first laboratory
of experimental psychology in Leipzig in 1879 he
set about the task of identifying principles of psy-
chological functioning associated with human
behaviour in general. However, two of Wundt's stu-
dents, J. McKeen Cattell and Hugo Miinsterberg,
later rebelled against this approach and sought
instead to understand the nature and consequences
of human individuality. Influenced by the pioneer-
ing work of Francis Galton, this work involved
attempts both to identify core dimensions on
which individuals differed and develop tools for
quantifying those individual differences. In order to
advance this work both researchers left Germany
and settled in the United States where they rose to
positions of prominence and exerted considerable
impact on the emerging science of psychology.
Miinsterberg was particularly interested in
applying the experimental method and the study



of individual differences to the analysis of
organizational behaviour and, as a result, is often
identified as the founder of industrial psychology
(Hothersall, 1984; Viteles, 1932). A keen propo-
nent of the principles of scientific management, he
was committed to building on the theory’s second
principle by developing psychological tools to help
identify workers whose psychological qualities
made them suitable for particular tasks. Consistent
with Taylorism’s tenet of ‘the one best way’,
Miinsterberg’s (1913) classic text Psychology and
Industrial Efficiency was divided into three sections:
‘The best possible man’, “The best possible work’
and ‘The best possible effect’.

In outlining how psychologists might contribute
to improved personnel selection, Miinsterberg
argued that researchers needed to do two things.
First, they needed to develop precise analyses of
the requirements of any job and identify the key
psychological components associated with effec-
tive performance of it. Second, they needed to
devise tests that could reliably measure a person’s
aptitude in important areas.

Mlustrative of this approach, Miinsterberg con-
ducted studies with women who were working as
telephone operators for the Bell Telephone
Company in New England. Here the key psycho-
logical attributes of an effective operator were dis-
covered to be memory, attention to detail,
precision, speed and intelligence (as well as nine
others). Once these had been identified, workers
were then screened in order to establish the extent
of their ability in each domain. This involved ask-
ing them, respectively, to perform tests of digit
recall, cross out all instances of a particular letter in
a newspaper column, sort sets of cards, draw as
many instances of a specified zig-zag pattern as
they could in a given amount of time and recall
lists of logically paired words. The validity of the
method was demonstrated by the fact that, unbe-
known to the researchers, the phone company
included some of their superior existing operators
in the study and found that they all performed
extremely well in the tests.

Another of Miinsterberg’s key innovations was
the development of ‘tasks in miniature’ that
attempted to assess the extent to which people
possessed an integrated set of skills necessary for a
particular job. Such tasks were designed to over-
come the limitations of procedures that broke
work down into such low-level component
processes that the measures bore no meaningful
relation to the jobs people actually performed. As
an example, Miinsterberg devised a simulation
game to assess the skills of drivers of street railway
cars. The game required drivers to make judge-
ments about whether or not a series of objects
were going to cross their path. The objects were
pedestrians, horses and cars and these were
represented by digits that corresponded to their
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speed of movement (1 = a pedestrian, 2 = a horse,
3 = a car). These passed through an aperture at a
speed determined by the driver being tested and the
driver’s score on the game was then weighted as a
function of speed and accuracy. The apparent valid-
ity of this method was demonstrated by the fact
that a group of drivers who had been identified as
possessing superior driving skills performed better
on the task than a comparison group comprising
drivers who had been close to dismissal. On the
basis of such results, Miinsterberg argued that simi-
lar tests should be used proactively in a range of
trades and professions to select workers for particu-
lar jobs.

When it came to getting the best possible work
from appropriately selected workers, Miinsterberg
followed other researchers (for example, Scott,
1911) in arguing that the challenge for psycho-
logists was to identify motivational principles that
would facilitate workers’ participation in the
process of scientific management. Like many other
psychologists after him, he argued repeatedly for
the need to conduct experimental research in order
to ascertain the impact of specific personality and
environmental variables on job performance.

However, empirical data to back up these
recommendations was thin on the ground. This was
partly because Miinsterberg identified a number of
complex factors that shaped people’s reaction to
their work and served to thwart attempts at
systematization. The first of these was the highly
subjective nature of workers’ reactions to their
employment. It was observed that many jobs
which seemed objectively to be very dull and
intrinsically unmotivating were considered by
those who did them to be interesting and varied.
One case in point was a woman who worked for a
light bulb manufacturer and whose job was to
wrap bulbs in tissue paper for safe transportation.
Miinsterberg noted that the woman had wrapped
13,000 bulbs a day for 12 years and yet still found
the job ‘really interesting’ and full of ‘constant vari-
ation’ (1913, p. 196). On the other hand, he noted
that many people who supposedly had very excit-
ing and rewarding jobs (teachers, doctors and
lawyers) actually found the routine nature of their
work extremely dull.

A second complicating factor was the role of
group memberships in determining an individual’s
satisfaction with, and enthusiasm for, their work.
Where Taylor had argued that groups were an
impediment to performance and that their influ-
ence needed to be minimized, Miinsterberg (1913)
noted that groups could make a positive psycho-
logical contribution to the workplace by ‘enhanc[ing]
the consciousness of solidarity amongst the labour-
ers and their feelings of security’ (p. 234). The
practical potential of groups was also revealed in
Miinsterberg’s pioneering experimental studies of
group decision making in which individuals were
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shown two grey cards, each with about 100 white
dots on them. When asked to judge which card had
the most dots, it was found that individuals picked
the correct card 52 per cent of the time, but that,
after group discussion, this figure rose to 78 per
cent. Controversially, Miinsterberg suggested that
these positive effects were confined to the deliber-
ations of men, as a replication involving women
indicated that their performance (45 per cent
correct) was identical at pre- and post-discussion
phases.

Miinsterberg (1913) also noted that, because it
was often difficult to obtain information about an
individual’s personality directly, it was sometimes
useful and practical to start by obtaining indirect
knowledge. Consistent with the idea that group
memberships serve to shape (and were therefore a
good cue to) individuality, he added that:

Such indirect knowledge of a man’s mental traits may
be secured first of all through referring ... to the groups
to which he belongs and enquiring into the character-
istics of those groups. (p. 129).

At this group level Miinsterberg still argued that
researchers needed to employ objective scientific
methodology as he was aware of the tendency for
different managers to develop different theories
about the attributes of different groups. This
meant, for example, that while one manager
regarded Swedes as the most diligent and steady
labourers, another considered them unfit for
work. Yet Miinsterberg’s strategy for dealing with
this and all other problems was to recommit him-
self to the task of identifying the individual
differences that he believed were ultimately
responsible for job performance. This was
because, as he put it, in the end ‘only the subtle
psychological individual analysis can overcome
the superficial prejudices of group psychology’
(Miinsterberg, 1913, p. 133).

In mapping out a framework for such analysis,
Miinsterberg foresaw and promoted the develop-
ment of a profession that would pursue these goals
by means of psychological testing. This, he thought,
should be available both to the employer who
wanted to assess potential or current employees,
and to the potential employee who wanted to dis-
cover their suitability for a particular profession or
trade. Although the extent of Miinsterberg’s per-
sonal contribution to all these developments has
been questioned (by Kuna, 1978, for example),
there is little doubting Moskowitz’s (1977) conclu-
sion that Miinsterberg’s writings ‘laid the ground-
work for every major development’ (p. 838) in the
psychology of business and industry (see also
Hothersall, 1984; Landy, 1992; Spillmann &
Spillmann, 1993). Reflecting this legacy, over the
last 80 or so years organizational psychology
has retained and developed its methodological

commitment to time-and-motion studies, testing-
based personnel selection and individualized head-
hunting for managers.

The human relations paradigm

One common feature of both the economic and
individual difference paradigms is that they place
an emphasis on the individual as the proper unit of
psychological enquiry and prospective source of
organizational efficiency and improvement. Both
Taylor and Miinsterberg held the view that identi-
fying the right person for a job and fashioning the
organizational environment to suit that individual’s
circumstances and potential is a key part of organi-
zational success. Yet despite the simplicity and
early success of these paradigms, considerable
doubt about their appropriateness and utility
emerged in the wake of research conducted at the
Hawthorne Works of the Western Electric
Company in Chicago between 1927 and 1932. The
person most associated with the Hawthorne stud-
ies (as they became known) and the human rela-
tions movement as a whole is Elton Mayo — an
Australian educated at the University of Adelaide
who went on to become Professor of Industrial
Research at Harvard. The research he oversaw
started off looking at just five workers but went on
to study about 20,000 and remains one of the most
extensive and important pieces of psychological
research ever conducted.

Prior to the major series of studies being
conducted, two other significant pieces of
research were carried out. The first of these
involved attempts by the management at the
Hawthorne works to deal with problems of pro-
duction and worker dissatisfaction by calling in
a team of researchers trained in principles of
scientific management (Snow, 1927; for a review
see Roethlisberger & Dickson, 1939, pp. 14-19). In
this research attempts to manipulate the working
environment and identify the single set of condi-
tions that would maximize efficiency were a spec-
tacular failure.

In particular, experiments involving changes to
the level of illumination in the rooms where
women worked assembling telephone components
showed that lighting had no predictable or reliable
impact on their work. When workers were divided
into two groups and one group was exposed to
increasing levels of illumination, the performance
of both groups increased (Experiments 1 and 2)
and when one group’s lighting was dramatically
reduced both groups maintained a high level of
performance (Experiment 3). The workers also
commented and reacted favourably when the
experimenters pretended to change the light bulbs
to give a higher level of illumination, but in fact did
not change them at all. Improved performance was



even sustained in a final study in which two women
were exposed to a level of illumination ‘approxi-
mately equal to that on an ordinary moonlight
night’” (Roethlisberger & Dickson, 1939, p. 17).

Totally at odds with the logic of Taylorism, the
only conclusion from the ‘illumination fiasco’ was
that ‘somehow or other that complex of mutually
dependent factors, the human organism, shifted its
equilibrium and unintentionally defeated the pur-
pose of the experiment’ (Mayo, 1933, pp. 54, 62).
Indeed, such was the importance of the pattern
of results observed in these studies that the
‘Hawthorne effect’ has become a widely recog-
nized phenomenon in psychological research —
referring to the capacity for people’s behaviour to
change as a result of their participation in research,
rather than as a result of the nature of the research
manipulations (for example, see Haslam & McGarty,
2003).

At about the same time as this first Hawthorne
investigation, Mayo (1924) himself was conducting
studies of mule spinners at a textile mill in
Philadelphia. At this time, relative to other depart-
ments at the mill, the spinners were experiencing
very low levels of production and extraordinarily
high levels of turnover. This meant that, for every
position, approximately 2.5 workers had to be
taken on each year (representing a turnover rate of
about 250 per cent). This was occurring in spite of
the fact that the company had set in place a very
attractive incentive system that rewarded the
workers for reaching particular targets.

As a first intervention to address these problems,
Mayo introduced a series of rest periods through-
out the day in an attempt to counteract fatigue.
This was a strategy Taylor had recommended and
previously perfected with the pig iron handlers at
the Bethlehem Steel works. To look at the effects of
this innovation, the spinners were divided into two
groups, the smaller of which received the new
breaks with the remainder carrying on as normal.
The effect of the change was felt immediately with
levels of satisfaction and production rising dramat-
ically in the experimental group, so that its mem-
bers now reached production targets and obtained
bonuses for the first time ever. However, Mayo
quickly realized that these effects could not simply
be the result of a reduction in fatigue. This point
was confirmed by the fact that a very similar pat-
tern of improvement was apparent in the work of
the control group. This group had experienced no
obvious change in their conditions, yet they too
(like the control groups in the Hawthorne illumi-
nation studies) were now happier and more pro-
ductive. Why?

Not surprisingly, Mayo had no immediate
answer to this pressing question, but what he did
know was that economic analysis of the type put
forward by Taylor afforded no explanation. Mayo
also suspected (though he later noted that this was
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not clear at the time) that a clue to the effects
observed in the mule spinning department lay in
some seemingly trivial features of the investigation.
In particular, he noted that the only time produc-
tion declined during the study was when a super-
visor intervened to eliminate the rest breaks in order
to cope with an influx of orders. Even when rest
breaks were reintroduced, the workers were still
disenchanted and distrustful and they remained so
until the president of the company intervened to
take the side of the workers and fire the supervisor.
By doing this, and in the process of talking and lis-
tening to the workers to discover their thoughts
about the study, Mayo (1949) conjectured that the
major contribution of the president lay in the fact
that he had inadvertently ‘transformed a group of
“solitaires” into a social group’ (p. 58).

The opportunity to examine this hypothesis in
more detail came when Mayo and his colleagues
commenced the second series of studies at the
Hawthorne works. The company’s management
encouraged the research because they wanted to
know what psychological and environmental fac-
tors had been responsible for the marked improve-
ments in performance observed in the illumination
studies, so that these principles could be used to
inform changes in the plant as a whole. As an ini-
tial focus for the research, the company isolated a
group of 6 women from the general workforce and
placed them in a special room where they worked
assembling 35-piece relays and could be observed
more closely. The experimenters then set about
systematically manipulating various features of the
women’s working conditions by introducing partic-
ular changes that lasted up to 31 weeks. For exam-
ple, between 1927 and 1929, changes were made
to the number and duration of rest periods and the
length of working days and weeks. The researchers
also fastidiously examined all aspects of the
women’s work and their reaction to it by monitor-
ing the number of relays assembled and their qual-
ity, as well as the women’s health, details of their
personal history and any comments they made in
relation to the study and its findings.

As discussed by Mayo (1949), the impact of the
changes made during the first phase of research on
the workers and their work was that ‘slowly at first,
but later with increasing certainty, the output
record mounted’ (p. 63). Later phases of the study
that reproduced conditions in earlier periods also
showed marked improvement. So, for example,
each woman’s average weekly output was fewer
than 2500 relays in the third period of investiga-
tion in mid-1927, but under exactly the same con-
ditions in the twelfth period in late 1928 it was
more than 2900. Once workers had entered the
test room, attendance irregularities also fell from
an average of 15.2 per person per year to just 3.5.
Moreover, as the study continued the women in
the room reported less fatigue, greater contentment



10 Psychology in Organizations

and more convivial relations with their fellow
workers both inside and outside the relay assembly
room. The nature of these changes is summarized
by Roethlisberger and Dickson (1939) in the fol-
lowing observations:

No longer were the girls isolated individuals, working
together only in the sense of an actual physical proxi-
mity. They had become participating members of a
working group with all the psychological and social
implications peculiar to such a group. In Period X a
growing amount of social activity developed among
the test room girls outside of the plant. The conversa-
tion in the test room became more socialized. In
Period XIlII the girls began to help one another out for
the common good of the group. They became bound
to one another by common sentiments and feelings of
loyalty. (p. 86)

In order to account for these results, the researchers
tested and systematically eliminated a number of
potential hypotheses (Roethlisberger & Dickson,
1939, pp. 90-160). The findings appeared not to
derive simply from an improvement to material
conditions, relief from fatigue or monotony or eco-
nomic incentive. The only hypothesis that fitted
with the data suggested that experimental inter-
ventions had some social impact in communicating
information about a changing state of relations
between the management and the workers. It was
not the content of change that mattered but the fact
that the process of change itself redefined managers
and workers as collaborative participants in a com-
mon venture. In order to examine this hypothesis, in
a second phase of investigation, the researchers
conducted an extensive open-ended interview pro-
gramme. This confirmed the researchers’ views and
identified a number of factors that appeared to have
contributed to the earlier improvements. These
included: (a) the introduction of a less formal and
impersonal supervisory style; (b) an increased sense
of control on the part of workers; (c) an increased
feeling that the management was actually interested
in, and shared some concern for, their welfare; and
(d) an emerging belief that management and work-
ers were part of a team that was pulling together.
The workers also commented favourably on the fact
that, as a result of the experimental changes, they
(&) took home more money and (f) worked shorter
hours, but these factors appeared to have secondary
importance.

So, where previously workers had felt that man-
agement was only concerned with their produc-
tion, they now believed (mistakenly in some
instances) that it was taking their feelings seriously
and attending to their grievances. They felt that
what they did mattered and, hence, were actively
self-involved in their work.

Moreover, it was clear that the feeling of being
in a team exerted a powerful influence on the

workers” actual behaviour, so that where previously
their contributions had been more-or-less idiosyn-
cratic, they now became highly uniform. This uni-
formity was both internally and externally
imposed, so that the workers both wanted to con-
form to the team’s expectations and norms (for
example, to produce a certain number of relays —
no more, no less) and also encouraged and exerted
pressure on each other to do so. In a later phase of
investigation carried out in a different area of the
Hawthorne works (the Bank Wiring Observation
Room) this was sometimes observed to take the
form of subjecting those who over- or under-
performed to sarcasm or ridicule, as the following
exchange illustrates:

W4: (To W6) How many are you going to turn in?

W6: [I've got to turn in 6,800.

W4: What's the matter — are you crazy? You work all
week and turn in 6,600 for a full day, and now
you’re away an hour and a quarter and you turn
in more than you do the other days.

W6: | don’t care. 'm going to finish these sets
tomorrow.

W4: You're screwy.

We6: All right, I'll turn in 6,400.

(Roethlisberger & Dickson, 1939, p. 420)

Occasionally, though, male workers also resorted to
regulating each others’ output physically by means
of a practice known as ‘binging’ — hitting someone
as hard as possible on the upper arm:

W8: (To W6) Why don’t you quit work? Let’s see, this
is your thirty-fifth row today. What are you going
to do with them all? ...

W6: Don’t worry about that. I'll take care of it. You're
getting paid by the sets | turn out. That's all you
should worry about.

W8: If you don’t quit work I'll bing you.

W8 struck W6 and finally chased him round the room.

(Roethlisberger & Dickson, 1939, p. 422)

The influence of the informal work group on per-
formance was subsequently confirmed in a study of
the aircraft industry in California conducted by
Fox and Scott (1943). This showed quite clearly
that levels of absenteeism and turnover were asso-
ciated with the particular company that a worker
was in and with the norms that that company
established for its workers in light of the particular
circumstances it faced. Mayo observed too that the
company with the best record of attendance was
the one where the foreman was concerned not only
with the technical aspects of his job but also with
handling human relationships. One concrete conse-
quence of this was that workers in that company
collectively arranged which day of the week they
would each take off. Importantly, this meant that,
if a worker broke with this arrangement and
thereby inconvenienced his colleagues, they would



put pressure on him of a form that ‘management
would never dare to exercise’ (Mayo, 1949, p. 90;
see also Parker, 1993, p. 267). On this basis, Mayo
argued that it was not individual-based incentives
but mechanisms that created group solidarity and
appropriate group norms that were critical to bring-
ing about sustained production.

The Hawthorne programme of research served
to make two further points clear for Mayo. The first
was that the capacity for the work group to shape
the behaviour of the individual suggested that:

The belief that the behaviour of an individual within the
factory can be predicted before employment on the
basis of a laborious and minute examination of his
technical and other capacities is mainly, if not wholly,
mistaken. (1949, p. 99)

This conclusion is clearly at odds with the logic of
both the economic and individual difference para-
digms that place an emphasis on careful analysis of
the individual in isolation, and urge employment
selection on that basis. For Mayo it was the fact that
organizational life transformed individual differences
into group similarities that was its defining feature,
and it was this fact that researchers and practition-
ers primarily needed to come to terms with.

Building on this insight, the second more general
point that Mayo abstracted from his and his col-
leagues’ research was that prevailing economic and
organizational theory had contrived to completely
misrepresent the nature of natural society. As he saw
it, the dominant view (following Hobbes, Rousseau
and others) was built on three key assumptions:
(a) society is comprised of a horde of disorganized
individuals; (b) individuals act purely to further
their own personal interests; and (c) individuals act
logically to service those interests. Mayo rejected
these views — ‘the rabble hypothesis’ as he termed it —
and instead endorsed sentiments similar to those
with which this chapter began. That is to say, he
argued that organized behaviour shaped by group
membership and group interests was the rule, not
the exception, and that individuals acted in terms of
their personal self-interest only when social associa-
tion failed them. As he quite forcefully put it:

The economists’ presupposition of individual self-
preservation ... is not characteristic of the industrial facts
as ordinarily encountered. The desire to stand well with
one’s fellows, the so-called human instinct of association
easily outweighs the merely individual interest and the
logical reasoning upon which so many spurious princi-
ples of management are based. (Mayo, 1949, p. 40)

The cognitive paradigm

Mayo and his colleagues identified important limi-
tations with existing paradigms in organizational
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research and underlined the significance of the
social dimension to organizational life. Yet, despite
this, their work afforded little systematic insight
into the psychological processes associated with
organizational activity. Indeed, the major contribu-
tion of this work was simply to call into question
the paradigm that sought to couch such analysis in
terms of individual differences in people’s psycho-
logical make-up.

This critique was consistent with a general trend
that emerged after the Second World War for
social psychologists to look for the basis of social
behaviour in universal group dynamics rather than
processes unique to the individual (see, for exam-
ple, Cartwright & Zander, 1956, 1960). One
important reason for this refocusing was that it
made little sense to try to explain the commonali-
ties of behaviour displayed in wartime in terms of
people’s individuality. What was it that led whole
nations to support some groups while turning
against or vilifying others? Some time later, similar
questions initiated a quest to identify general cogni-
tive processes that might underpin important
aspects of social life — a movement that picked up
on a general ‘cognitive revolution’ in the study of
psychology in the 1960s.

Significantly, too, this revolution coincided with,
and contributed to, a general upsurge of interest in
all forms of psychological enquiry. For this reason it
is relatively difficult to identify key figures who
brought the study of cognition to the organiza-
tional arena or who provided it with its distinct
character. There are also no single studies the
impact of which mirrors that of research at the
Bethlehem Steel Company or the Hawthorne
Electrical Works. It is clear, however, that the study
of cognition has had and is still having massive
influence on the study of organizations and that it
has provided rich and diffuse insights into almost
all aspects of organizational enquiry (see, for exam-
ple, Hodgkinson, 2001, 2003; Landy, 1989). The
broad goal of such developments has been to
identify mental processes that might account for
particular patterns of organizational behaviour —
attempting to explain, for example, how a person’s
perceptions of their working environment deter-
mine their reaction to it.

A central focus of this work has been the
attempt to transpose general principles of cogni-
tion (examining issues such as memory, judgement,
attention, information processing and perception)
to the organizational domain. In this it has mir-
rored and drawn extensively on the social cognition
movement in social psychology (Fiske & Taylor,
1984). This holds to the view that people’s social
behaviour is not simply determined by environ-
mental factors but is mediated by their cognitive
response to their environment — what they think
about it. Few social psychologists have ever
accepted the argument made by behaviourists such
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as J.B. Watson and B.F. Skinner that behaviour can
be explained simply by looking at the stimulus
inputs that a person receives. To understand how
an employee would respond to a special payment,
for example, it would be important to know not
just how big the payment was but how it was
understood by the person concerned — whether it
was seen to constitute a bribe, an insult or a justi-
fied reward. Such questions cannot be answered
without an analysis of cognitive process.

Since the Second World War, social psycholo-
gists’ study of cognition has been heavily influ-
enced by three basic models (Fiske & Taylor, 1984;
Taylor, 1981). These have characterized the social
thinker in turn as: (a) a consistency seeker; (b) a
naive scientist; and (c) a cognitive miser. The first
of these models was particularly influential in the
study of attitudes where it was assumed that
people strive to manage and make sense of their
various attitudes and beliefs by making them mutu-
ally consistent (Heider, 1958). Other things being
equal, if Anne thinks that her supervisor is stupid,
but one of Anne’s colleagues, Bob, thinks the super-
visor is intelligent, then Anne is going to be more
comfortable with the idea that Bob is also stupid
than with the idea that he is intelligent. If Anne
actually thinks that Bob is intelligent then she will
have to do ‘cognitive work’ (such as engage in
rationalization that might lead her to conclude that
Bob is intelligent except when it comes to assessing
supervisors) to allow her different cognitions to
coexist.

The conception of people as naive scientists was
most influential in the study of attribution in the
1960s and 1970s (Jones & Davis, 1965; Kelley,
1967). This concerns the way that people explain
social events in their environment. A key issue here
is whether or not people explain their own and
other’s behaviour in terms of internal or external
factors. For example, a manager might try to under-
stand a female employee’s resignation as arising
from the fact that the job didn’t suit her (perhaps
because she was an extrovert — an internal attribu-
tion) or as a result of something about the job itself
(perhaps it was boring — an external attribution).
The view of the manager as a naive scientist asserts
that the manager’s understanding would be based
on a more-or-less rational assessment taking into
account features of the environment other than
just this employee’s actions. So if this worker was
the only person to leave the company, the manager
would be more likely to make an internal attribution
(it didn’t suit her) than if everyone else who did
the job also resigned.

The model of the social thinker as a cognitive
miser developed in the early 1980s from an aware-
ness that people’s attributions were generally
found not to be as rational or objective as might be
expected. For example, studies indicated that people
are generally inclined to make internal attributions to

explain other people’s behaviour (the ‘fundamental
attribution error’; Ross, 1977) but that people typi-
cally explain their own behaviour in terms of exter-
nal factors (the ‘actor—observer effect’; Jones &
Nisbett, 1972). We see other people’s behaviour —
particularly their failings — as a reflection of their
true nature and personality, but see our own as a
product of the situation in which we find our-
selves. A poor workman blames his tools, but other
people blame the workman.

One popular explanation of these apparent errors
was that they derived from limitations inherent in
the cognitive system. People were assumed to make
attributional errors because they lacked the mental
resources to enable them to take into account all the
factors that bore on a particular behaviour, especially
when that behaviour was not their own. In making
attributions, as in making other cognitive decisions
and judgements, people’s actions were seen to be
constrained by a need to preserve their precious lim-
ited information-processing capacity — so that they
acted like cognitive misers (Fiske & Taylor, 1984).
According to this view, a great deal of human behav-
iour (including a great deal of human error) can be
explained by the fact that people are forced to make
decisions that are quick and easy (but often wrong)
rather than ones that are time-consuming and oner-
ous (but more likely to be right).

The view that human activity is constrained by
cognitive limitations actually goes back to some of
the very earliest writings in social psychology (such
as Lippmann, 1922). However, it is in the last two
decades that it has had most impact. In the organ-
izational domain, the central challenge has been to
identify cognitive short-cuts (otherwise known as
heuristics or biases) that might be responsible for
errors in areas such as decision making, judgement
and negotiation. Researchers have also tried to sug-
gest strategies for circumventing these errors.
However, precisely because the cognitive processes
that are identified are seen as normal (or ‘natural’),
errors are often seen to be inevitable and, hence,
unavoidable.

In fact, though, the influence of the cognitive
miser model in social psychology is currently wan-
ing, giving way to the model of the perceiver as a
‘motivated tactician’ (Fiske & Taylor, 1991; Leyens,
Yzerbyt & Schadron, 1994). As we will illustrate in
upcoming chapters, the view that perceivers are
strategic information processors rather than just
resource conservers has also found favour in the
organizational field, largely because it is consistent
with social exchange approaches to topics such as
leadership, motivation, information management
and power (see, for example, Thibaut & Kelley,
1959). These argue that people’s actions are guided
by the personal costs and benefits perceived to be
associated with the various behavioural choices
they face (for example, to follow a leader, keep a
secret, obey an order). They suggest that when the



personal costs of a course of action appear to
outweigh the benefits, it is unlikely to be perceived
as equitable or to be pursued. Yet while exchange
theories (in particular, equity theory — see Adams,
1965; Walster, Walster & Berscheid, 1978) have
had enormous impact on organizational psychol-
ogy over the last three decades (see Lee & Earley,
1992), there is evidence that their influence has
also passed its peak (Tyler, 1993, 1999a).

THE PURPOSE AND STRUGTURE OF THIS BOOK

The above review is far from exhaustive. None-
theless, by focusing on the origins of key paradigms,
it identifies some of the important intellectual and
practical currents that have shaped researchers’ study
of organizations over the last hundred years. The
review should also make it clear that each of the
existing paradigms has a specific set of strengths and
weaknesses. The economic paradigm focuses on the
contribution of the individualized worker to overall
organizational performance and sets out a clear strat-
egy for practical intervention. The same is true of the
individual differences paradigm (with which it is
theoretically aligned), although this incorporates a
consideration of psychological factors that is gener-
ally absent from the economic approach. The cogni-
tive paradigm takes the analysis of psychological
process even further by helping researchers under-
stand the grounding of organizational behaviour in
normal cognition. However, Pleffer (1997) identifies
a weakness in this model that also applies to the
economic and individual difference views:

Although research on the cognitive model of organ-
izations will sometimes use the phrase ‘social cogni-
tion’ and will frequently invoke the term ‘organization’,
much of the work is actually quite silent on the obvious
social and contextual influences on the processes of
attribution [and] sensemaking ... that go on. In this
sense, the cognitive model of organizations ... down-
play[s], empirically, if not in the language used, the
social, relational reality of organizational life. (p. 79)

An empbhasis on this social dimension, and on the
important contribution of groups to organizations,
is the primary strength of the human relations
paradigm. By pointing to the capacity of group life
to transform the behaviour and psychology of indi-
viduals it also undermines other approaches at the
very point where they appear to be strongest. Yet
this approach offers little analysis of psychological
process in return, and this is one major reason why
its impact has not been as dramatic as might be
expected. Nonetheless, the lessons of the human
relations movement are reflected in trends to
involve workers more in organizational activities
and decisions — for example, by introducing
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suggestion boxes, consultative committees,
employee involvement groups (EIGs), participa-
tive decision making (PDM), total quality manage-
ment (TQM), 360-degree feedback, teamworking
and enterprise bargaining. However, it is easy to see
these as superficial and cynical attempts to appease
and co-opt workers (many of which fail - see
Harley, 1999) rather than as reflections of deeper
theoretical commitment (Hardy & Leiba-O’Sullivan,
1998; Kelly & Kelly, 1991; Milkman, 1998; Parker,
1993, p. 250; Strauss, 1977).

Moreover, where such commitment does emerge —
for example, in the contemporary language of
human resource management (HRM) - it is often
found to be a recasting of Taylorist managerialism
in group-based terms. Here the manager’s strategy
is to achieve economies of scale and tap the pro-
ductive potential of groups revealed in Mayo’s
research but ultimately control the group in much
the same way that Taylor controlled the individual
(see Parker, 1993; Sewell, 1998; Warhurst &
Thompson, 1998). Baldry, Bain and Taylor (1998)
refer to this as ‘team-Taylorism’ and argue that:

Contemporary HRM rhetoric counterposes the
empowering and collective effort of teamworking to
the linear process and individual effort that is historically
associated with Taylorism. [However,] the evidence ...
demonstrates that, appearances notwithstanding,
workers experience such forms of team organization
as being no less coercive than classically understood
Taylorism. (pp. 168-9)

Along similar lines, Buchanan (1995) notes:

Human resource management ideology ... at its most
basic represents a modified version of th[e] very old
doctrine of management’s right to run the workplace as
it sees fit. While some of the rhetoric may be about par-
ticipation and devolution, these practices will only be
adopted if senior management retains control. (p. 62)

In theoretical terms, this means that organizational
psychologists often make a nod in the direction of
the Hawthorne studies and the lessons they pro-
vide, but then bash on with an individualistic
approach regardless (see Lawler, Mohrman &
Ledford, 1992; Levine & Tyson, 1990, for exam-
ple). It is also worth adding that this decision is
often based on arguments (a) that the Hawthorne
studies are methodologically flawed and their find-
ings over-interpreted (see Argyle, 1953; Carey,
1967) or (b) that the core message of the human
relations approach is that groups can do no wrong
(see Whyte, 1960, pp. 36-60).

However, Pfeffer (1997, 1998) points out that
decisions to embrace individualism also have
deeper-rooted ideological underpinnings. This is
because the approach lends itself to models that sit
very comfortably with the benign view that
organizations are melting-pots of individuals
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devoid of political division, social tension or group
conflict. Managers find this approach attractive
because it does not threaten the status quo and
ultimately justifies their own positions of power
and control — their ‘right to manage’ (Levine &
Tyson, 1990; Statt, 1994). In the end, then:

Models of behaviour take on a religious quality,
adopted or rejected on the basis of beliefs or aesthet-
ics rather than on the basis of scientific evidence. So,
even though organizations are inherently social and
relational entities, there is great interest in the eco-
nomic model of behaviour in spite of the fact that many
of its variants proceed from a position of methodolog-
ical individualism that denies the very reality of the
institutions and organizations being explained.
(Pfeffer, 1997, p. 80; see also 1998, p. 744)

Bearing these points in mind, the objective of this
book is to define a path through the organizational
field that outlines a new and fully integrated
approach to its investigation. Building on the
strengths of existing paradigms, this attempts to
provide an analysis of psychological process that
recognizes and explains how group memberships
and social relations contribute to organizational
life. This approach is social psychological because it
takes both the social and the psychological aspects
of organizational life seriously. Indeed, the
approach is concerned to clarify the way in which
social and psychological elements are structured by
each other, rather than — as previous paradigms
have tended to do — emphasizing one element at
the expense of the other. In so doing it thus seeks
to redress problems that stem from the fact that:

Social psychology’s increasing emphasis on individual
cognition on the one hand and personality on the
other, with a de-emphasis on groups and social influ-
ence ... has left a growing gulf between psychological
research and organizational issues and problems.
(Pfeffer, 1998, p. 735)

The approach in question derives from a tradition
in social psychology that was developed by two
European researchers: Henri Tajfel and John
Turner. At the heart of this work is an awareness of
the reality of the group and of its contribution to
human psychology. There are thus echoes of Mayo
in Tajfel’s assertion that:

In our judgements of other people, ... in our work rela-
tions, in our concern with justice, we do not act as iso-
lated individuals but as social beings who derive an
important part of our identity from the human groups
and social categories we belong to; and we act in
accordance with this awareness. (Tajfel, Jaspars &
Fraser, 1984, p. 5; see Turner, 1996, p. 14)

The idea here is that groups are not only external
features of the world that people encounter and

interact with, they are also internalized so that they
contribute to a person’s sense of self. Groups define
who we are, what we see, what we think and what
we do.

In recognition of these points, Tajfel (1972)
coined the term social identity to refer to that part
of a person’s self-concept that derives from his or
her group memberships. With their many col-
leagues, the body of Tajfel and Turner’s work then
went on to examine the workings and implications
of social identity processes in relation to a broad
array of social phenomena. This work is the basis of
two theories that share a range of assumptions and
present a number of hypotheses that have been
subjected to extensive empirical testing over the
past 25 years: social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner,
1979, 1986) and self-categorization theory (Turner,
1985; Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher & Wetherell,
1987). Social identity theory is largely concerned
with the psychological underpinnings of intergroup
relations and social conflict. Self-categorization
theory focuses more broadly on the role of social
categorization processes in group formation and
action. It looks at the processes that lead collec-
tions of individuals to believe they share (or don’t
share) group membership and at how this then
affects their perceptions and behaviour.

Early work with these theories addressed key
theoretical topics in social psychology. However, in
recent years there has been a growing interest in
applying them to the study of organizations. So,
after a seminal paper by Ashforth and Mael (1989),
an ever-growing and quite diverse body of work has
revealed numerous ways in which the analysis of
organizational behaviour can be enriched by an
appreciation of social identity principles. Beyond
the present volume, this is reflected in three books
(Haslam, van Knippenberg, Platow & Ellemers,
2003; Hogg & Terry, 2001; van Knippenberg &
Hogg, in press), two special issues of journals
(Albert, Ashforth & Dutton, 2000; van
Knippenberg & Hogg, 2001) and over 200 journal
articles and book chapters (as broadly represented
in the work of, for example, Abrams, Ando &
Hinkle, 1998; Bornman & Mynhardt, 1992;
Bourhis, 1991; Brewer, 1995; Dutton, Dukerich &
Harquail, 1994; Haslam, Powell & J. Turner, 2000;
Haunschild, Moreland & Murrell, 1994; Herriot &
Scott-Jackson, 2002; Hogg & Terry, 2000; Hopkins,
1997; Kelly & Kelly, 1994; Kramer, 1993; Lembke &
Wilson, 1998; Oaker & Brown, 1986; Ouwerkerk,
Ellemers & De Gilder, 1999; Peteraf & Shanley,
1997; Postmes, Spears & Lea, 1998; Suzuki, 1998;
Terry & Callan, 1998; J. Turner & Haslam, 2001;
M. Turner & Pratkanis, 1998a; Tyler, 1999a; Van
Dick, 2001; van Knippenberg & van Schie, 2000;
Wharton, 1992).

A major goal of this book is to clarify the nature
and place of this work within the broader canvas of
organizational and social psychological research. As
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Figure 1.1 illustrates, the social identity approach
also attempts to fill the significant void that the
above review identifies within existing organiza-
tional literature.

The chapters in the book address major areas of
organizational enquiry that are customarily treated
as more or less separate from one another. Each
chapter starts by reviewing some of the influential
approaches to the topic in question (such as those
that emerge from economic, individual difference
or cognitive paradigms) and discussing illustrative
work. Critique of this work is then used to frame
an alternative analysis based on the social identity
approach. Some of the research that supports and
elaborates this analysis is then reviewed in ensuing
sections that focus on specific subproblems in a
particular area. In many instances, this research
represents an extension of existing theorizing, but
on occasion it takes it in radically new directions.
Some of this research has already exerted a pro-
found influence on mainstream thinking (particu-
larly that on leadership, negotiation and collective
action) but some has only just started to have an
impact on the field.

At the very least, our exploration of social iden-
tity and self-categorization principles is intended to
be interesting and provocative. More ambitiously,
though, the book’s goal is to provide an integrated
framework for rethinking core issues in organiza-
tional psychology and making much-needed
theoretical, empirical and practical progress.
Accordingly, it is hoped that even those who

Differences between organizational paradigms in terms of their attention to social and

disagree with the approach will find it to be a useful
vehicle for interrogating and sharpening their own
research and the assumptions that underpin it.

The chapters are organized in a sequence that
attempts to unfold the substance and implications
of the social identity approach in as logical a man-
ner as possible. The first content-focused chapters
examine issues of leadership and motivation.
Previous theorizing in both areas has focused heavily
on the importance of individual qualities, but these
chapters suggest that both phenomena have impor-
tant bases in the psychology of group membership.
The next three chapters discuss communication,
decision making and negotiation. These are topics in
which the role of the group is much more self-
evident, but where its psychological impact has
tended to be maligned — for example, because it is
believed to distort information, polarize opinion or
inflame conflict. Against this view, each chapter
points to ways in which groups can play a con-
structive and psychologically creative role in shap-
ing organizational outcomes. These same themes
recur in the next four chapters, which confront
issues of power, productivity, stress and collective
action. Here, though, it is apparent that analysis of
the psychology of these phenomena becomes more
seriously clouded by their political dimensions.
Does power corrupt? Is reduced productivity
always undesirable? Who is responsible for stress?
Should industrial protest be discouraged?

In reflecting on such questions, one of the
strengths of the social identity approach is that in
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these (and earlier) chapters it provides analytical
tools that enable matters of psychology to be theo-
retically disentangled from those of politics and
ideology. Nonetheless, because the implementation
of social identity principles is necessarily guided by
political goals and values (as is all organizational
theory; Pfeffer, 1998), these political issues come
to the fore in the final chapter, which reflects on
the practical ramifications of this and other
approaches. This chapter pays particular attention
to the sustainability of the organizational and social
outcomes delivered by different approaches to
organizational psychology. These considerations
raise questions that are among the most difficult
that any psychologist can ask. However, it would
be irresponsible not to attempt to answer them.
Not least, this is because the professional activities
of organizational psychologists are having a grow-
ing impact on all our lives. If we do not assess the
broader implications of that impact, who will?

So we have some challenging terrain ahead of us.
However, in order to establish a broad theoretical
platform for our journey, we need to start by sum-
marizing the main tenets of social identity and self-
categorization theories. This is the aim of the next
chapter.

FURTHER READING

At the end of every chapter a small number of
references will be identified for further reading.
Selection is based on the ability of a reading to
supplement points raised in the chapter and to
generate enthusiasm for the issues discussed. In
relation to the material covered in this chapter, it is
hard to go past Taylor's (1911) spirited elaboration
of the principles on scientific management and

Mayo’s (1949) equally engaging account of the
Hawthorne studies and their background. Both are
genuine classics. McGregor’s (1960) book is writ-
ten in the same engaging manner and it, too, is a
milestone text. The chapter by Pfeffer (1998) and
the paper by Hodgkinson (2003) both provide up-
to-date discussions of the strengths and weak-
nesses of various approaches to the study of
organizational behaviour, including some that
have not been discussed here. Kelly and Kelly’s
(1991) paper offers a review of apparent innova-
tions in industrial practice and it uses social psy-
chological theory to explain why their impact on
manager—worker relations has been less spectac-
ular than one might expect. It also underlines the
point that the managerial philosophies criticized
by Mayo and McGregor are as prevalent today as
they ever were.

Hodgkinson, G.P. (2003) ‘The interface between cogni-
tive and industrial, work and organizational psychol-
ogy’, Journal of Occupational and Organizational
Psychology, 76, 1-25.

Kelly, C. & Kelly, J. (1991) ‘““Them and us”: social psy-
chology and “the new industrial relations”’, British
Journal of Industrial Relations, 29, 25-48.

Mayo, E. (1949) The Social Problems of an Industrial
Civilization. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul (espe-
cially Chapters 2 to 5, pp. 31-100).

McGregor, D. (1960) The Human Side of Enterprise.
New York: McGraw-Hill.

Pfeffer, J. (1998) ‘Understanding organizations: concepts
and controversies’, in D. Gilbert, S. Fiske & G. Lindzey
(eds.), The Handbook of Social Psychology (4th edn).
New York: Oxford University Press. pp. 733-77.

Taylor, FW. (1911) Principles of Scientific Management.
New York: Harper.
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THE SOCIAL IDENTITY APPROACH

As we saw in the previous chapter, paradigms for
understanding organizational behaviour have
tended to take the individual as the primary unit of
psychological analysis. They see groups simply as
another context in which individual behaviour
takes place. This is particularly true of work in
the individual differences paradigm (after
Miinsterberg, 1913) where psychological analysis
gives no consideration to the way in which people’s
personal attributes and cognitive processes are
affected by the groups to which they belong.
However, it is also true of more recent social cog-
nitive work, which has tended to deny the capacity
for groups to determine and change the cognitive
processes of individuals.

In an attempt to lay the foundations for an alter-
native way of approaching the field, this chapter
summarizes those features of the social identity
approach that are of potential relevance to the
study of organizational psychology. The chapter’s
central argument is that, in order to understand
perception and interaction in organizational con-
texts, we must do more than just study the psy-
chology of individuals as individuals. Instead, we
need to understand how social interaction
is bound up with individuals’ social identities —
their definition of themselves in terms of group
memberships.

As Mayo (1949) recognized, groups change indi-
viduals and this in turn makes groups and organiza-
tions more than mere aggregations of their
individual inputs. Consistent with this point, the
social identity approach argues that groups are not
simply a passive context for individual behaviour. In
contrast to theories that tend to see the individual-
ized person as the fundamental building block for
theoretical and practical development, this
approach therefore argues that organizational

theory needs to give more emphasis to the way in
which the psychology of the individual is a product
of group life and its distinct psychological and social
realities.

However, in suggesting that the psychology of
people in organizations is shaped by group forces,
are we suggesting that their behaviour is thereby
doomed to be irrational, undermotivated and coun-
terproductive? This is a pertinent question as most
organizational topics can be approached in a way
that suggests groups undermine accurate cognition
and useful action. We saw this clearly in the writings
of Taylor (1911), but this view also follows from the
model of the social perceiver as a cognitive miser,
which suggests that individuals only cope with
group life by relying on cognitive shortcuts that
save resources but open up the door to error and
poor judgement. The ideas discussed in this chapter
challenge this view by suggesting that it is the abil-
ity to think in terms of ‘we’ and ‘us’, not just ‘I' and
‘me’, that enables people to engage in meaningful,
integrated and collaborative organizational behav-
iour. As we will see, among other things, this capac-
ity underpins people’s ability to achieve social
cohesion, communicate effectively, influence and
persuade each other, act collectively and go beyond
the call of duty. In this way the fact that groups
transform the psychology of the individual is seen
not as a necessary evil but as an essential good.

At this stage, though, these various points may
sound hollow and sloganistic. Organizational theory
has had more than its fair share of fashionable
mantra and dogma, and is in little need of any more
(for assurance on this point, see Micklethwait &
Wooldridge, 1997). To have any chance of ensuring
that these arguments do not share the same fate as
the fashions of the past, and to have something on
which to base our arguments in later chapters, we
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Points for member of

Klee group: 7 8 9

Kandinsky group:

10 [ 11 | 12 |13 [ 14 | 15 | 16 | 17 | 18 19

1 3 5 7 9 11 |13 | 156 |17 |19 | 21 | 283 | 25
MD F MIP
MJP

Figure 2.1 A typical matrix from a minimal group study (based on Tajfel, 1978c)

Note: Participants decide how many points to award to the ingroup and outgroup member by selecting one pair of
numbers. In this example a participant in the Klee group would make a choice towards the left-hand end of the
matrix to achieve the maximum gain for the ingroup member relative to that of the outgroup member (MD). A
choice in the middle of the matrix would achieve fairness (F), and one towards the right-hand end would achieve
maximum joint group profit (MJP) and maximum ingroup profit (MIP). The shaded response thus indicates a
compromise between strategies of maximum difference and fairness.

therefore need to go to the trouble of articulating
the empirical and theoretical foundations of the
social identity approach carefully and in some
detail. We need to go in at the deep end.

SOCIAL IDENTITY THEORY

The minimal group studies

Social identity theory was originally developed in
an attempt to understand the psychological basis of
intergroup discrimination. Why do group members
malign other groups and what makes people so
often believe that their own group is better than
others? To examine questions of this form, a series
of studies was conducted by Tajfel and his col-
leagues in the early 1970s that sought to identify
the minimal conditions that would lead members
of one group to discriminate in favour of the
ingroup to which they belonged and against
another outgroup (Tajfel, Flament, Billig & Bundy,
1971). Our treatment of social identity theory
needs to start by considering these studies in some
detail, as the points that emerge from them are
critical to a number of major claims that we
will want to make and these points are easily
misunderstood.

As a first step in the research process, Tajfel and
his colleagues assigned participants to groups that
were intended to be as stripped-down and mean-
ingless as possible. The plan was then to start
adding meaning to the situation in order to dis-
cover at what point discrimination would rear its
head (Tajfel, 1978a, pp. 10-11). In the first studies,
schoolboys were assigned to one of two groups.
The boys were led to believe that this assignment
was made on the basis of fairly trivial criteria — either
their estimation of the number of dots on a screen

or their preference for the abstract painters Klee
and Kandinsky. In fact, though, assignment to
groups was random. Importantly, too, this process
excluded a range of factors that had previously
been considered to play an essential role in inter-
group discrimination — factors such as a history of
conflict, personal animosity or interdependence.
Individual self-interest and personal economic gain
were also ruled out because the task that the boys
had to perform involved assigning points (each sig-
nifying a small amount of money) to an anony-
mous member of both their own ingroup and the
other outgroup but never to themselves.

Findings from Tajfel et al.’s first experiment indi-
cated that even these most minimal of conditions
were sufficient to encourage ingroup-favouring
responses. That is, participants tended to deviate
from a strategy of fairness by choosing a reward
pair that awarded more points to people who were
identified as ingroup members. In other words,
they displayed ingroup favouritism.

To investigate this process more closely, a second
study incorporated a range of different matrices
in which the boys chose a pair of rewards from a
number of alternatives. An example is provided in
Figure 2.1 (from Tajfel, 1978¢, p. 78). This procedure
allowed the experimenters to differentiate between
all the possible decision strategies that participants
might employ. These strategies were: (a) fairness;
(b) maximum joint profit (giving the greatest total
reward to the two recipients); (c) maximum
ingroup profit (giving the greatest total reward to
the ingroup member); and (d) maximum difference
in favour of an ingroup member (choosing the strategy
that led the ingroup member to ‘beat’ the outgroup
member by the largest margin).

The results of this second experiment indicated
that participants again departed from a strategy of
fairness. Here though, when given reward choices
like those in Figure 2.1, they tended to adopt a



reward strategy that maximized the difference
between groups in a way that favoured the ingroup
member. In other words, participants were moti-
vated less by a desire to maximize their own
absolute gain than by a keenness to enhance their
relative gain vis-a-vis the outgroup. The authors
therefore concluded that:

In a situation devoid of the usual trappings of ingroup
membership and all the vagaries of interacting with an
outgroup the subjects still act in terms of their ingroup
membership and an intergroup categorization. Their
actions are unambiguously directed at favouring the
members of their ingroup as against the members of
the outgroup. This happens despite the fact that an
alternative strategy — acting in terms of the greatest
common good — is clearly open to them at a relatively
small cost. (Tajfel et al., 1971, p. 172)

The conflict between these findings and those
predicted by a model of economic self-interest is
striking (Akerloff & Kranton, 2000). Why didn’t
the participants simply try to get as much money
for themselves as they could? Failing that, why
didn’t they simply try to obtain as much money as
possible for the two recipients combined, thereby
extracting the maximum amount of money from
the experimenter? In the original minimal group
studies, the strategy adopted by participants was
especially intriguing in view of the fact (a) that the
participants had no personal stake in the outcomes
and (b) that, as a result of the participants’ chosen
course of action, ingroup members actually got less
than they would have done with any other strategy.
What seemed to matter was not doing well as such,
but doing better than the other group.

Lest it be thought that these laboratory findings
are of only academic interest, similar findings have
emerged in an organizational setting where workers
have been asked how they would like pay rises to
be structured. Brown’s (1978) research with
employees at an aircraft engine manufacturing
company showed that workers’ primary concern
was to preserve wage differentials between various
categories of employee rather than to increase their
own absolute earnings. Among other things, this
research examined the pay levels that groups of
workers at three skill levels (Grades 6, 5D and 5)
thought were appropriate for people at their own
level and the other two. As shown in Figure 2.2,
the findings indicated that groups were keen to
maximize pay differences between their group and
other less skilled workers, but generally minimized
differences between their group and others that
were more skilled. Particularly noticeable was the
fact that this meant that workers with the highest
level of skill actually ended up awarding them-
selves less pay than they were awarded by the other
groups. Significantly, though, they awarded the
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other two groups much less than those groups
awarded themselves. However, the highly skilled
workers were happier to receive a smaller rise
because the level of pay they ended up with pre-
served their pay superiority relative to other
sectors of the workforce. As one highly skilled
employee put it: ‘the status of the job is more
important than the actual wage’ (Brown, 1978,
p. 421). Discussing the strategies adopted by these
skilled workers, Brown (1978) observes:

Their responses showed almost total unanimity....
There is no doubt that they were primarily concerned
with establishing the largest possible difference over
the grade 5 groups, even if this meant a sacrifice of as
much as £2 a week in absolute terms. They were
highly articulate men and recognized the problems
associated with this strategy. As one steward realized:

‘Your sectarian point of view is going to cost you
money and save the company money’,

which completely contradicted his duty as a shop
steward:

‘... to extract the maximum from an employer for the
labour we sell’. (p. 423)

As later argued by Turner (1975) and Tajfel
(1978b), the most important upshot of the original
minimal group studies (as they became known)
was that they suggested that the mere act of indi-
viduals categorizing themselves as group members
was sufficient to lead them to display ingroup
favouritism. The results also challenged established
theories of intergroup conflict (see, for example,
Dollard, Doob, Miller, Mowrer & Sears, 1939;
Sherif, 1966) by pointing to ‘the possibility that
discriminatory intergroup behaviour cannot be
fully understood if it is considered solely in terms
of ‘objective’ conflict of interests or in terms of
deep-seated motives that it may serve’ (Tajfel
etal., 1971, p. 176).

Since Tajfel et al’s (1971) initial studies, a
number of experiments have replicated these findings
and clarified the key role that group-based identity
plays in the observed results (Tajfel, 1978d). In
particular, an experiment by Billig and Tajfel
(1973) ruled out the possibility that the results of
the original minimal group experiments arose sim-
ply from the fact that participants perceived them-
selves to be similar to ingroup members. This study
manipulated social categorization and similarity
orthogonally so that in one of four conditions
participants assigned points to two people who
were (a) either identified or not identified as an
ingroup and outgroup member and (b) either
identified or not identified as having similar and
different artistic tastes. As predicted, patterns of
point allocation were affected much more by the
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Figure 2.2 Pay awarded to their own and other groups by three groups of aircraft engine workers

with different skill levels (from Brown, 1978)

presence or absence of social categorization than
by the presence or absence of similarity. Indeed,
the only necessary and sufficient prerequisite for
discrimination was the existence of an ingroup—
outgroup division.

Other attempts to reinterpret minimal group
findings as the product of methodological artefacts
or as the result of implied interdependence
between participants have also gained little empir-
ical support (see Bourhis, Turner & Gagnon, 1997,
for an extended discussion of this point). There
appears to be nothing in the minimal group para-
digm that demands discrimination or leads partici-
pants to believe that they are engaging in beneficial
social exchange.

Further research has also shown that the minimal
group studies have broader relevance to issues of
social perception and cognition (for a review, see
QOakes, Haslam & Turner, 1994). For example,
Doise et al. (1972) found that participants who
were assigned to minimal groups described their
ingroup more favourably than the outgroup.
Without knowing anything about the groups at all,
ingroup members were seen, among other things,
to be more flexible, kind and fair than members of
outgroups. Brewer and Silver (1978) also showed
that the tendency to represent ingroups more
favourably than outgroups was unaffected by
attempts to highlight the similarity between all
individuals and the arbitrary nature of group mem-
bership. In this study participants still displayed

ingroup favouritism even after they had been told
that their initial responses to paintings ‘were too
similar to provide a basis for grouping, so they
would have to be split into the groups randomly’
(pp. 395-6).

Minimal as they were, the group memberships
invoked in these sorts of studies thus exerted a
strong hold over those to whom they were
assigned. Not only did they make otherwise fair,
decent and normal people act in a way that was
transparently unfair, but they did so in the absence
of any obvious reason for such behaviour. The
researchers were understandably keen to explain
these findings, but it was clear that to do so they
needed to look beyond the psychological profiles of
the individual participants.

Understanding the minimal group studies

One of the most important points that Tajfel him-
self saw to emerge from the minimal group studies
was that when participants categorized themselves
as members of a group this gave their behaviour a
distinct meaning. As he put it:

This meaning was found by them in the adoption of a
strategy for action based on the establishment,
through action, of a distinctiveness between their own
‘group’ and the other, between the two social
categories in a truly minimal ‘social system’. Distinction



from the ‘other category provided ... an identity for
their own group, and thus some kind of meaning to an
otherwise empty situation. (Tajfel, 1972, pp. 39-40)

As a part of this process Tajfel argued that in the
minimal group studies ‘social categorization
required the establishment of a distinct and posi-
tively valued social identity’ (Tajfel, 1972, p. 37,
emphasis added). He defined social identity as ‘the
individual’s knowledge that he [or she] belongs to
certain social groups together with some emotional
and value significance to him [or her] of this group
membership’ (p. 31). In other words, social identity
is part of a person’s sense of ‘who they are’ associ-
ated with any internalized group membership. This
can be distinguished from the notion of personal
identity, which refers to self-knowledge that derives
from the individual’s unique attributes (concerning
physical appearance, intellectual qualities and idio-
syncratic tastes, for example; Turner, 1982).

Noting the distinct psychological contribution
that social identity made to ‘creat[ing] and
defin[ing] the individual’s place in society’, Tajfel
and Turner (1979, pp. 40-1) went on to develop a
fuller explanation of the findings from the minimal
group studies. In so doing, they formulated the
social identity theory of intergroup behaviour. This is
an ‘integrative theory’ that attends to both the cog-
nitive and motivational basis of intergroup differ-
entiation. In essence it suggests that, after being
categorized in terms of a group membership and
having defined themselves in terms of that social
categorization, individuals seek to achieve positive
self-esteem by positively differentiating their
ingroup from a comparison outgroup on some
valued dimension. This quest for positive distinctive-
ness means that when people’s sense of who they
are is defined in terms of ‘we’ rather than ‘T, they
want to see ‘us’ as different to, and better than,
‘them’ in order to feel good about who and what
they are. In this way, a company employee who
identifies strongly with the department they work
for — where the department makes an important
contribution to their sense of self — may be moti-
vated to see that department as better than others
in order to feel better about themselves (Ashforth &
Mael, 1989; Brown, Condor, Mathews, Wade &
Williams, 1986). This point is expressed in the fol-
lowing statement by the facility manager of a port
authority studied by Dutton et al. (1994, see also
Dutton & Dukerich, 1991):

I've always felt that the Port Authority is ... and part of
our self-image is, as | put my fingers on it, that we do
things a little better than other public agencies. There’s
a whole psyche that goes with that ... and that’s why,
when there’s time like now, when times get tough,
people get nervous a bit because that goes to their

The Social Identity Approach 2

self-image, which is that the Port Authority and
therefore we, do things first class. (p. 247)

In the minimal group situation Turner (1975)
argued that when participants identified with one of
the social categories (such as the Klee group), they
engaged in a process of social competition involving
comparison of the ingroup and the outgroup on the
only available dimensions (reward allocations or
evaluative ratings). Participants then achieved posi-
tive distinctiveness for their own group by awarding
it more points or representing it more favourably.
This interpretation has been supported by a consid-
erable body of subsequent research (for reviews see
Brewer, 1979; Hogg & Abrams, 1988; Turner, 1981;
van Knippenberg & Ellemers, 1990).

Yet, while the findings of minimal group studies
have proved highly reliable, social identity theory
itself is commonly misinterpreted in a number of
ways. In particular, the theory is often taken as sug-
gesting that group members have either an auto-
matic or a personal drive to display prejudice
(Turner & Oakes, 1997; Turner & Reynolds, 2001).
A tendency to display ingroup favouritism has
therefore mistakenly been seen either as a universal
cognitive bias or as an individual difference. In con-
trast to both interpretations, the theory suggests
that ingroup favouritism is not an automatic or a
person-specific response, but a reaction to parti-
cular social psychological circumstances. Accord-
ingly, it will vary with the social situation in which
individuals find themselves and is far from univer-
sal. Early field studies that supported this conclu-
sion were reported by Stephenson and Brotherton
(1973, 1975; see also Brotherton, 1999, pp. 78-9).
Here the level of discrimination between coal mine
employees was not constant across groups but
depended, among other things, on the level of pre-
existing disagreement between groups and their
size (see also Sachdev & Bourhis, 1984).

Tajfel and Turner (1979, p. 41) identify three
variables that make a particularly important contri-
bution to the emergence of ingroup favouritism.
These are: (2) the extent to which individuals iden-
tify with an ingroup and internalize that group
membership as an aspect of their self-concept;
(b) the extent to which the prevailing context pro-
vides ground for comparison between groups; and
(c) the perceived relevance of the comparison out-
group, which itself will be shaped by the relative
and absolute status of the ingroup. As we will clar-
ify below, individuals are therefore likely to display
favouritism when an ingroup is central to their self-
definition and a given comparison is meaningful or
the outcome is contestable. However, they may in
fact display outgroup favouritism if the outgroup’s
relative superiority is not contested or the task is
irrelevant to the ingroup (Mummendey & Schreiber,
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1983, 1984; Reynolds, Turner & Haslam, 2000;
Terry & O’Brien, 1999).

A clear illustration of these patterns is provided
by Terry and Callan’s (1998) extensive study of
over 1000 employees in two hospitals — one high
status, one low status — that were about to undergo
a merger. As the results presented in Figure 2.3
indicate, employees of the high-status hospital
showed ingroup favouritism when evaluating the
two hospitals on status-relevant dimensions (pres-
tige in the community, job opportunities and
variety in patient type), but outgroup favouritism
on status-irrelevant dimensions (such as industrial
harmony, relaxed work environment, modern
accommodation). Members of the low-status hos-
pital, on the other hand, acknowledged the inferi-
ority of the ingroup on status-relevant dimensions,
but accentuated their superiority on the status-
irrelevant ones. Indeed, as Terry and Callan note,
while employees in both hospitals acknowledged
the strengths of the other group, the motivation of
the low-status group to re-establish its positive dis-
tinctiveness (which had been threatened by the
merger) led its members to assert their superiority
much more strongly on the status-irrelevant
dimensions than members of the high-status group
had on status-relevant ones.

Beyond discrimination: the impact of perceived
social structure

Although social identity theory is usually invoked
to explain patterns of discrimination like those

found in minimal group studies, this is not its only
contribution to the analysis of group behaviour.
Two other important sets of ideas examine how
people’s cognitions and behaviour are affected (a) by
movement along the interpersonal-intergroup con-
tinuum and (b) by perceived social structure. These
ideas are quite complex and for that reason it may
help to refer to Figures 2.4 and 2.5 as we work
through them.

In relation to the first of these themes, Tajfel
(1978a) asserted that behaviour in general could be
represented in terms of a bipolar continuum. At one
extreme, interaction is determined solely by the
character and motivations of the individual as an
individual (that is, interpersonal behaviour). At the
other, behaviour derives solely from the person’s
group membership (that is, intergroup behaviour).
In making this distinction, Tajfel suggested that
intergroup and interpersonal behaviour were qual-
itatively distinct from each other. As Mayo (1949)
and Asch (1951) had argued, groups are not just
collections of individuals and group behaviour cannot
be explained in terms of interpersonal principles.
Tajfel also noted that while these extremes were
hypothetical forms of behaviour, the interpersonal
extreme was logically absurd because membership
of social categories always plays some role in shap-
ing interaction. In his words:

It is impossible to imagine a social encounter between
two people which will not be affected, at least to some
minimal degree, by their assignments of one another
to a variety of social categories about which some
general expectations concerning their characteristics
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and behaviour exist in the mind of the interactants. ...
This will ... be even more true of professional ‘role’
encounters, as between patient and doctor, student
and teacher, car owner and mechanic, however familiar
those people may have become and however close
their personal relationships may happen to be. (Tajfel,
1978a, p. 41)

Tajfel argued that social identity processes come
into play to the extent that behaviour is defined at
the intergroup extreme of this continuum. That is,
people think in terms of their group membership
when the context in which they find themselves is
defined along group-based lines. For example, as
conflict between two companies escalates, workers
may be more likely to start thinking about them-
selves as members of one or other company than as
individuals. There is a dynamic here, too, because
social conflict leads to people thinking in terms of
their social identity but is also dependent on their
doing so.

Elaborating on such observations, Tajfel (1978a,
pp. 44-5) formulated two important hypotheses
(see Figure 2.4). He suggested that, as behaviour
became defined in intergroup terms, members of
an ingroup would be more likely to react uniformly
to members of the outgroup and to treat the out-
group as an undifferentiated category. Thus, during
conflict, the ‘other side’ is more likely to be con-
sensually treated as a uniform whole — as if ‘we all
agree that they're all the same’.

These hypotheses have received a considerable
amount of empirical support and are implicated in
a range of important social psychological phenomena.

In particular, they are consistent with evidence that
the heightened salience of group memberships is
associated with increases in the perceived homo-
geneity of outgroups and in consensus among the
ingroup (for reviews, see Haslam, Oakes, Turner &
McGarty, 1996; Haslam, Turner, Oakes, McGarty &
Reynolds, 1998).

Exactly where individuals place themselves
on the interpersonal-intergroup continuum was
understood by Tajfel to be a consequence of an
interplay between social and psychological factors.
Social factors have to do with the objective fea-
tures of the world that an individual confronts and
psychological factors are associated with the indi-
vidual’s interpretation of that world. Thus, the way
we see ourselves depends both on events happening
in the world around us and on the perspective we
take on those events.

Key elements of this perspective are an individ-
ual’s belief structures. These lie on another contin-
uum between an ideology of social mobility and one
of social change (Tajfel, 1975; see Figure 2.4). Social
mobility beliefs are characterized by the view that
people are free to move between groups in order to
improve or maintain their social standing. They are
underpinned by an assumption that a given social
system is flexible and permeable. In the workplace,
a belief in social mobility might lead to an assump-
tion that it is possible for anyone to rise to the top
of an organization if they have sufficient personal
acumen or gumption. Social change beliefs, on the
other hand, are underpinned by an assumption that
it is not possible to escape one’s group for the pur-
poses of self-advancement. According to this view,
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the only prospect for improving negative conditions
(or maintaining positive ones) lies in action as a
group member. In the workplace this might involve
participation in the activities of a professional asso-
ciation or union that actively advances the cause of
one’s ingroup.

Tajfel (1978a) identified a number of conditions
that could lead individuals to hold social change
beliefs. These included situations in which there is:
(a) an objectively rigid system of social stratifica-
tion that is perceived to be in some sense illegiti-
mate and unstable; (b) a desire to create or
intensify the impact of group memberships; (c) a
motivation to clarify otherwise vague or non-
existent group boundaries; or (d) a division or con-
flict between two groups that makes movement
between groups unthinkable. All these conditions
can and do prevail in the workplace. They might be
found, for example, where a professional group (of
organizational psychologists, say) perceived its
treatment to be unjustified, was seeking to raise the
collective consciousness of its members, differentiate
itself from other professional groups or was in con-
flict with them.

The location of an individual’s beliefs on the
continuum of belief structures will therefore be
partly determined by objective features of the
world that he or she confronts (whether or not a
given social structure is widely believed to be, or
really is, permeable, for example). Yet, whatever
their basis, to the extent that an individual
embraces social change beliefs, this will cause that
person’s behaviour to lie towards the intergroup
end of the interpersonal-intergroup continuum
and, hence, be dictated more by social identity-
related concerns. To help clarify these arguments, the
interrelationships between the various behavioural
and psychological correlates of the interpersonal-
intergroup continuum are represented schematically
in Figure 2.4.

Social identity theory’s third strand integrates
elements of the two that have already been dis-
cussed — analysis of discrimination in the minimal
group studies and of movement along the interper-
sonal-intergroup continuum. It does this by exam-
ining how people’s shared understanding of status
relations leads to different strategies for self-
enhancement. How does a person’s status, and the
perceived basis of that status, affect the way they
set about feeling good about themselves?

Among other things, social identity theory’s
answer to this question takes into account the
extent to which people perceive (a) group bound-
aries to be permeable and (b) their group’s relative
position on a dimension of social comparison to be
secure in the sense of being both stable and legiti-
mate. These perceptions are argued to have an
impact on the strategies pursued by members of
low- and high-status groups in their attempts to
achieve or maintain a positive social identity (see

Figures 2.5a and 2.5b). In this, they have particular
implications for the way in which people deal with
social and organizational change (along lines sug-
gested by Terry & Callan’s, 1998, hospital merger
study, discussed above; see Terry, 2003). For example,
the employees in a company that is taking over a
smaller competitor may see group boundaries as
permeable and status relations as irrelevant, and
their means of securing a positive social identity
will be quite different to that of employees in the
company that is being taken over (who are more
likely to see boundaries as impermeable and their
company’s relative status as insecure).

This point is confirmed in Bachman’s (1993; see
Anastasio, Bachman, Gaertner & Dovidio, 1997)
studies of a bank takeover in which members of a
large acquiring bank tended to accept a new super-
ordinate corporate identity and believe this gave
them enhanced personal opportunity, while members
of the acquired bank collectively resisted this view
and were more likely to act in terms of their
old pre-acquisition social identity. Very similar
patterns were observed by van Knippenberg, van
Knippenberg, Monden and de Lima (2002) in a
study of merging local government departments.
Moreover, these researchers also found that organ-
izational identification was negatively correlated
with workers’ intention to leave the new organiza-
tion. Patterns of social identification were thus
important predictors of behaviour that was of con-
siderable significance both to the merger itself and
to long-term organizational structure.

Elaborating on their earlier work (Terry &
Callan, 1998, for example), Terry and her col-
leagues examined similar processes in the context
of a merger between a high-status international
airline and a low-status domestic airline (Terry, Callan
& Sartori, 1996; Terry, Carey & Callan, 2001).
Here, as long as they perceived the status relations
to be legitimate, members of the low-status airline
more readily accepted the new superordinate
structure (believing it offered them better
prospects as individuals), while the high-status
group members (who believed their group as a
whole stood to lose status) resisted change and
were more likely to seek to act collectively in
terms of their pre-merger identity. This pattern was
subsequently replicated by Terry and O’Brien
(2001) in a study of the merger between high- and
low-status scientific organizations.

Similar patterns of status protection and
enhancement were observed by Skevington (1980)
among groups of nurses who were undergoing
organizational change. When high-status nurses
were told that they would be merged with a lower-
status group, they exhibited greater ingroup
favouritism than the low-status group (who actu-
ally showed outgroup favouritism) as a way of
emphasizing their perceived superiority and distinc-
tiveness. These patterns were also reproduced in
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experimental research conducted by Haunschild et al.
(1994; see also van Leeuwen, van Knippenberg &
Ellemers, 2003). Here, when task groups were
forced to merge, members of groups that had a his-
tory of superior task performance were much more
resistant to change and showed much more
ingroup favouritism than did members of groups
that had performed less well.

However, the above patterns do not exhaust the
forms of response that workers can have to organ-
izational change. Yet another strategy was observed
by Breakwell (1983) in a study of social workers
whose social identity was increasingly threatened
by lowering status. In response to this threat, these
low-status workers became more likely to disiden-
tify with social workers as a class and sought
instead to define themselves in terms of other readily
available group memberships (such as health workers;
see also Elsbach, 1999).

The above research reveals a range of quite dif-
ferent ways in which employees can respond to

diverse forms of organizational change, but how
can these various responses be systematized? In an
attempt to address this question, Tajfel and Turner
(1979) identified three basic strategies of self-
enhancement: individual mobility, social creativity
and social competition. Individual mobility is seen to
be associated with a general belief in the possibility
of social mobility, while social creativity and social
competition are conceptualized as aspects of a
social change belief system. The latter belief system
is likely to dictate behaviour when an individual is
locked into their membership of a group and must
act either to improve or defend its status. Some of
the key premises of Tajfel and Turner’s arguments are
represented schematically in Figures 2.5a and 2.5b.
These figures summarize aspects of social mobility
and social change belief systems associated with
membership of low- and high-status groups,
respectively.

Considering each of the three strategies for self-
enhancement in turn, Tajfel and Turner (1979)
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argued that individual mobility is most likely to be
pursued when a group has relatively low status and
group boundaries are perceived to be permeable —
as it was for employees of the domestic airline in
Terry et al.’s (2001) research. Here individuals (or
subgroups; Rao, Davis & Ward, 2000) disassociate
themselves from other ingroup members and work
to improve their personal (or subgroup) outcomes
rather than those of the group as a whole - for
example, by defecting to a high-status outgroup
(Boen & Vanbeselaere, 2000, 2002). In the work-
place, for example, women who perceive there to
be no ‘glass ceiling’ may believe that their best strategy
for advancement is to try to progress as an individual
(for example, by working hard or acting like ‘one of
the boys’) rather than trying to engage in collective
action designed to improve the treatment and
status of women in general (Fajak & Haslam, 1998;
Schmitt, Ellemers & Branscombe, 2003).

Social creativity and social competition, on the
other hand, are strategies associated with a social
change belief system that are intended to improve
the negative or maintain the positive conditions of
one’s ingroup. These are likely to arise when peo-
ple believe group boundaries to be impermeable
and, hence, they are unable to better themselves by
moving between groups. Here individuals are
forced to deal with the group-based reality that
confronts them (Tajfel, 1974).

Under these conditions, members of low-status
groups are most likely to resort to social creativity
when their ingroup’s status is secure. This was the
case for social workers studied by Breakwell (1983)
and for people employed to do ‘dirty work’
(garbage collection, dog catching, exotic dancing
and so on) studied by Ashforth and Kreiner (1999).
This can take a number of forms, including: (a) find-
ing a new dimension on which to compare ingroup



and outgroup; (b) changing the values assigned to
the attributes of the ingroup; and (c) engaging in
comparisons with different outgroups. So, for
example, representatives of a company with a small
market share may seek to compare themselves
with a larger company on a new dimension (‘we
may not be big, but we're friendly’), they may
redefine the meaning of market size (‘less is more”)
or they may change the frame of reference (‘we
have the largest share of the high-tech market’).
Elsbach and Kramer (1999) provide evidence of
the latter behaviour among members of business
schools in the United States who fare poorly in
Business Week rankings of their programmes.
Confronted with this evidence, these schools
devise, and prefer to reproduce, customized rank-
ing tables that include only a subpopulation of
schools (such as those in a particular geographic
region or that are publicly funded) and on which
their performance appears more flattering.

Different forms of social creativity are likely to
be displayed by members of a high-status group. If
their status is secure this may take the form of
magnanimity towards the outgroup (Platow et al.,
1999) or relatively covert, seemingly benign forms
of discrimination. Members of high-status groups
may, for example, show favouritism towards the
outgroup on irrelevant dimensions in a manner
that mirrors the social creativity of low-status
group members (for example, by conceding that
‘we’re bigger but they’re more friendly’; Ellemers,
Doosje, van Knippenberg & Wilke, 1992; Ellemers
& van Knippenberg, 1997; Ellemers, van Rijswijk,
Roefs & Simons, 1997; Terry & Callan, 1998). They
may also engage in behind-the-scenes censorship or
repression of the outgroup (so as to ensure its con-
tinued low status) while publicly denying such
activity. However, if their status is insecure (partic-
ularly because it is illegitimate) the social creativity
of high-status groups is likely to take a more sinis-
ter form and be reflected in ideologies (racism and
sexism, for example) that attempt to justify and
rationalize the ingroup’s superiority and the out-
group’s inferiority.

As noted above, social competition is also likely
to arise when boundaries are impermeable. This
typically occurs in reaction to the perceived in-
security of relative status — for example, when a
group’s low status is perceived to be illegitimate or
a group’s high status appears unstable. In such sit-
uations individuals also conceive of some cognitive
alternative to the status quo. In this way, members
of any group who perceive there to be real and
unfair barriers to their progress at work (such as
women or the disabled) and can imagine an
improved situation may act collectively to change
their circumstances by confronting the relevant
outgroup. Even more aggressively, members of a
high-status group who feel that their relative
advantage is under threat may band together to
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resist change — as employees of the high-status
international airline did in Terry et al’s (1997)
study and members of successful groups did in
Haunschild et al.’s (1994) research (see also Turner &
Brown, 1978). Because this strategy sets the
ingroup directly against the interests and values of
the outgroup, it is also much more likely to involve
some form of social conflict and open hostility than
strategies of individual mobility or social creativity
(which either accept or avoid directly challenging
the high-status group’s interests and values). In this
way social competition represents a direct and
overt attempt to Challenge or maintain the status
quo in a way that other strategies do not.

The above outline gives some indication of the
intricate way in which psychological and social
factors combine to dictate the particular courses of
action that individuals pursue in order to achieve
positive social identity. For this reason the applica-
tion of social identity principles to organizational
settings clearly needs to be sensitive to features of
social psychological context (Ashforth & Mael,
1989; Bornman & Mynhardt, 1992; Bourhis et al.,
1997; Brown et al., 1986; Ellemers, 1993; George &
Chattopadhyay, 1999; O’Brien & Terry, 1999;
Turner & Haslam, 2001; Turner & Oakes, 1997). In
particular, this is because social competition of the
form displayed in the minimal group studies is only
one possible response that group members can
make to the social reality they confront. So,
although vulgarized interpretations of social iden-
tity theory suggest that ‘social identification leads
automatically to discrimination and bias’ (see Jost &
Elsbach, 2001, pp. 182-5, for example), in fact this
is not true. On the contrary, discrimination and
conflict are anticipated only in a limited set of
circumstances — where intergroup relations are in
some way insecure and the prevailing definition of
social reality is seen to be contestable.

Understanding the theory’s impact

Social identity theory has had, and continues to
have, considerable impact on the field of social psy-
chology. Developed in Europe and initially used to
address quite tightly defined issues of group antag-
onism and social competition (see Turner, 1975), it
was soon applied to a broad array of topics, includ-
ing prejudice, stereotyping, negotiation and lan-
guage use (Turner & Giles, 1981). In the past
decade its international profile and breadth of
application has increased further, with the result
that the theory is now influential around the world
and not only in organizational psychology but also
in areas of clinical and health psychology, linguistics,
political science and even theology (Esler, 2000).
This success can be attributed to at least three
factors. First and most straightforwardly, the core
tenets of the theory have proved remarkably valuable
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in helping researchers explain and understand
important aspects of social behaviour. Compared to
other theories whose explanatory potential is
quickly compromised by boundary conditions and
caveats, a strength of social identity theory is that the
hypotheses it puts forward are testable in a wide
range of fields and settings. Although they have
often been adapted to address the particular prob-
lems faced in any area, these hypotheses have
generally received strong support. For this reason,
the theory has simply been an expedient option for
researchers interested in doing research that ‘works’.

Second, in the areas where it has been applied,
the theory has provided a novel and refreshing
alternative to established theorizing. As exempli-
fied by the research reviewed in Chapter 1, social
psychologists have often fallen foul of a tendency
to explain social behaviour in terms of purely inter-
personal principles, thereby seeing groups as a
psychological inconvenience or irrelevance (Steiner,
1974). In this way researchers have followed Floyd
Allport’s (1924) assertion that ‘if we take care of
the individuals, psychologically speaking, the
groups will be found to take care of themselves’
(p. 9; see Asch, 1952; Turner, 1987b). By actively
countering such injunctions, social identity theory
has been an important resource for researchers
who contend that there is more to the psychology
of groups than just the sum of their individual
parts (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Lembke & Wilson,
1998; Turner & Oakes, 1986). Moreover, once this
social dimension of the theory is embraced, it
proves to be a highly versatile intellectual resource
that can be used to develop a coherent and inte-
grated understanding of diverse topics. In this it
serves as a tonic to the general tendency for social
and organizational psychologists to develop unique
and highly localized mini-theories that remain
specific to the particular phenomenon (or effect)
in which they are interested (see Aronson, 1997,
p. 29; Mone & McKinley, 1993; Smith & Mackie,
1997; Smith, Murphy & Coats, 1999).

Third, associated with this point, the theory is
aligned with a more sophisticated political analysis
of social behaviour than is afforded by many com-
peting models. Many social psychological analyses
are premised on a model of society in which indi-
viduals are the primary agents and their fate is
determined either (a) by various forms of individual
competence (or lack of it) or (b) generalized
psychological forces. This is true, for example, of
social exchange approaches such as equity theory
(Adams, 1965; Walster et al., 1978). As we noted in
Chapter 1, these assert that people will be satisfied
with any relationship or course of action to the
extent that the personal benefits they receive are
consistent with their personal costs. However,
approaches of this form overlook the fact that in
society individuals belong to groups that are mean-
ingfully differentiated on a range of potentially

important dimensions (such as class, power, material
wealth) and that this social structuring has
important psychological consequences (Kelly &
Breinlinger, 1996; Platow, Hoar, Reid, Harley &
Morrison, 1997; Pfeffer, 1998; Nkomo & Cox,
1996; Tyler, 1993). This means, for example, that
‘costs’ and ‘benefits’ cannot be appreciated inde-
pendently of the status-based values and interests
of the groups that incur and receive them (Tajfel,
19823; van Knippenberg & van Oers, 1984). Along
the lines of the minimal group findings, a powerful
airline may be happy to bear and actively encourage
the ‘cost’ of a downturn in passenger demand if
that downturn hurts a weaker competitor more.
Managers may prefer a poorly performing work-
force in which workers are ‘kept in their place’ to a
more productive one in which workers are treated
as equals. Part of the appeal of social identity theory
is not only that it accounts for such phenomena,
but that it does so by appreciating rather than
denying social and political forces (Oakes et al.,
1994; Turner & Reynolds, 2001).

SELF-CATEGORIZATION THEORY

Curiously, perhaps, one important limitation of
social identity theory is that it offers a relatively
underdeveloped analysis of the cognitive processes
associated with social identity salience. What is the
relationship between personal and social identity?
What makes people define themselves in terms of
one group membership rather than another? How
exactly is a person’s psychology transformed by his
or her group ties? How does social identification
produce ingroup consensus and coordinated social
action? Despite the fact that the construct of social
identity is obviously central to social identity theory,
the theory itself provides no real answers to ques-
tions like these. Thus, after reviewing the relevance
of the social identity concept to the study of
organizations, Wharton (1992) comments:

Social identity plays an important role in shaping
organizational members’ evaluations of and responses
to situations. It provides a basis for distinguishing
between similar and dissimilar others and thus sup-
plies the criteria that underlie perceptions of the self
and the social environment. (p. 67)

However, she then adds:

Much more needs to be done with respect to under-
standing how particular social identities become
salient, and the consequences of salience for
organizations and their members. (p. 67)

It was partly to address such issues that self-
categorization theory was developed by Turner and
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his colleagues in the 1980s (Turner, 1982, 1985;
Turner et al., 1987; Turner, Oakes, Haslam &
McGarty, 1994).

Self-categorization theory has a broader cogni-
tive agenda than social identity theory and has
greater explanatory scope, largely because its core
hypotheses are not targeted specifically to issues
of social structure and intergroup relations (Turner
& Oakes, 1997; a point represented schematically
in Figure 2.6). In fact, though, self-categorization
principles can be elaborated to encompass most of
the social structural phenomena addressed within
social identity theory. Nonetheless, as we will see
in upcoming chapters, the two theories have
typically been used to tackle slightly different
problems. So, as Turner pointed out in the fore-
word to the first edition of this book, although we
can use the epithet the social identity approach as
shorthand to refer to the full range of arguments
and hypotheses that are generated by the two
theories, it is still important — intellectually and
practically — to continue to distinguish between
them. In particular, retaining the distinction
avoids the misunderstandings that arise when self-
categorization theory is crudely subsumed within
social identity theory.

Depersonalization and self-stereotyping

Formative work on self-categorization theory
focused on the theoretical implications of the
notion of social identity itself. In particular, Turner
(1982) sought to provide a more complete explana-
tion of individuals’ movement along Tajfel’s inter-
personal-intergroup continuum (as depicted in
Figure 2.4). As a part of this development he
hypothesized (Brown & Turner, 1981; Turner,
1982) that an individual’s self-concept could itself
be defined along a continuum ranging from defini-
tion of the self in terms of personal identity to def-
inition in terms of social identity. Moreover, he
proposed that the functioning of the self-concept is
the cognitive mechanism that underpins the behav-
ioural continuum described by Tajfel (1978a). Thus
interpersonal behaviour is associated with a salient
personal identity and intergroup behaviour with a
salient social identity. Turner (1982) also argued
that the ‘switching on’ of social identity actually
allowed intergroup behaviour to take place. As he
put it, ‘social identity is the cognitive mechanism
that makes group behaviour possible’ (p. 21).
Applying this idea to the organizational domain,
one can argue that organizational identity (a social
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identity associated with membership of a given
organization) is what makes organizational behav-
iour possible (for an elaboration of this point see
Haslam, Postmes and Ellemers, 2003).

A further important part of Turner’s contribu-
tion was to specify a psychological process associ-
ated with this ‘switching on’ of social identity.
Turner termed this depersonalization. This refers to
a process of self-stereotyping by means of which the
self comes to be perceived as categorically inter-
changeable with other ingroup members. So, elabo-
rating on Tajfel’s (1978a) hypothesis that in
intergroup contexts individuals will tend to per-
ceive outgroups as homogeneous, Turner predicted
that social identity salience should lead to the
ingroup being seen as similarly homogeneous.
Employees who are parties to conflict between
their company and another should therefore tend
to emphasize similarities among members of both
companies — not just the rival one (Peteraf &
Shanley, 1997). In this way they will tend to see
both that rival company and their own in stereo-
typical terms — although the favourableness of the
two stereotypes will often differ markedly. Here,
then, when self-stereotyping:

Individuals react to themselves and others not as dif-
ferentiated, individual persons but as exemplars of the
common characteristics of their group. It is through
this process that salient or functioning social identifi-
cations help to regulate social behaviour; they do so
directly by causing group members to act in terms of
the shared needs, goals and norms which they assign
to themselves, and indirectly through the perceptual
homogenization of others which elicits uniform reac-
tions from the perceivers. (Brown & Turner, 1981,
p. 39)

For the purposes of the analysis of organizational
behaviour to be developed in the chapters that
follow, this argument is crucial. In essence, it sug-
gests that group behaviour is associated with
change in the structure of the self — change in self-
categorization. As an individual, ‘who one is’ is
defined in terms of idiosyncratic personal attrib-
utes, but as a group member the self is defined
stereotypically in terms of attributes (such as
values and goals) that are shared with others who are
perceived to be representative of the same social
category. This suggests, for example, that a person
can act as an army officer only to the extent that
they define themselves less as a unique individual
(say, as the conservationist who likes animals and
works for children’s charities) and more as some-
one who is categorically interchangeable with
other officers and whose behaviour is regulated by
norms associated with that category (for example,
to wear a uniform, follow orders and distrust the
enemy). These ideas are represented schematically
in Figure 2.7.

The self-categorization process:
some assumptions and hypotheses

In suggesting that group behaviour follows from an
act of self-stereotyping, the above arguments point
to the role that categorization — and, more specifi-
cally, self-categorization — plays in social perception
and behaviour. The key contribution of early work
with self-categorization theory was to elaborate
on the workings and implications of this self-
categorization process. This elaboration is formal-
ized in a number of core assumptions and related
hypotheses, of which five are the most important
(Turner, 1985; Turner et al., 1987).

First, cognitive representations of the self take
the form of self-categorizations. That is, the self is
seen as a member of a particular class or category
of stimuli. As such it is perceived to be (a) more or
less equivalent to other stimuli in that category,
and (b) more or less distinct from stimuli in
other categories. So, for example, when a person
categorizes themselves as a psychologist, they
acknowledge their equivalence to other psycholo-
gists and their difference from, say, sociologists or
economists.

Second, self-categories and others exist at different
levels of abstraction with higher levels being more
inclusive (see Rosch’s, 1978, analysis of the struc-
ture of natural categories). Lower-level categories
(such as biologist, physicist) can be subsumed
within higher ones (scientist, for example) and are
defined in relation to comparisons made at that
higher level. To help illustrate various theoretical
arguments, it is also useful to consider three
important levels of the social self-concept: self-
categorization (a) at the superordinate human level
as a human being (in contrast to other species),
(b) at the intermediate social level as an ingroup
member (as distinct from outgroups), and (c) at
the subordinate personal level as a unique individ-
ual (different from other relevant ingroup mem-
bers). Importantly, level of category abstraction is a
relative concept and so for any one person, more
than one level of social self-category will be avail-
able (Nkomo & Cox, 1996). For example, someone
who works in a biology department may define
themselves in terms of social self-categories varying
from the more to the less abstract — as a scientist,
life scientist, biologist or molecular biologist.
However, an assumption of functional antagonism
(Turner, 1985, p. 98) suggests that as one of these
levels of self-categorization becomes more salient,
so self-categorization at other levels should
become less salient. Other things being equal (and
depending on the actual content of the identity; see
Chapter 7 below), the more a woman defines
herself as a biologist the less she should see herself (at
a lower level) as an individual or (at a higher level)
as a scientist. Equally the more she sees herself as
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an individual, the less she should see herself (at a
higher level) as either a biologist or as a scientist.
Moreover, self-categories at all levels of abstraction
are seen to be equally ‘real’ and just as much a
reflection of a person’s ‘true’ self. No one level of
self-categorization is inherently more appropriate
or useful than another and, hence, none is in any
sense more fundamental to who or what the
person is. This proposition is at odds with a general
tendency for psychological theorizing to give priv-
ileged status to personal identity — believing that a
person’s true self is defined by their individuality
(see Asch, 1952; Oakes & Turner, 1990). To illus-
trate some of these points, a hypothetical hierarchy
relevant to a person’s self-definition in an organiza-
tional context is presented in Figure 2.8.

Third, the formation and salience (that is, the cogni-
tive activation) of any self-category is partly deter-
mined by comparisons between stimuli at a more
inclusive level of abstraction. Biologists are therefore
distinguished from chemists only with reference to a
higher-order category, such as scientists, and, in this
way, the perception of difference at one level of
abstraction is premised on similarity at a higher level
(Medin, 1988; Oakes, 1996). More specifically, the

formation of self-categories is a function of the
meta-contrast between interclass and intraclass differ-
ences. This means that, within a frame of reference
comprised of salient stimuli, any given collection of
stimuli will be perceived as a categorical entity to the
extent that their difference from each other is seen to
be less than the difference between them and all
other stimuli. So, for example, a physicist and a biol-
ogist are more likely to be seen to share a higher-level
social identity as scientists when they are encoun-
tered in a context that includes non-scientists. This is
because here the differences between them are
small relative to those between them and the non-
scientists. Meta-contrast thus contextualizes categor-
ization by tying it to an on-the-spot judgement of
relative differences. This point is illustrated in Figure 2.9,
which shows how categorical representation of
exactly the same social stimuli can vary as a function
of comparative context.

Fourth, just as the meta-contrast principle is a
partial determinant of which categories perceivers
use to represent a given stimulus array, so, too, it is
a partial determinant of the internal structure of
those categories. Following cognitive theorizing
(such as Barsalou, 1987; Rosch, 1978), categories
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are assumed to have an internally graded structure
so that some features of a category (that is, partic-
ular behaviour, attributes or individuals) define it
better than others. This means that people differ in
the extent to which they are perceived to be rep-
resentative or prototypical of groups in the same
way that a sparrow is generally more representative
of the category ‘bird’ than a penguin. In this way all
category members share a certain degree of proto-
typicality, while at the same time the extent of
their relative prototypicality varies. All academics
may be perceived as to some extent intelligent, but
some are perceived as more intelligent than others.
Similarly, a manager may perceive all union members
as recalcitrant but some members (often the union
leaders) will be perceived to embody this recalci-
trance more than others.

More specifically, it follows from the meta-
contrast principle that any particular category
member will be perceived to be more prototypical
of a category to the extent that it is less different
from other members of that category than from
other social stimuli that are salient in a given con-
text. In a comparison with physicists, a relatively
non-scientific psychologist (Freud, say) may be
quite prototypical of the category ‘psychologist’
because that person partly embodies the difference
between psychologists and physicists, but, in com-
parison with artists, that person’s prototypicality
will tend to decrease relative to someone who is
more scientific (who embodies the difference
between psychologists and artists — such as
Skinner). Self-categorization theory therefore pre-
dicts that the prototypicality of exactly the same
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Figure 2.9 A schematic representation of the role of comparative context in defining the self-

categorical relationship between people

Note: The important point to abstract from this figure is the way in which the representation of physicists and
biologists changes as a function of comparative context — for example, how, among other things, context changes
the relationship between the individual biologist and the individual physicist denoted by arrows. When only
physicists and biologists are present (Case 1), these groups are perceived as distinct lower-level social
categories, so that the similarities within the categories are accentuated as well as the differences between them.
However, when the comparative context also includes artists (Case 2), physicists and biologists are represented
in terms of a shared higher-level social category membership as scientists. In this extended context, the
similarities between these two groups of scientists are accentuated as well as their difference from artists.

exemplar for exactly the same category will vary
lawfully as a function of the social context within
which categorization takes place.

Finally, fifth, the salience of a categorization at a
particular level of abstraction leads to the accentu-
ation of perceived intraclass similarities and

interclass differences between people as defined by
their category membership at the same level. In
this way, patterns of accentuation reflect the extent
of people’s categorical interchangeability. For
example, if a woman’s social self-category ‘scientist’
becomes salient, other scientists will be perceived
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to be more similar to each other (and her) and
more different from other non-scientists (whose
similarity to each other will also be accentuated)
on dimensions that are seen to define membership
of those categories (commitment to the scientific
method, for example). This point is also illustrated
in Figure 2.9.

Perceiver readiness and fit as determinants of
social identity salience

From the quite complicated ideas outlined in the
above section, it can be seen that self-categorization
theory recasts some of the important insights of
earlier social identity research within a broader
explanatory scheme. Moreover, the above argu-
ments put us in a position to understand exactly
what factors dispose people to act in terms of a
particular social self-categorization. When will an
employee in an organization see and act in terms of
the organization as a whole or in terms of the
department or team to which they belong or as an
individual? Answering this question is extremely
important because — as we will see — it is apparent
that people are capable of acting at all these levels,
but that the particular level at which they define
themselves has distinctive implications both for
their own behaviour and the functioning of the
organization as a whole.

To address this issue, the principles of self-
categorization theory outlined above have been
formally applied to the analysis of social identity
salience and ingroup—outgroup categorization
(Oakes, 1987; Oakes, Turner & Haslam, 1991;
Turner, 1985). Following the work of Bruner
(1957, for example), one crucial determinant of
social category salience is fit. This is the degree to
which a social categorization matches subjectively
relevant features of reality — so that the category
appears to be a sensible way of organizing and
making sense of social stimuli (that is, people and
things associated with them). It has two compo-
nents: comparative and normative.

Comparative fit is defined by the principle of
meta-contrast that we discussed in the previous
section. As illustrated in Figure 2.9, this leads us to
expect that a person will define themselves in
terms of a particular self-category to the extent
that the differences between members of that cat-
egory on a given dimension of judgement are per-
ceived to be smaller than the differences between
members of that category and others that are
salient in a particular context. If a (female) econo-
mist was surrounded by psychologists and other
economists, she would tend to define herself as an
economist only if the differences between the two
groups appeared to be larger than the differences
within them. This is more likely to be the case at a

social science conference than at a football match,
which is one reason why people are more likely to
classify the people at an interdisciplinary confer-
ence in terms of their occupational category than
the people in a sporting crowd. To see people as
economists and psychologists will be fitting at a
social science conference in a way that it won’t be
at a football match.

Normative fit arises from the content of the match
between category specifications and the stimuli
being represented. In order to represent sets of
people as members of distinct categories, the dif-
ferences between those sets must not only appear
to be larger than the differences within them
(comparative fit), but the nature of these differ-
ences must also be consistent with the perceiver’s
expectations about the categories. If these content-
related expectations are not met, the social cate-
gorization will not be invoked to make sense of
events and define the person’s own action. Our
economist at the social science conference will be
unlikely to classify participants as economists and
psychologists (or to act as an economist herself) if
the members of these two groups are seen to differ
from each other in ways that are unexpected —
perhaps if the economists are concerned only with
people’s well-being and the psychologists only
with profit.

One important implication of the comparative
fit hypothesis is that, as the comparative context
that a perceiver confronts is extended so that it
includes a range of more different stimuli, salient
self-categories will be more inclusive and will
be defined at a higher level of abstraction (see
Figure 2.9). A male worker who compares himself
with another worker will tend to categorize him-
self in terms of personal identity and accentuate
individual differences between himself and that
other person. However, as the context is extended
to include different others — for example, managers —
he is more likely to categorize both himself and the
other in terms of a higher-level social identity, as
‘us workers’ who are similar to each other and
different from ‘those managers’ (Haslam & Turner,
1992).

Empirical support for this argument is provided
by a study reported by Hogg and Turner (1987a) in
which individuals were organized either into four-
person groups comprising two males and two
females or into same-sex pairs. Here participants
were more likely to define themselves in terms of
gender and accentuate their similarity with other
members of the same sex when men and women
were present rather than just another person of
their own gender (that is, in an intergroup rather
than an interpersonal context).

A study by Gaertner, Mann, Murrell and Dovidio
(1989; see also Gaertner, Mann, Dovidio, Murrell &
Pomare, 1990) also demonstrates the way in which
a person’s perception and treatment of other people



is dependent on their categorical relationship to
the self. In this study all participants were initially
defined as members of one of two groups, each
comprising three members. As in the minimal
group studies (Tajfel et al., 1971), this categoriza-
tion led to intergroup discrimination. After this,
however, some participants were induced to recat-
egorize the people as either one group of six or as
six individuals. As predicted, intergroup discrim-
ination was reduced by both these ‘recategoriza-
tion’ strategies. Specifically, the ‘one group’
manipulation increased the perceived attractive-
ness of former outgroup members by redefining
them as members of an ingroup at a higher level of
abstraction, and the ‘six individuals’ redefinition
reduced the perceived attractiveness of former
ingroup members by redefining them as different
individuals at a lower level of abstraction (that is,
members of non-self personal categories).

Providing further support for self-categorization
theory, researchers have shown that, as a per-
ceiver’s frame of reference is extended, the extent
to which a target person is seen to share a common
categorical identity with the perceiver varies in a
manner predicted by the meta-contrast principle
(Haslam & Turner, 1992, 1995, 1998; Wilder &
Thompson, 1988). As in Gaertner’s studies, this in
turn has an impact on a host of other very impor-
tant variables, including how positively the other
person is described and how willing the perceiver
is to communicate and cooperate with them
(Morrison, 1998).

Similar manipulations of comparative context
have also been shown to affect the prototypicality
of individual category members. Such changes will
redefine the group’s overall normative structure
because they change who or what most represents
its position, values and goals. For example, as com-
parative context is extended, extreme members of
a group become more representative of its position
and this makes the group as a whole more extreme
(Haslam, Oakes, McGarty, Turner & Onorato,
1995; Hogg, Turner & David, 1990; Mackie &
Cooper, 1984; McGarty, Turner, Hogg, David &
Wetherell, 1992; van Knippenberg, de Vries & van
Knippenberg, 1990).

In all these various studies, the status of indi-
viduals and groups as representative of self- or
non-self-categories — on which the perception of
similarity is based — is shown to vary with context.
There are thus no inherent, stable differences
between representations labelled ‘ingroup’ and
‘outgroup’ and no predefined, universal identity in
terms of which a person will define themselves.
This point is recognized by Wharton (1992) in an
extended discussion of the way in which employees’
self-definition in terms of gender and race can
change across different workplace settings (see also
Fajak & Haslam, 1998; Gioia, Schultz & Corley,
2000; Jackson, 1992; Ridgeway, 1991).
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Such research suggests that the very same people
can be defined as an ingroup or an outgroup in dif-
ferent contexts. The colleague who is seen as a rival
in the context of intra-organizational competition
for funds and resources, may be redefined as an ally
when the organization is in competition with
another. Two managers who are at loggerheads over
a plan to restructure their company may enjoy
each other’s company at a promotional event that
draws attention to their similarities rather than
their differences.

This is one way in which changes in context can
have a profound impact on the meaning of any par-
ticular self-category. Psychologists, for example,
will define themselves and the world very differ-
ently when they compare themselves with physi-
cists rather than dramatists, or within a science
rather than an arts community (a point confirmed
empirically by Doosje, Haslam, Spears, Oakes &
Koomen, 1998). Organizational culture — and the
way in which this informs employees’ behaviour —
will change in a similar way. For example, the
norms, values and goals espoused by a prestigious
university will change depending on whether it
compares itself with prestigious businesses on
dimensions of economic performance or with non-
prestigious universities on dimensions of scholar-
ship and learning. As contexts change, employees
and the organization as a whole redefine what they
are ‘about’ and where they are going. This point is
confirmed in research conducted by Nauta and
Sanders (2001) among 11 Dutch manufacturing
companies. Here the stated goals of manufacturing,
planning and marketing departments (together
with their perceptions of other departments’ goals
and the degree to which different departments
were contributing to organizational goals) changed
dramatically as a function of changes in compara-
tive context that served to redefine the meaning of
employees’ salient social identities. For example,
employees in the planning department perceived
their goals to be closer to those of the manufacturing
department (that is, to be efficient) when compar-
ing themselves with the marketing department,
but closer to those of marketing (that is, to deliver
service reliably and quickly) when comparing
themselves with manufacturing.

Importantly, too, the principles of fit also deter-
mine category salience in interaction with perceiver
readiness (or accessibility; Oakes et al., 1994; Turner
et al., 1994; see also McGarty, 1999b, p. 192;
Appendix 1 below, Figure A1.1). Individuals do not
participate in social encounters by mechanically
processing information in a dispassionate, unin-
volved manner that leads them to decide matter-
of-factly whether or not a particular person should
be seen as a member of a particular category. As
Mowday and Sutton (1993) put it, it is wrong to
‘portray organization members as cognitive stick
figures whose behaviour is unaffected by emotions
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or interactions’ (p. 197). So, as well as being
determined by the subjectively perceived features
of a stimulus array, categorization also depends on
the prior expectations, goals and theories of per-
ceivers — many of which derive from their group
membership and group encounters. People organize
and construe the world in ways that reflect the
groups to which they belong and in this way their
social histories lend stability and predictability to
experience (Bar-Tal, 1990; Cinnirella, 1998; Fiol,
2001; Oakes et al., 1994; Peteraf & Shanley, 1997,
Reicher, 1996; Rousseau, 1998; Sherif & Cantril,
1947; Turner & Giles, 1981).

Identification with a group — the extent to which
the group is valued and self-involving and con-
tributes to an enduring sense of self — is therefore
one particularly important factor that affects a per-
son’s readiness to use a given social category in
order to define themselves (see, for example,
Doosje & Ellemers, 1997; Doosje, Ellemers &
Spears, 1995; Ellemers, Spears & Doosje, 1997;
Fiol, 2001, Kramer, 1993; Rousseau, 1998; Spears,
Doosje & Ellemers, 1997; Turner, 1999). Among
other things, when a person identifies strongly with
a given organization, he or she may more readily
interpret the world, and his or her own place
within it, in a manner consistent with that organ-
ization’s values, ideology and culture (Kramer,
Brewer & Hanna, 1996; Mael & Ashforth, 1992;
Rousseau, 1998). For this reason alone, identifica-
tion has proved to be an important construct in
both social and organizational psychology and a
number of researchers have developed scales that
attempt to measure both its nature and strength.
Some of these measures are presented and dis-
cussed in Appendix 1.

Social influence as a determinant
of organized behaviour

Self-categorization theory’s analysis of social iden-
tity salience is directed to the explanation of social
psychological phenomena that are often studied by
looking at the responses and perceptions of non-
interacting individuals. Significant as it is, such
analysis therefore makes only a partial contribution
to an understanding of organizational behaviour
that involves structured social interaction. Import-
antly, though, the dynamic processes of self-
categorization described above do not just affect
the perception of individuals in the abstract. They
are also assumed to have ongoing consequences for
the active coordination of individuals’ perception
and behaviour.

In this respect, a key assertion of self-categoriza-
tion theory is that social self-categorizations serve
to regulate individual cognitive activity not only by
providing a shared perspective on social reality and

a common set of experiences but also by providing
a basis for mutual social influence (Turner, 1987a,
1991; see also Turner & Oakes, 1989). That is,
when people perceive themselves to share category
membership with another person in a given con-
text, they not only expect to agree with that person
on issues relevant to their shared identity but are
also motivated to strive actively to reach agreement
on those issues. Where only physicists and biolo-
gists are present (see, for example, Case 1 in
Figure 2.9), a single biologist and a single physicist
may define themselves in terms of distinct social
self-categories and expect to have different views,
intentions and goals. However, if they meet in a
context that also includes people from very differ-
ent backgrounds (such as artists, as in Case 2) they
should redefine themselves in terms of a higher-
order shared social self-categorization that provides
them with a relatively common perspective and
motivates them to coordinate that perspective
further. They should attempt to achieve such coor-
dination by, among other things, identifying shared
beliefs, specifying frames of reference, articulating
background knowledge, clarifying points of dis-
agreement and exchanging relevant information —
in short, by means of communication, persuasion,
negotiation and argument (all processes that we
will examine in detail in upcoming chapters).

Self-categorization theory argues that social
influence of this form is necessary because it is not
possible for a person to establish the subjective
validity and correctness of their beliefs simply by
virtue of ‘independent’ activity. Social reality
testing — which involves testing and validating one’s
views in collaboration with others who are categor-
ized as similar to self in a given context — is there-
fore a necessary accompaniment to personal reality
testing (Turner, 1991). In this way, other members
of the groups to which we see ourselves as belonging
(those who contribute to our sense of ‘we-ness’ —
that is, ingroup members) serve as essential refer-
ence points for our own perception.

An example of these points might be found in
the case of an individual who is working as part of
a team on a particular project (see Ibarra &
Andrews, 1993; Lembke & Wilson, 1998). As an
individual, the person will necessarily reflect pri-
vately on the team’s operation and its output. If,
however, that person sees themselves as part of the
team, they will also attempt to sound out and
refine their ideas in collaboration with other team
members — whose inputs are perceived to be rele-
vant to the project and the individual’s own parti-
cipation in it as a group member.

As the interaction of workers in the Hawthorne
plant showed, group members also exert influence
over each other by suggesting appropriate forms of
behaviour and, if necessary, acting to enforce group
norms. They can do this either formally and
directly or informally and indirectly. Dress norms,



for example, can be imposed by telling people
exactly what to wear or by making fun of them
when they wear something that is perceived to be
inappropriate. Indeed, along these lines, an emer-
gent body of research has identified the subtle but
powerful ways in which group norms and social
identities in organizations are developed and rein-
forced by the use of humour (see, for example,
Holmes & Marra, 2002; Platow, Haslam et al,,
in press; Terrion & Ashforth, 2002).

As Turner (1991) puts it, these two forms of
intellectual activity — individual and social — are
equally important interdependent phases of social
cognition. In order to function adequately, we need
input from fellow ingroup members just as much
as we need independent sensory input because
these work in tandem to give structure and direc-
tion to our behaviour. Moreover, it is precisely as a
result of individuals’ identification of, and confor-
mity to, norms that are perceived to be shared with
others in a particular context that their potentially
idiosyncratic views become socially organized and
consensual. It is via this process that individual
views are coordinated and transformed into shared
values, beliefs and behaviour. These values and
beliefs also have particular force because they are
no longer experienced as subjective but, instead,
articulate a common, as-if-objective view (Bar-Tal,
1998; Hardin & Higgins, 1996; Haslam, Turner,
QOakes, McGarty et al., 1998; Moscovici, 1984). In
this way, what had been simply personal opinion
now becomes social fact. ‘I think it is important to
be polite to customers’ becomes ‘it is important to
be polite to customers’; ‘I think we are the best’,
becomes ‘we are the best’.

The importance of social influence processes is
well documented in relation to a number of social
psychological topics and dates back to famous
studies by Sherif (1936) and Asch (1951) that
highlighted the power of ingroups to regulate and
structure individual cognitive activity. Because
these processes play such an important role in
organizational behaviour, we will return to examine
their role in a number of the specific phenomena
that we discuss in upcoming chapters. However,
at the most general level, we will see that it is
categorization-based processes of influence that
transform low-level individual inputs into higher-
order group products.

In organizations, then, when combined with
motivations to achieve positive distinctiveness for
the collective self, influence processes have the
capacity to focus and energize employees by pro-
viding them with a shared sense of purpose — a
mission — that is distinct from those of other organ-
izations (Peters & Waterman, 1995) and con-
tributes to a synergic organizational culture (Deal &
Kennedy, 1982; Hofstede, Neuijen, Ohayv &
Sanders, 1990; Weick, 1985). In the words of Deal
and Kennedy (1982):
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For those who hold them, shared values define the
fundamental character of their organization, the atti-
tude that distinguishes it from all others. In this way,
they create a sense of identity for those in the organ-
ization, making employees feel special. Moreover,
values are a reality in the minds of most people in the
company, not just the senior executives. It is this sense
of pulling together that makes shared values so
effective. (p. 23)

CONCLUSION

The principles outlined in the foregoing sections
accord with a large body of evidence suggesting
that context is a key determinant of organizational
behaviour (for major reviews see Mowday &
Sutton, 1993; O'Reilly, 1991). Moreover, many
researchers agree that context is a variable that
researchers neglect at their cost. In an influential
review in the Annual Review of Psychology O'Reilly
(1991) argues for ‘the importance of context’ by
noting that:

Group demography and dynamics affect both the
members and functioning of groups with respect to
communication, social interaction and group develop-
ment. ... The very composition of the group may have
important effects on individual outcomes, beyond
what is normally captured in measures of individual
attributes. (p. 447)

This point is consistent with those raised in dis-
cussing the individual difference paradigm in the
previous chapter (see also Kramer, 1993; Salancik
& Pfeffer, 1978). Elaborating on this argument,
Mowday and Sutton (1993) note, as we also did
in Chapter 1, that the study of organizational
behaviour has ‘relied more heavily on cognitive
approaches in recent years’. However, they warn
that:

Because social context is rarely considered in such
work ... much research published in organizational
behaviour journals no longer reflects the field’s dis-
tinctive competence. We agree with Cappelli and
Sherer's (1991, p. 97) assertion that ‘what is unique
about behaviour in organizations is presumably that
being in the organization — the context of the organ-
ization — somehow shapes behaviour, and it is impos-
sible to explore that uniqueness without an explicit
consideration of the context’. (pp. 196-7)

Pfeffer (1998), too, bemoans the fact that:

Although we know that organizations are, fundamen-
tally, relational entities and that the environment of an
organization consists of other organizations, many
theories and analyses fail to incorporate ideas or



38 Psychology in Organizations

Table 2.1 Some predicted effects of variation in the context-based self-categorical relations between
two or more people
Ability (and Ability (and
Perceived desire) to desire) to cooperate
similarity Trust communicate Mutual influence and act collectively
Self-categorization
shared high high high high high
non-shared low low low low low

measures of social structure into research ... which is
invariably a weakness in the analysis. (p. 746)

Significantly, then, a key feature of the social iden-
tity approach is that its analysis points to the inter-
dependence of individual cognition and a social
context with structural, comparative and normative
dimensions (Turner et al., 1994). Indeed, the
approach is explicitly interactionist, in arguing that
self—categorization processes serve to represent —
and are shaped by — various forms of social reality in
the world that confronts the perceiver (Asch, 1952;
Haslam, Oakes, Turner & McGarty, 1996; Turner &
QOakes, 1986). This reality encompasses human
behaviour that occurs at many different levels: indi-
vidual, group, organizational, societal and cultural.

Developing this point and applying it to the orga-
nizational domain, a core hypothesis to be explored
in the remainder of this book is that self-categorization
processes are a critical mediator between organizational
contexts and organizational behaviour. Put slightly
differently, we suggest that the way in which char-
acteristics of organizational life affect behaviour will
depend on the self- categorical meaning of those char-
acteristics for organizational members. Where fea-
tures of context lead a person to react to a situation
in terms of a social identity that is shared with spe-
cific others, behaviour will be qualitatively different
from that which results where this identity is not
shared. This means, for example, that the relation-
ship between a biologist and a physicist should dif-
fer markedly across restricted and extended
comparative contexts (say, a meeting of the science
faculty rather than a meeting of the university coun-
cil; see Cases 1 and 2 in Figure 2.9). Primarily,
changes in context should affect the extent to which
people see themselves as categorically interchange-
able and hence similar. This is because perceptions
of similarity and difference are the single most
important outcome of the categorization process
(McGarty, 1999b; Medin, 1989; Medin, Goldstone
& Gentner, 1993; Oakes, 1996). However, flowing
from these perceptions, context should have an
impact, among other things, on the degree to
which people: (a) like and trust each other;
(b) communicate effectively; (c) are able to persuade
and influence each other; (d) seek to cooperate;
and (e) are able to act collectively. These points are
summarized in Table 2.1.

In sum, self-categorization is a fundamental basis
of our social orientation towards others (Turner &
Haslam, 2001). Moreover, many of the disparate
psychological and demographic variables that are
the focus of research in a broad range of organi-
zational and social areas can be seen to achieve
much of their force by virtue of their capacity
to affect self-categorization. This is true, for exam-
ple, of variables such as leadership, power, con-
trol, interdependence, group heterogeneity and
size. Clearly these claims suggest that the self-
categorization process is relevant to a broad
range of significant organizational behaviour. Our
task in the upcoming chapters will be to tease
out the above arguments in relation to issues that
arise in key areas of organizational functioning
and establish the implications and utility of the
social identity approach for these domains of
enquiry.

FURTHER READING

The references below provide good introductions to
the social identity approach. For a solid grounding
in social identity and self-categorization theories,
and to gain a sense of how these developed, it
makes sense to read Tajfel and Turner (1979),
Turner (1982) and Turner et al. (1987). Brown’s
(1978) chapter and Terry and Callan’s (1998) paper
both provide a clear indication of the way in which
social identity processes affect behaviour in the
workplace and of how these can be investigated —
points that are amplified and tied much more explic-
itly to the organizational literature in the seminal
paper by Ashforth and Mael (1989; see also Dutton
et al,, 1994). There are, however, plenty of more
recent publications that it is also useful to read in
order to find out how both theories have been
developed, tested and applied (for example, Hogg,
1992; Oakes et al., 1994; Turner et al., 1994).
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LEADERSHIP

Leadership is commonly defined as the process of
influencing others in a manner that enhances their
contribution to the realization of group goals (see,
for example, Hollander, 1985; Smith, 1995a). This
process is widely seen to involve the positive
impact of one person on the behaviour of many
others and, for this reason, is often viewed as the
key to effective and efficient organizations. If one
exceptional person is capable of marshalling the
energies of all others, logic dictates that effort
expended in recruiting, retaining and understand-
ing such a person is effort well spent. For this rea-
son ‘leadership training is big business’ (Pfeffer,
1998, p. 736). It should also be no surprise to find
both that leadership is widely considered ‘the most
important topic in the realm of organizational
behaviour’ and probably the most researched
(Lord & Mabher, 1991, p. 129). Testament to this
fact, enquiry into the topic dates back at least as far
as the writings of Plato over 2000 years ago and a
recently updated handbook of leadership includes
more than 9000 references (Bass, 1990).

In this chapter it is therefore clearly impossible
to do justice to the detail and scope of leadership
research. Rather more modestly, its aim is to iden-
tify some key assumptions that tend to underpin
work in this area and subject them to theoretical
and empirical scrutiny. However, in the process we
also apply ourselves to what can be considered the
‘master problem’ in the leadership literature — the
question of how exactly leadership is achieved
(Haslam & Platow, 2001a, 2001b; McGregor,
1966). How do individuals come to wield so much
influence over a group that their vision is able to
provide a blueprint for group action?

As we will see, established answers to this ques-
tion have tended to see leadership as an attribute of
an individual that manifests itself either generally
or in particular contexts. In this way, the study of
leaders and leadership is divorced from the broader
social context within which these roles and quali-
ties emerge and that give them meaning. Yet, while

this approach mirrors the lay person’s understanding
of leadership, we argue that it is empirically and
theoretically unsatisfactory. In contrast, the social
identity approach suggests that leadership is much
more a property of the group than of the individual
in isolation (see also Alderfer & Smith, 1982, p. 63;
Hollander, 1995; McGregor, 1966, p. 73; Meindl,
1993).

This assertion calls into question the greater
body of leadership research that is based on the
identification of individual characteristics and that
provides the rationale for strategies of leader selec-
tion, training and reward that proliferate in the
organizational field. However, it also opens up the
study of leadership by integrating it with broader
issues in the organizational domain and within an
encompassing theoretical framework. In this way,
leadership turns out to be important not only
because it is an avenue to group accomplishment,
but also because it provides a window on to social
psychological processes of general and far-reaching
significance.

AN OVERVIEW OF LEADERSHIP RESEARCH

Single factor approaches

Broadly speaking, popular approaches to leader-
ship have sought to examine the extent to which
successful leadership is a product of either: (a) specific
characteristics of the leader; (b) features of the sit-
uation in which those qualities (or others) come to
the fore; or (c) some combination of these ele-
ments. The very first trait-based approaches argued
that leaders were set apart from followers by their
possession of distinctive intellectual and social
characteristics (such as intelligence, good judge-
ment, insight and imagination) that led to them
being inherently more adept at directing, managing
and inspiring others. This approach was exemplified



by the ‘great man’ theory, which, as the name
suggests, argued that (male) leaders were set apart
from their followers (and all women) by virtue of
their inherent greatness. According to this view,
leaders are simply people who are made of ‘the
right stuff’ — a belief that was firmly cemented in
place during the nineteenth century as the élites of
many nations (especially Britain) nurtured a pas-
sion for portraits, statues and biographies of the
worthy and heroic (Pears, 1992).

A slight variant on this perspective is offered by
researchers who have sought to identify leaders not
on the basis of their character, but on the basis of
their actions. The logic here is that, because it
proves hard to select leaders on the basis of their
personal qualities, one might instead be able to do
so on the basis of what they actually do (and make
prescriptions for effective leadership on this basis;
see Vroom & Yetton, 1973; Chapter 6 below). The
most famous enquiries of this form were the Ohio
State studies (Fleishman, 1953; Fleishman & Peters,
1962). In the first phase of this research, nearly
2000 descriptions of effective leader behaviour
were collected from people who were working in
different spheres (industrial, military and educa-
tional). These were then reduced and transformed
into 150 questions that became part of a question-
naire (the leadership behaviour description ques-
tionnaire, or, LBDQ) that was then administered to
employees in a range of organizational contexts
with a view to identifying the behaviour associated
with both effective and non-effective leaders.

As one might expect, the questionnaire identi-
fied a broad range of potentially relevant leader
behaviour. However, two categories of behaviour
emerged as being particularly important: consider-
ation and initiation of structure. Consideration
relates to a leader’s willingness to look after the
interests and welfare of those they lead and also to
trust and respect them. Initiation of structure relates
to the leader’s capacity to define and structure
their own and their followers’ roles with a view to
achieving relevant goals. A similar factor structure
also emerged from research subsequently con-
ducted at the University of Michigan (Bowers &
Seashore, 1966). Although this actually identified
four categories of effective leader behaviour: sup-
port, interaction facilitation, goal emphasis and
work facilitation, the first two of these can be sub-
sumed within the concept of consideration and the
last two relate to aspects of initiation of structure
(Mitchell, Dowling, Kabanoff & Larson, 1988).

In contrast to approaches that look for the key to
leadership in the nature or behaviour of the leader,
situationalist approaches argue that effective lead-
ership is largely determined by features of the con-
text in which leaders operate (see Cooper &
McGaugh, 1963). In particular, leaders are seen as
displaying leadership to the extent that they are
able to satisfy the task demands of a particular

Leadership 4

group at a particular point in time — for example,
helping to win a war or maintain peace (Hemphill,
1949). According to this view, successful leaders
are distinguished more by being in ‘the right place
at the right time’ than by their personal qualities.

Although single factor theories continue to have
considerable currency in lay accounts of leadership,
a range of theoretical and empirical problems have
meant that in recent times they have attracted few
academic adherents. Most tellingly, these problems
include a failure to find evidence of any constant
element that reliably distinguishes leaders from
non-leaders and a general lack of predictive
power (see, for example, Jenkins, 1947; Mann, 1959;
Stogdill, 1948; see also Steiner, 1972, pp. 173-6).
These problems derive from the fact that each
approach overcompensates for the inadequacies
of the other: one by denying the role of context,
the other by denying the agency of the individual.
Having said that, it is generally agreed that con-
sideration and initiation of structure have some
role to play in leader effectiveness and the dura-
bility of these constructs is one lasting legacy of
this work.

Contingency approaches

In light of the clear limitations of situationalist and
great man theories, more recent theories of leader-
ship have generally argued that it is an interactive
product of both personal and situational character-
istics (Gibb, 1958). It is worth noting that this view
is also shared by most business leaders. For exam-
ple, in Sarros and Butchatsky’s (1996) survey of
Australian CEOs, almost all generated an answer of
the following form when asked if leaders were born
or made:

| have to say there’s a lot of circumstance in the way
things turn out. There’s actually a theory that it’s all
random. | don’t think it’s totally random, but | think
there’s a lot of circumstance. You have to be in the
right place at the right time, which to a certain extent
you manage. ... I've sought out leadership, so to a cer-
tain extent it's in my make-up. There are others who
will shy away from high-profile positions. They’re the
analysts, or the thinkers, who don’t particularly want to
be leaders and so don’t push themselves, and retire
away from that. (Tony Berg, CEO Boral Ltd, p. 221)

Most contemporary approaches to leadership are
of this type, a point confirmed by the number of
recent attempts to integrate different approaches
(such as Fiedler & House, 1994; Hollander, 1993;
House & Shamir, 1993). As Fiedler and House
observe, of the dozen or so theories that have wide-
spread influence ‘there has been a notable comple-
mentarity and convergence in recent years’ (p. 107).
Yet probably the most prominent approach to
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Instructions:

Think of a person with whom you can work least well. He or she may be someone you work with now or someone
you knew in the past. He or she does not have to be the person you like least well, but should be the person with
whom you have had the most difficulty in getting a job done. Describe this person by circling one of the numbers

between each pair of adjectives.

pleasant
friendly
rejecting
tense
distant

cold
supportive
boring
quarrelsome
gloomy
open
backbiting
untrustworthy
considerate
nasty
agreeable
insincere
kind
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Scoring:

unpleasant
unfriendly
accepting
relaxed
close

warm

hostile
interesting
harmonious
cheerful
guarded
loyal
trustworthy
inconsiderate
nice
disagreeable
sincere
unkind

rAObhObOORAOOOATOOOOA S
WO WDWDOWODDODWD DO DWW
MNP NN NN NNNNDNNNNNDD
— 00 — 00 — 000 — 0000 - 00— =

Add up the numbers you have circled on each of the above scales. Normative data (obtained from a sample
of first-year psychology students in 1997) indicates that the median score on this scale is approximately 68 (25th
percentile = 53; 75th percentile = 83). A score of 68 or below thus suggests low LPC (that is, a task orientation)
and a score above 68 suggests high LPC (that is, a relationship orientation).

Figure 3.1

leadership over the past 40 or so years has been
Fiedler's contingency model (see, for example,
Fiedler, 1964, 1978; Fiedler & Garcia, 1987). This
considers successful leadership to be a product of
the match between the characteristics of the leader
(specifically, whether they are relationship- or task-
motivated) and features of the situation (specifi-
cally, the quality of relations between the leader
and other group members, the degree to which the
leader has power and the extent to which the
group task is structured). A person’s leadership
style is established by asking them to identify char-
acteristics of their least-preferred coworker (LPC)
on a number of dimensions (rejecting-accepting,
tense-relaxed, boring-interesting, for example).
Scores on this measure are used to differentiate
between people who generally describe this
coworker relatively negatively and those who
describe the worker more positively — those with
low and high LPC scores, respectively. A sample
LPC inventory is presented in Figure 3.1.

Exactly what the LPC scale actually measures is
unclear (Brotherton, 1999; Landy, 1989). It might,

A typical LPC inventory (after Fiedler, 1964)

for example, be a measure of a person’s generosity
of spirit, their sensitivity to norms of social desir-
ability or their breadth of experience. Generally,
though, high LPC individuals (who rate least pre-
ferred coworkers relatively positively) are consid-
ered to be more relationship-oriented and those
with low LPC scores are considered more task-
oriented. In this regard, the poles of the LPC scale also
approximate to the two dimensions that emerged
from the Ohio studies. That is, a high LPC person
should be primarily concerned with consideration and
a low LPC person with initiation of structure.

Building on this personality distinction, Fiedler’s
model predicts that different types of leader will be
most effective in different types of situation. Stated
most simply, task-oriented leaders are most effec-
tive when features of the situation are all favourable
(when relations are good, the task is structured and
the leader has power) or all unfavourable. On the
other hand, relationship-oriented leaders are con-
sidered more effective in situations of intermediate
favourableness. The core predictions of the model
are summarized in Table 3.1.



Table 3.1
(after Fiedler, 1964)
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Performance of high LPC and low LPC leaders predicted by Fiedler’s contingency model

Leader—member relations: good

bad

Task structure: high

low high low

Leader’s position power: strong weak

strong weak strong weak strong weak

Leader style
relationship-oriented

(high LPC) X X
task-oriented (low LPC) v v

4 v 4 X X
X X X v 4

Note: v/ = situation in which this leader style is associated with superior performance
X = situation in which this leader style is associated with inferior performance

Views about the correspondence between these
predictions and the success of leaders in the field
vary enormously. Fiedler and his colleagues have
produced evidence consistent with the model and
he remains a staunch defender of it (see, for exam-
ple, Fiedler, 1978). Others are less convinced by
the empirical evidence and continue to question
the validity of its core constructs and their capacity
to capture the dynamic essence of the leadership
process (such as Brown, 1988; Turner, 1991).
Nevertheless, at least in part because it formalizes
lay thinking on the topic, the model continues to
appeal to students of leadership (and writers of
organizational textbooks).

Transformational and transactional approaches

As the above comments suggest, one common crit-
icism of contingency theories is that they reduce
the energy of leadership to a mundane and
mechanical matching process. Something appears
to be lost between the textbook and the board-
room, between the training course and the battle-
field. As part of attempts to rediscover some of the
magic that appears to be missing from recipe-like
contingency models, one concept that has been of
particular interest to researchers is that of charis-
matic leadership.

The term charisma was first coined by Weber
(1921) and viewed as something conferred on lead-
ers by their followers or ‘disciples’ (1947, p. 359).
However, more recent theorizing (in particular
that of Burns, 1978) has tended to take a more
trait-based approach, suggesting that charismatic
leaders are those whose personal qualities make
them effective by allowing them to articulate a
vision for a given (typically large) group. A consid-
erable part of this charisma is believed to derive
from the leader’s ability to provide a behavioural
model for others, enabling them to contribute to
the vision’s realization and an associated group
mission.

Lending some credibility to the underlying
construct of charisma, studies find reasonable

agreement between raters in assigning leaders to
charismatic and non-charismatic categories (for
example, among historians describing US presi-
dents; Donley & Winter, 1970; see also Kinder,
1986). Nonetheless, the precise nature of charisma
has proved rather difficult to specify. Indeed, for
Weber (1947, p. 361), charisma was distinguished
precisely by being impossible to define — lying
‘specifically outside the realm of everyday routine’
and being ‘foreign to all rules’. Partly for this reason,
a person’s possession of hard and fast characteristics
that might serve as indicators of charisma rarely
helps predict their effectiveness as a leader. As
Nadler and Tushman (1990) note, ‘unfortunately, in
real time, it is unclear who will be known as vision-
aries and who will be known as failures’ (p. 80).

Nonetheless, the argument is made that, what-
ever their exact nature, charismatic leaders (such as
Mahatma Gandhi, Martin Luther King, Nelson
Mandela) achieve their success by means of an
ability to change the self-concept and self-esteem
of followers and thereby redefine group norms and
objectives (House & Shamir, 1993; Shamir, House &
Arthur, 1993; see also Haslam, Platow et al., 2001).
Under this model, leaders achieve results not
merely by making the best of the people they have
to work with, but by actively transforming those
followers’ attitudes and behaviour (Burns, 1978;
Peters & Waterman, 1995). This point is very much
in keeping with Weber’s original insight that
charisma achieves its effects via ‘a subjective or
internal reorientation born out of suffering, con-
flicts, or enthusiasm’ (1947, p. 363).

Transactional approaches to leadership arrive at
similar conclusions, but from a different starting
point. These set out from an assumption that the
basis of leadership lies not in the qualities of the
individual per se but, rather, in the quality of rela-
tions between leaders and other group members.
This argument incorporates principles of social
exchange (after Thibaut & Kelley, 1959) by sug-
gesting that effective leadership flows from a max-
imization of the mutual benefits that leaders and
followers potentially afford each other. This
approach is most associated with the work of
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Hollander (1958, 1995), which points, among
other things, to the role that the group plays in vali-
dating and empowering the leader and the impor-
tance of followers in the leadership process.

Hollander makes the simple - but largely
neglected — point that without dedicated followers
there is no prospect of successful leadership. It
is therefore as important to understand the psy-
chology of effective followership as it is to study the
behaviour and psychology of leaders. Leaders can-
not simply barge into a group and expect its mem-
bers to embrace them and their plans immediately.
Instead, they must first build up a support base and
win the respect of followers. Hollander (1958)
argues that they do this by accumulating idiosyn-
crasy credits — psychological ‘brownie points’ that
licence the leader to take the group in new direc-
tions. Support for these arguments is provided by
studies which show that elected leaders (those
who have the explicit backing of group members)
are more likely to challenge poor group decisions
than appointed leaders (those with no direct man-
date from the group; Hollander & Julian, 1970). It
thus appears that, unless they have the backing of
followers, leaders are unable to display genuine
leadership in their management of the group’s
interests and the group as a whole will suffer as a
result.

Some of the above ideas concerning leader
charisma and active followership are also echoed in
House’s (1971) path-goal theory. Presented as a
transformational approach to leadership, this asserts
that the key to leaders’ success lies in their ability
to identify and ultimately provide the path for sat-
isfaction of subordinates’ goals, while at the same
time ensuring that those goals are compatible with
those of the group or organization as a whole.
Here, then, a leader is someone who engages fol-
lowers’ wills by reconciling their personal goals
with those of the collective. Despite differences in
complexity and emphasis in Hollander’s and
House’s treatments, both suggest that leaders and
followers engage in reward-based transactions that
are ultimately for the greater good:

In sum, transformational leadership can be seen as an
extension of transactional leadership, in which there is
greater leader intensity and follower arousal. This
amounts to having a large fund of credits accorded to
the leader by followers, thereby granting esteem and
more sway in being influential. (Hollander, 1995, p. 79;
see also Bass, 1985)

A significant elaboration of these approaches is also
provided by work which argues that, because the
effectiveness of leadership is not entirely under the
control of leaders, a range of factors can act as
leadership substitutes and as leader neutralizers.
Leader substitutes make leadership unnecessary
and include high group cohesiveness, a professional

orientation among followers and an intrinsically
motivating task (Howell, Dorfman & Kerr, 1986;
Kerr & Jermier, 1978). Leader neutralizers under-
mine leadership effectiveness and include organiz-
ational indifference and low leader power (Yukl,
1981). A major contribution of this work is there-
fore to re-emphasize the point that there is more
to leadership than the behaviour and character of
leaders alone. The temptation to explain group per-
formance solely with reference to these factors is
immense, but evidence suggests that this is roman-
tic folly at best (Meindl, 1993) and dangerous pro-
paganda at worst (Gemmill & Oakley, 1992).

The leadership categorization approach

One comparatively new development in leadership
research is provided by Lord’s leadership categoriza-
tion theory (Lord, Foti & De Vader, 1984; Lord, Foti
& Phillips, 1982; Lord & Maher, 1990, 1991).
Derived from cognitive theories of categorization
(after Rosch, 1978), this argues that a leader’s effec-
tiveness is determined in large part by others’ per-
ceptions of him or her, and that these are based
primarily on fixed, preformed leadership prototypes.
These prototypes are hierarchically organized, with
prototypes at lower levels being more specific. Like
stereotypes, prototypes are believed to provide per-
ceivers with a set of expectations regarding a
person’s appropriate traits and behaviour.

In these terms, leadership itself is defined as ‘the
process of being perceived by others as a leader’
(Lord & Maher, 1990, p. 11) and its success
depends on the ability of leaders to embody their
followers’ expectations. One important problem
noted by advocates of the model arises when lead-
ers attempt to move from one behavioural domain
to another (say from sport into politics). Lord and
Maher argue that, because different expectations
are typically associated with different domains
(depending on their degree of overlap or ‘family
resemblance’), leader mobility is restricted and
leadership is necessarily context-specific (as argued
by Fiedler and others).

As with Weber’s and Hollander’s work, the leader-
ship categorization approach recognizes that
leadership is something that followers confer on
leaders rather than something leaders exhibit in the
abstract. Moreover, the distinctive contribution of
the approach is that it also recognizes the role that
categorization plays in this process. In arguing that
leadership is underpinned by an act of categoriza-
tion, the work of Lord and his colleagues allows
researchers to treat leadership as an aspect of a
general (rather than an unusual) psychological
process and therefore integrate it within main-
stream social cognitive theorizing. However, one
key problem of the approach is that it again falls



back on the view that leaders are individuals who
have specific and invariant characteristics that
equip them to succeed in particular tasks. The
lessons of transformational and transactional
research thus suggest that the insights of Lord and
his colleagues might have greater power if they
married analysis of the leadership categorization
process with sensitivity to the ongoing dynamics of
the group and its interests (for recent evidence to
this effect, see Lord, Brown & Freiberg, 1999). As
we will see in the next section, achieving this union
is one of the major goals of the social identity
approach.

SOCIAL IDENTITY AND LEADERSHIP

Leaders represent and define social identity

A number of the themes noted above are consis-
tent with important ideas in social identity and
self-categorization theories. In particular, Turner
(1987a, 1991) has argued against trait-based
approaches that suggest particular personality
characteristics determine a person’s suitability for
leadership. Like Fiedler, self-categorization theory
suggests that different types of leaders will be
better suited to different tasks, but it suggests that
the reasons for this lie not so much in the variable
match between the leader’s characteristics and
structural features of the leadership context as in
the variable definition of the group per se. As an
example, it would attribute the common observa-
tion that different types of national leader fare
better in different international climates primarily
to the fact that war and peace change the overall
definition and meaning of a group, rather than to
the fact that they impact on leader—follower rela-
tions, leader power and task structure (although
the latter are undoubtedly affected by changes in
intergroup relations and group identity; see
Chapter 8 below).

In this regard, the theory has most in common
with work on followership, which suggests that the
analysis of leaders cannot be divorced from consid-
eration of the group of which they are part and
need to represent:

It is therefore important that the leader, by his [or her]
behaviour, manifest a loyalty to the needs and aspira-
tions of group members. These things must matter to
him [or her] in ways that are accessible to view
because such evidences of good faith and sincere
interest serve to elicit greater acceptance of influence.
(Hollander, 1964, p. 231; see also 1995)

Hollander (1995) therefore argues that, in order
for groups to function as effectively as possible, ‘the
leader needs to be attuned to the needs of followers,
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their perceptions and expectancies’ (1995, p. 75).
Likewise, Kanter (1979) argues:

For top executives, the problem is not to fit in among
peers; rather the question is whether the public at
large and other organization members perceive a
common interest which they see the executives as
promoting. (p. 70)

In essence, it can be seen that, if a group is to func-
tion as a group rather than just an aggregate of
individuals, its leaders must represent the interests
of the collective as a whole rather than just their
personal interests or those of a power élite (see also
Brown, 1954, p. 242; McGregor, 1960, p. 239).

In this sense, leadership is intimately bound up
with the shared concerns of followers. This point
was expressed succinctly when the nineteenth-
century French politician Ledru-Rollin remarked
of his political supporters during the 1848
Revolution, ‘I must follow them; I am their leader’
(an observation so profound it was recycled 60
years later by Andrew Bonar Law, leader of the
British Conservative Party). A similar sentiment is
apparent in Bergen Evans’ observation that ‘for the
most part our leaders are but followers out in front;
they do but marshal us in the way we are going’.
Von Cranach (1986) also points to the higher-
order nature of leadership as a group phenomenon
in noting that the behaviour of leaders and the per-
ceptions of their behaviour by other group mem-
bers are necessarily bound up with issues relating
to the social identity that they share and that leaders
play a central role in defining:

Groups have an identity that originates from the mem-
bers’ cognitions and emotions as a system of mutual
feedback on the group level. It serves as a source of
unity and stability and forms an important part, in turn,
of members’ social identity. ... The leader is likely to
form the nucleus of this structure. (p. 128)

Leaders are prototypical ingroup members

Consistent with von Cranach’s (1986) observa-
tions, one important way in which self-categorization
theory conceptualizes the leader (the group mem-
ber who is likely to exercise most influence in any
given instance) is as the ingroup prototype. As the
(most) prototypical group member, the leader
best epitomizes (in the dual sense of both defining
and being defined by) the social category of which
he or she is a member. This means that to be seen
as displaying leadership in a given context, a person
needs to be maximally representative of the shared
social identity and consensual position of the
group (Turner, 1987a, 1991; see also Duck & Fielding,
1999; Foddy & Hogg, 1999; Hains, Hogg &
Duck, 1997; Hogg, 1996, p. 80; Hogg, Hains &
Mason, 1998).
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Figure 3.2 Prototypicality of group members (L, M and R) as a function of a comparative frame of
reference comprising other individuals or groups (the Os)

Note: The height of each cylinder indicates the extent to which the individual is prototypical (that is,
representative) of the group. pN represents the most prototypical ingroup position. This is displaced

away from the outgroup in Cases 1 and 3.

Clearly there are significant points of contact
between this analysis and that proposed by Lord
and his colleagues (Lord & Maher, 1991). Both see
leadership as the outcome of an act of categoriza-
tion and both develop and apply ideas from cogni-
tive literature. However, an important point of
divergence between this idea and the early work of
Lord and his colleagues is that prototypicality is
not considered to be a fixed property of a given
stimulus category, but, rather, is a variable feature
of the definition of the social category in context.
As Turner (1987a) puts it:

The relative prototypicality of an individual varies with
the dimension(s) of comparison and the categories
employed. The latter too will vary with the frame of ref-
erence (the psychologically salient pool of people com-
pared) and the comparative dimension(s) selected.
These phenomena are relative and situation-specific,
not absolute, static and constant. Also, unlike in Rosch
(1978), categories are not defined simply by ‘proto-
types’ or ‘best exemplars’ ... prototypes are [also]
defined by the given categories, in turn a function of the
relevant dimensions selected for comparison. (p. 80)

The variability of relative prototypicality follows
from the principle of meta-contrast that we intro-
duced in the previous chapter. To recap, meta-
contrast predicts that any particular stimulus will be
perceived as more prototypical of a category to the
extent that it is less different from other members
of that category than from other stimuli that are
salient in a given context (Haslam & Turner, 1992,
1995; Turner & Oakes, 1989). A critical implication
is that the prototypicality of exactly the same exem-
plar for exactly the same category will vary as a func-
tion of the social context within which categorization
takes place. As a schematized example, one can
think of the most extreme left- and right-wing
members (L and R) as well as the most moderate
member (M) of a hypothetical political group that
occupies a central position on the political spec-
trum. This is the situation depicted in Figure 3.2.
On the basis of the meta-contrast principle, self-
categorization theory predicts that where this cen-
trist group is considered in the context of the broad
political spectrum (Case 1), L and R would tend
to be equally prototypical of the group as a whole,
but that M would clearly be most prototypical.



However, the prototypicality of L relative to R
would increase (making this person almost as pro-
totypical as M) where the group is compared with
a right-wing group (Case 2) and decrease if the
group is compared with a left-wing group (Case 3).
This is because in Case 2, the left-winger is associ-
ated with a greater interclass difference than the
right-winger, while this pattern is reversed in Case 3.
Thus, if the extent of a person’s relative influence
and hence their ability to lead — or at least be per-
ceived as a leader — is determined by relative pro-
totypicality, then the moderate’s authority should
be most secure when the group is defined relative
to groups occupying the full political spectrum (as
in Case 1). However, the same person would be
more open to challenge from a left-winger if the
party confronted only right-wing opponents (Case
2), while they would be more likely to face a chal-
lenge from a right-winger in the context of conflict
with a left-wing group (Case 3).

It needs to be reemphasized that meta-contrast
is only a partial determinant of which categories
perceivers use to represent a given stimulus array.
Normative fit and a perceiver’s readiness to use a
category always contribute to this process too.
Social structural issues of legitimate power and
formal authority also have a role to play (see
Chapter 8 below). Similarly, meta-contrast is only
one determinant of the internal structure of those
categories (Haslam, Oakes, McGarty et al., 1995,
pp. 510-12). So, as with contingency theories (such
as that of Fiedler, 1964), this analysis is intended to
provide only a partial explanation of the fact that
different leaders (or different leadership styles) are
appropriate for different situations. Yet, unlike
most of the accounts presented in mainstream
leadership theory, the properties of the individual
associated with the variation we have described
derive not from qualities inherent in the person as
an individual (their personality or personal style,
for example), but from features of the individual
as a representative of a contextually defined social
category.

As an example of this process at work, one can
reflect on the emergence of Donald Rumsfeld as an
American leader during the 2003 war in Iraq. This,
we would argue, arose not from the fact that his
personality equipped him for the task, but from
the fact that, in the context of the specific set of
intergroup relations that prevailed at this time, the
particular values and goals he espoused and the
facets of American identity he projected epito-
mized Americans’ feelings, intentions and strategic
aims in relation to Iraq. These were reflected, for
example, in his commitment to hawkish values
rather than to conciliatory practices and policies.
As summarized in The Economist, ‘Mr Rumsfeld is
one of the most conservative members of a conser-
vative club’, ‘He is “one of us” in a way that Colin
Powell could never be’ (Parker, 2003, p. 55). The
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same factors also explain why, prior to the war,
Rumsfeld ‘looked like an extinguished volcano’ and
American newspapers were speculating on his
likely successors (p. 55). In this sense, Rumsfeld’s
emergence and authority as a leader derived not
from his individuality, but from the group whose
values he came to represent.

Leaders are entrepreneurs of social identity

The foregoing discussion should not be taken as
implying that the emergence of a leader is an
entirely passive process dictated purely by the
whims of the group and the tides of changing cir-
cumstance. Under the above conceptualization, the
leader is an active constituent of the group, who is
simultaneously defining of and defined by the
group (see Kelley & Thibaut, 1969, p. 43).
Accordingly, in order to wield influence and be
successful in this role, leaders need to be ‘entrepre-
neurs of identity’ (a term coined by Reicher &
Hopkins, 1996b, in press; see also Alvesson &
Willmott, 2002; Fiol, 2001, 2002; Peters & Waterman,
1995; Reicher, Drury, Hopkins & Stott, 2001). So
where would-be leaders espouse views that are not
representative of their group (such as in L's views
in Case 1), one strategy they might pursue is to
seek to restructure the social context that defines
the group as a way of increasing the prototypicality
of their own candidature. They might do this by,
for example, arguing for the appropriateness of
particular categorizations — especially those that
distinguish between ‘us’ and ‘them’ in a manner
that defines the leader and the ingroup positively
and as distinct from the outgroup. Vivid examples
of such rhetoric are provided in Reicher and
Hopkins’ (1996b) examination of the contribu-
tions of political leaders to debate about the
1984-5 British miners’ strike. Along similar lines,
Fiol’s (2001) longitudinal research shows how
industry leaders use rhetorical tools to help define
and change organizational identities in order to
mobilize and transform a workforce. On the basis
of such research she concludes:

Certainly more than language is required to effect
identity changes. Words must be consistent with
resource allocations and other leadership behav-
iours. However, behaviours themselves do not have
meaning without the language we assign to them.
It is through rhetoric that leaders make a series
of powerful change tools more powerful. (Fiol, 2002,
p. 655)

As an extension of this point, it is clearly the case
that the position of a leader in power can be
strengthened by backing up the rhetoric of ‘them
and us’ with actual hostility towards an outgroup.
This strategy of approval-seeking outgroup violation
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is much favoured by political leaders who face
dissent from their constituents and can be seen to
have played a role in any number of major inter-
national conflicts (Brown, 1988; see also Worchel,
Coutant-Sassic & Wong, 1993, p. 82). Supporting
this idea, three empirical studies reported by
Rabbie and Bekkers (1978) revealed that leaders
whose positions within their group were unstable
were more likely to choose to engage in intergroup
conflict than leaders whose positions were secure.
Related patterns also emerge from more recent
research by Platow and van Knippenberg (2001).
In their study, participants who identified highly
with a university ingroup supported ingroup lead-
ers who were highly prototypical of that group
regardless of the leaders’ ingroup favouring, even-
handed or even outgroup-favouring behaviour. So,
if the leader was ‘one of us’, then the nature of the
leader’s intergroup behaviour had no impact on
group members’ support for that leader. In con-
trast, however, leaders who were not prototypical
of the ingroup and were more similar to the out-
group had to behave in an ingroup-favouring man-
ner in order to win the support of the highly
identified group members. In short, prototypical
leaders had licence to lead in whatever ways they
saw fit, while aprototypical leaders needed to act in
ways that clearly proved their ingroup status.

Along similar lines, Hogg (1996, 2001) notes
that as individuals identify more strongly with a
group, they increasingly confer leadership on those
who are perceived to be prototypical of the
ingroup’s position. In this way, a dynamic can
develop so that as attributions of leadership esca-
late, so does the capacity of the leader to influence
the group as a whole:

Having acquired power in these ways, the person
occupying the leader position will be able to adopt the
more active aspects of being a leader, including the
power to maintain his/her leadership position by influ-
encing the social comparative context and thus his/her
prototypicality. (Hogg, 1996, p. 81)

Fielding and Hogg (1997) tested some of these
ideas in a field study that examined developing
attributions of leadership during a week-long
Outward Bound Course. As predicted, members
became more attracted to the group, identified
with it more strongly and perceived the group’s
leadership to be more effective as the course pro-
gressed. These patterns were also enhanced among
those who identified most strongly with the group.

Charismatic leadership is an attribution
not an attribute

It follows from the above arguments that the
emerging perception of effective leadership is the

hallmark of an increasingly effective and mutually
identified group. As a corollary, we can also see that
without shared social identity there can be no leader-
ship. This is a deceptively simple point, but it is
largely overlooked in the research literature.
Indeed, under conditions where shared social iden-
tity facilitates group cohesiveness and effective
leadership, it is customary for researchers and
laypeople alike to attribute the group’s success
almost exclusively to the actions of its leaders (for
supporting data see Larson, Lingle & Scerbo, 1984;
Nye & Simonetta, 1996; Pillai & Meindl, 1991).
The tendency for people to make attributions of
this form is symptomatic of what Meindl and col-
leagues (Meindl, 1993; Meindl & Ehrlich, 1987,
Meindl, Ehrlich & Dukerich, 1985) refer to as the
‘romance of leadership’ and of what Gemmill and
Oakley (1992) characterize as ‘an alienating social
myth’. This serves to reinforce the cult of the indi-
vidual and preserve the status quo by leading fol-
lowers to believe that: (a) they are ruled out of
contention for high office due to their lack of a
suitable psychological profile; (b) high office is
potentially open to them if they work hard to
develop the requisite profile; and (c) it is by those
individuals who possess this profile (rather than
social groups) that all forms of worthwhile progress
and social change are brought about (Haslam,
Platow et al., 2001).

For a number of reasons, then, attributions to
leadership typically represent a very limited
(though very popular) interpretation of a correla-
tion that arises from a complex interplay between
multiple organizational elements. Without a cohe-
sive and purposeful group there can be no effective
leadership and, as we will see in later chapters,
these group properties are themselves largely a
product of shared social identity (Hogg, 1992). In
seeking to discover the secret of any group’s suc-
cess, it is therefore often quite misleading to do so
with primary reference to the distinctive character
of its leader (Khurana, 2002; Meindl, 1993; Pfeffer,
1977).

The arguments developed in the preceding para-
graphs do not deny the reality of charismatic lead-
ership. However, in contrast to the dominant view
that charisma is inherent in particular leaders’ per-
sonality, we suggest that these individuals achieve
their impact largely by means of an ability to define
(or, more typically, redefine) a group’s objectives in
a way that enhances both the shared self-concept
of its members and their own relative influence
(as proposed by House & Shamir, 1993). Here
charisma is an emergent product of the self-
categorization process and the associated definition
of the group and its leader in context (Haslam,
Platow et al., 2001). As Nye and Simonetta (1996)
put it, ‘leadership is in the eye of the follower’
(p. 153; see also Kouzes & Posner, 1988, 1990; Meind],
1993, p. 107). Leadership is thus conferred by



followers and charisma is an expression of the
leader—group dynamic as perceived by those followers
in a specific social context.

Accordingly, we argue that charisma is essen-
tially the product of a social relationship, not a per-
sonal trait. The quality of this relationship depends,
of course, on what the leader actually does (or does
not do), but his or her behaviour cannot be
reduced to an abstract shopping list of attributes or
styles. Indeed, among other things, such a view
helps to explain why the death of a leader (partic-
ularly at the hands of an outgroup) often power-
fully augments rather than detracts from his or her
charismatic appeal.

SOME EMPIRICAL TESTS OF THE
SOCIAL IDENTITY APPROACH

Prototypicality and leader emergence

We noted above that Lord and his colleagues sug-
gest that leader prototypicality is based on ‘a match
of the characteristics of the person to abstractions
or features common to category members’ so that
‘perceivers use degree of match to this ready—made
structure to form leadership perceptions’ (Lord &
Maher, 1991, p. 132, emphasis added). Our own
arguments, however, suggest that this idea of the
leader as an off-the-peg commodity is implausible.
In large part, this is because research into other
topics suggests that judgements of prototypicality
are context-sensitive and structured on-the-spot
by, among other things, the intergroup realities of
the situation (Oakes, Haslam & Turner, 1998). This
implies that prototypical ‘leadership material’ in
any sphere is unlikely simply to reflect the match-
ing of a given candidate with a stored set of requi-
site attributes and is more likely to reflect the
extent to which the candidate is representative of
the group as it is currently defined in a given social
context.

Lord and Maher (1991) use the domain of poli-
tics to illustrate their argument, stating that here
‘someone seen as wanting peace, having strong con-
victions, being charismatic, and a good administra-
tor would be labelled as a leader’ (p. 132). Yet such
a rigid and prescriptive approach seems incompat-
ible with on-the-ground realities where the
demand for particular qualities clearly varies with
social context. This point is illustrated in the
response of the South African leader Steve Biko
when asked in 1977 (just before his death in deten-
tion) if he was going to lead his supporters down a
path of conflict or non-violence:

It is only, | think, when black people are so dedicated
and united in their cause that we can effect the greatest
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results. And whether this is going to be through the
form of conflict or not will be dictated by the future.
| don’t believe for a moment we are going willingly to
drop our belief in the non-violent stance — as of now.
But | can’t predict what will happen in the future, inas-
much as | can’t predict what the enemy is going to do
in the future. (Biko, 1988, p. 168)

An empirical illustration of this point is provided
by a study in which Australian students were asked
to identify the desirable characteristics of sporting,
business and national leaders (Haslam, Turner &
Oakes, 1999, Experiment 1; Turner & Haslam,
2001). Half of the students completed this task
under standard conditions (conceptually similar to
those used by Lord et al., 1984), but half were
asked to reflect first on their own national identity
as Australians. Among other things, this simple
manipulation greatly affected the extent to which
patriotism was perceived to be an important qual-
ity for different types of leader. In standard condi-
tions, patriotism was seen to be much more
important for national leaders than for sports or
business leaders. However, where participants’
national identity had been made salient, this
attribute was seen to be equally appropriate for all
three groups.

A second study employed a slightly different
design in which participants had to vote for one of
seven different types of business leader, each of
whom had a different mix of dedication, intelli-
gence and consideration. This task was completed
either in a control condition or in one of six other
conditions that suggested the leader of a rival
group had either an abundance or a lack of these
three qualities. The findings of the study were com-
plicated, but there was considerable variation in
the pattern of voting as a function of the presumed
qualities of the rival leader. Most notably, when this
outgroup leader was extremely intelligent, 68 per
cent of participants voted for a leader who was
unintelligent (but dedicated and considerate), yet
when the outgroup leader was also unintelligent
this same candidate was endorsed by only 20 per
cent of participants. Such findings support the gen-
eral prediction that group members’ preference for
leaders is not a function of those leaders’ qualities
in the abstract, but of their capacity to positively
differentiate between the ingroup and outgroup
and to make their group ‘special’ (Duck, 1998;
Jetten, Duck, Terry & O’Brien, 2002; Turner,
1998).

A key theoretical point made by these studies is
that there appears to be no absolute level of a given
trait that is inherently fitting for a given leadership
category. Accordingly, the idea that to become an
effective national leader, for example, a person
should simply aim to be seen by others as
extremely patriotic and quite unaggressive (see
Lord & Maher, 1991, p. 132) might well prove
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problematic if he or she were perceived in a sporting
context or in a context where Australian norms (of
perhaps greater aggressiveness and less patriotism)
were salient. The point is more significant because
the above studies all involved relatively weak
manipulations of judgemental context. It seems
highly likely that the perceived appropriateness of
given attributes would change much more dramat-
ically in the context of real-world fluctuations in
the character of intergroup relations.

Evidence that leader prototypes vary with context
thus suggests that the cognitive aspects of leadership
are more dynamic than envisaged by leadership cat-
egorization theory. Nonetheless, one might well ask
whether or not social categorical processes of the
sort we have described have any impact on leader
emergence in a more interactive setting. To this end,
an experiment by Burton (1993) examined how
group members’ choice of a leader varied in the face
of different intergroup tasks.

At the start of Burton’s study, undergraduate stu-
dents (who participated in groups of four) com-
pleted a bogus inventory that served to identify
them as either ‘idealistic’ or ‘pragmatic’. Participants
were informed that they were going to take part in
a debate with another group. In some cases, this out-
group was identified as extremely pro-authority and
pragmatic and, in others, as anti-authority and ideal-
istic. The participants then watched a video in which
this outgroup discussed a range of issues related to
crime and punishment. After having seen the video,
participants were informed that before they took
part in the debate they needed to elect a leader for
their own group and that the best way to do this was
to find out what each others’ views were and make
a decision on that basis. The participants were ush-
ered into separate cubicles to perform this task. Each
completed items constructed so that he or she
tended to give idealistic responses (where partici-
pants had been assigned to an idealistic group) or
pragmatic responses (where participants had been
assigned to a pragmatic group). They then received
feedback, supposedly emanating from the other
three group members. In fact, the feedback was false
and had been manipulated by the experimenter to
suggest that the group members differed in the
extent to which they were idealistic or pragmatic.
Thus, for participants assigned to the pragmatic
group, one other group member espoused extremely
pragmatic views, one espoused moderately prag-
matic views and one espoused only slightly prag-
matic views (with a similar pattern for members of
the idealistic group).

After receiving this feedback, participants were
asked to divide ten votes among the three other
group members, being told that the person who
obtained the most votes would be appointed group
leader. The chief prediction here was that leader-
ship selection would vary depending on the spe-
cific group that participants expected to face, due

to the role that this outgroup would play in
redefining ingroup prototypicality (as per the
example in Figure 3.2). Variation in leader choice
was thus expected across conditions where the
characteristics of the ingroup (its internal relations
and structure) remained constant and, hence,
where standard contingency theories would pre-
dict no variation (see, for example, Fiedler, 1964).

The pattern of results revealed an interaction
between participants’ assigned identity and that of
their opponents which supported this hypothesis
and supported key predictions derived from self-
categorization theory. In particular, participants
assigned to the idealistic group cast more votes for
the extremely idealistic candidate when they
believed that they were going to encounter a prag-
matic group rather than an idealistic one. Indeed,
when their group was set to confront pragmatists,
these idealistic participants gave most votes to the
extreme idealist, but when set to confront other
idealists, they allocated most votes to the moderate
and fewest to the extremist. In other words, when
they faced a clearly different outgroup, those par-
ticipants who identified with their group were
more likely to vote for the candidate who maxi-
mized intercategory difference - this being the can-
didate who was most representative of the group’s
distinctive qualities in the anticipated intergroup
encounter (see also Hogg et al., 1998).

It is worth noting that, as well as being incom-
patible with contingency theories that accord no
status to the intergroup dimensions of a given con-
text, the results from this study are also inconsis-
tent with situationalist accounts, which seek to
explain leadership emergence in terms of the
demands of the task at hand (see Cooper &
McGaugh, 1963). Following this model, one might
argue that participants’ interpretation of the
upcoming task varied as a function of the outgroup
that they were due to debate, seeing the encounter
with the like-minded group as cooperative and that
with the very different group as competitive.
However, as Burton (1993) remarks, if that were
the case, one would actually expect participants to
have selected the most hard-nosed candidate (that
is, the least idealistic group member) to lead the
group through the competitive task. Again, then, it
appears that the leader emerges as someone quali-
fied for the job not by virtue of their purely per-
sonal qualities (qualities that could be appreciated
in isolation from the group), but that of being con-
textually representative of the essence of the group
and what differentiates ‘us’ from ‘them’.

Shared social identity as the link between a
leader’s vision and followers’ actions

The above studies reveal preference for leaders
whose abstract credentials represent the contextually



defined interests of a group, but the analysis we
have offered would clearly be strengthened if it
were shown that social context affected followers’
reactions to actual leader behaviour. This link has
been explored in an imaginative programme of
research conducted by Platow and his colleagues
(Platow et al., 1997). This looks at how group
members respond to leaders who dispense justice
in different ways. In effect, it serves to unpack the
riddle first alluded to by Homans (1951) when he
reflected:

The leader must live up to the norms of the group — all
the norms — better than any follower. At the same time
he is the member of the group who is most in danger of
violating the norms. In disputes between two followers,
he is expected to do justice, as the group understands
justice, but what man can always be just? (p. 427)

This work takes as its starting point research by
Tyler (1994; Tyler & Degoey, 1995) which shows
that, in interpersonal (intragroup) contexts, group
members prefer leaders who are procedurally and
distributively fair. In disputes between employees,
for example, leaders should not be observed to
‘take sides’ either in the rules they set in place for
making decisions or in the decisions they ulti-
mately make (see Homans, 1951, p. 427). Tyler
argues that, among other things, this is because
such fairness communicates information about the
followers’ standing as worthy group members. At
the same time, by treating people who have differ-
ent positions even-handedly, leaders demonstrate
their place at the maximally prototypical centre of
the group (see Figure 3.3 below).

However, elaborating on this point, Platow et al.
(1997; see also Tyler, Lind, Ohbuchi, Sugawara &
Huo, 1998) argue that, in intergroup contexts, this
concern for across-the-board fairness should be
attenuated, if not reversed. In particular, this is
because, when group members are motivated by a
concern for a positive social identity, they should
be more supportive of leaders who explicitly
favour the ingroup over an outgroup and who are
therefore procedurally and distributively unfair.

This idea was tested in an initial study in which
group members had to indicate their support for
a leader who was observed distributing tasks to
other people. Some of these tasks were easy and
interesting (making word associations) and others
were difficult and boring (counting vowels in a
matrix of random letters). Fair allocations
involved the leader giving two easy and two diffi-
cult tasks to two other people, and unfair alloca-
tion involved one person receiving four easy tasks
and the other person receiving four dull tasks. To
preclude decisions made on the basis of personal
self-interest, in this (and all subsequent) studies
participants were never personally affected by the
leader’s decision.
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On the basis of social identity theory, the authors
predicted that when the two recipients were
ingroup members, participants would be more
likely to support the leader when she allocated
tasks fairly rather than unfairly. However, this con-
cern for fairness was expected to diminish when
one of the recipients was an outgroup member and
this person was allocated four hard tasks. These
predictions were supported, so that while fairness
was much preferred when both recipients were
ingroup members (the interpersonal setting), there
was no significant preference for fairness in the
intergroup context.

This pattern of results was replicated in a second
study in which participants made judgements of
leaders who had distributed funds to attend a con-
ference among ingroup members (student dele-
gates), or an ingroup member and an outgroup
member (a government delegate). Importantly, too,
this study also included conditions in which partici-
pants belonged to neither of the groups affected
by the allocation of rewards. Here, when partici-
pants had no group-based stake in the leader’s
decision, there was no evidence that a concern for
fairness declined in intergroup contexts (that is,
when a leader displayed ingroup favouritism).
This suggests that when participants did endorse
ingroup-favouring leaders, this was not simply the
product of a general preference for leaders who
show loyalty to their own group. What mattered
was that loyalty was displayed to the participants’
group.

As with the research discussed in the previous
section, the above two studies address issues relat-
ing to the emergence of group leaders, but social
identity processes should also have an impact on a
person’s capacity to demonstrate leadership once
they have assumed the mantle of leader. This point
was examined in Platow et al.’s (1997) third exper-
iment, which looked at the extent to which dis-
tributively fair and unfair leaders were capable of
exerting positive influence over group members. The
cover story to the study suggested that a hospital
CEO in New Zealand had been faced with a deci-
sion about how to allocate time on a kidney dialy-
sis machine. He either had to allocate time to two
ingroup members (long-time New Zealanders) or
to an ingroup member and an outgroup member (a
recent immigrant). A rationale for this decision was
provided, but, as well as this, in the course of indi-
cating how the time would be allocated, the leader
also stated his views about the appropriateness of
internal memoranda as a means of informing
employees about hospital policy.

Findings on the leader endorsement measures
replicated those of the previous two studies.
Indeed, here there was evidence that, in the inter-
group setting, participants actually favoured a
leader who was distributively unfair over one who
was fair. Significantly, though, there was also
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evidence that these patterns of leader endorsement
extended to the internalization of the CEQ’s views
about the appropriateness of internal memoranda.
Specifically, participants were more likely to align
their personal views on this issue with those of the
CEO when he was fair in the interpersonal context
and unfair in the intergroup context.

Research by Haslam and Platow (2001a) has also
extended the above findings by examining how fol-
lowers’ endorsement of a leader varies as a function
of that leader’s treatment of different members of
an ingroup. In an initial study, participants were
told about a student leader, Chris, who had had
to make a decision about who to reward among
members of the student council who had endorsed
or challenged the government’s decision to cut
university funding. In different conditions they
were told that Chris had either rewarded more
people who challenged the government, more who
had supported the government or an equal number
of pro- and anti-government students. Students in
general were opposed to the cuts and this belief
was central to their shared social identity. So, when
Chris rewarded counsellors who challenged the
government, his behaviour was identity affirming
and, when he rewarded counsellors who supported
the government, his behaviour was identity negat-
ing. As predicted, participants were more likely to
perceive the leader as fair when his reward policy
had been even-handed, but they also saw him as
fairer when his behaviour had been identity affirm-
ing than when it had been identity negating.
Moreover, students in general were most likely to
support the leader when his behaviour was identity
affirming.

Related findings have also been reported more
recently by Duck and Fielding (2003). Their
research created a situation in which participants
were members of one of two subgroups nested
within a superordinate company structure. It then
examined participants’ support for a company
leader who was either a member of their own or
the other subgroup under conditions where that
leader displayed either ingroup or outgroup
favouritism. Here a leader of the participants’ own
subgroup was seen as equally fair when they dis-
played ingroup or outgroup favouritism, but the
leader of the other subgroup was seen as slightly
fairer if they showed outgroup favouritism and
much less fair if they displayed ingroup favouritism.
These same patterns were also reproduced in
measures of identification with the company as
a whole. Thus, participants showed high levels of
identification where the company leader was a rep-
resentative of the participants’ own subgroup
(regardless of whether that leader had favoured the
ingroup or the outgroup) and where the leader was
from the other subgroup and had displayed out-
group favouritism. However, identification with
the company was much lower where the leader

was from the other subgroup and had displayed
favouritism towards that group. On this basis, Duck
and Fielding (2003) conclude that, in order to
avoid alienating followers by being perceived as
biased, those who aspire to lead a higher-order col-
lective need to be sensitive to the particular costs
of favouring their own lower-level ingroup.

Evidence that perceptions of leader fairness are
conditioned by followers’ (sub)group memberships
is all well and good, but under what conditions is a
leader’s vision and behaviour translated into long-
term commitment from followers? Under what cir-
cumstances are followers willing to exert effort in
order to ensure that a leader’s aspirations are col-
lectively realized? As we suggested at the start of
this chapter, this is a fundamental question but not
one that researchers have been able to answer con-
vincingly. To test hypotheses derived from self-
categorization theory that relate directly to this
issue, Haslam and Platow (2001a) replicated their
first study but now also looked at how information
about the leader’s treatment of ingroup members
affected followers’ reaction to his leadership on a
new issue. In this study, participants were told
which ingroup members Chris had rewarded, but
also that he had come up with a new plan to lobby
the university to make it erect permanent billboard
sites on campus.

Results from this study are presented in Table 3.2.
As well as replicating earlier findings, the novel
contribution of this experiment was to demon-
strate that the history of the leader’s behaviour
towards the ingroup and the extent to which that
behaviour affirmed a shared social identity played
a significant role in the followers’ decision to sup-
port his new vision for billboards on campus.
Specifically, those who had been told that Chris
had previously favoured anti-government ingroup
members supported the idea much more than
those who were told he had supported pro-
government members. Significantly, participants
were also given an opportunity to write down
points and arguments that they considered relevant
to Chris’s decision to lobby for permanent bill-
board sites. Here many more arguments were
provided to back up Chris’s billboard policy when
he had previously acted in a manner that affirmed
identity than when he had been even-handed or
had acted so as to negate identity.

In other words, support for the even-handed
leader was short-lived and half-hearted, but sup-
port for the identity-affirming leader was stronger
and much more enduring. In particular, the leader’s
ability to represent the group-based interests of fol-
lowers bore on his capacity to inspire them to
engage in the intellectual activities of justification
and rationalization required for his plan to be any-
thing more than just pie in the sky. Only when the
leader had a history of standing up for the shared
values of the group was the group prepared to



Table 3.2 The impact of leader strategy on
follower perceptions and support (from
Haslam & Platow, 2001a)

Leader’s reward policy

Identity Even- Identity
negating handed affirming

Measure

Perceived fairness of

leader’s reward

policy 3.47 4.69 3.88
Perceived sensibleness

of leader’s reward

policy 3.13 4.56 419
Support for leader’s

reward policy 3.00 4.03 4.13
Support for leader on

billboard issue 2.72 3.66 3.72

Number of arguments
supporting leader on
billboard issue 0.25 0.44 1.03

stand up for him and do the necessary work for his
vision to be realized.

Here, then, as in Platow et al’s (1997) third
experiment, we can see that embodiment of an
ingroup identity impacted directly on the leader’s
capacity to show true leadership — that is, his capa-
city to enhance the followers’ contribution to group
goals. Moreover, Platow’s research as a whole
shows that this capacity for leadership is contin-
gent not on the leader’s characteristics per se (that
is, whether he or she is fair or unfair) but on a
match between behaviour and group demands that
varies with context — a point illustrated in Figure 3.3.
In the authors’ words, ‘what makes a leader in an
intragroup or interpersonal context is not what
makes a leader in an intergroup context’ (Platow
et al., 1997, p. 487; see also Sherif & Sherif, 1969).

Reflecting on the leadership qualities revealed
by the Ohio State studies (Fleishman, 1953; see
above), it is thus clear that ‘consideration’ must
take different forms in different settings, and that
only where it is aligned with the social identity-
based needs and demands of followers will those
followers work to translate the leader’s ‘initiation
of structure’ into group action (Haslam, 1998;
Haslam & Platow, 2001a, 2001b). As well as
explaining why the correlation between leader
behaviour and leader efficacy is so variable,
Platow’s research also helps explain why moral
integrity in the abstract is not a predictor of long-
term leader success. Indeed, although most follow-
ers typically say that they desire moral integrity in
their leaders (Emler, Soat & Tarry, 1998), studies
that have tracked the performance of management
recruits over time suggest that, as a personality
variable, this quality does not correlate at all with
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Figure 3.3 Variation in a leader’s approved
distribution of resources among followers as a
function of comparative context

Note: The height of the cylinders indicates the
quantity of resources distributed by the leader to
group members. ‘i's and ‘O’s represent the positions
of ingroup and outgroup members, respectively.

‘p’ represents the most prototypical ingroup position
(that of the leader). In the intergroup context, it is
perceived to be fair to give more resources to the
group member who maximizes intergroup difference
(that is, the difference between the is and Os)
because he or she is more prototypical of the
group in context.

the likelihood of a person actually achieving a
leadership role (Dulewicz, 1997; Jacobs, 1992; for
a review see Emler & Cook, 2001). In line with
Platow’s work, it seems likely that this low correla-
tion results from the interrelated facts (a) that
what counts as moral integrity varies with context
and (b) that the value of a particular definition or
embodiment of integrity changes as a function of
one’s own social perspective (as someone high or
low in an organizational status hierarchy say; Cook &
Emler, 1999).

Leader—follower differentiation and
group performance

Throughout this chapter, we have remarked that a
leader’s capacity to lead will depend on their abil-
ity to embody those norms and values that the
group they lead shares in any given context. One
implication of this analysis is that, if group activi-
ties and interaction serve to emphasize what makes
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the leader different from other ingroup members,
their leadership may be undermined and rendered
less effective (Vanderslice, 1988). Along these
lines, Worchel (1994, 1998; Worchel, Coutant-
Sassic & Grossman, 1992) presents a model of
group formation and development that examines
the dynamic interplay between perceived ingroup
homogeneity, social identity salience and group
functioning. Among other things, this describes a
process whereby group identification leads to
group productivity but is in turn followed by indi-
viduation and, ultimately, group decay. Worchel
(1994) describes this process as follows:

As the group achieves its goals and gains resources,
members turn their attention from the group needs
to their individual needs. ... Members magnify the
differences between themselves and other group
members. ... Solutions to social dilemmas become
individually based, and, consequently, less group ori-
ented. The group remains a focal point, but the nature
of this focus now involves the individual’s relation with
the group. The group next enters a period of decay as
increasing attention is paid to personal needs and the
group becomes less salient. (p. 213)

It follows from this analysis that if a group process
draws attention away from the group as a whole
towards its individual constituents, then it may pre-
cipitate a shift from group-based productivity to
group disintegration. This may be one reason why
democratic leadership styles and participatory
leadership practices that appeal to shared interests
and goals generally lead to better group outcomes
than leadership practices that either impose the
leader’s personal values on the group or impose no
values (Lippitt & White, 1943; Preston & Heintz,
1956; White & Lippitt, 1956). The most famous
demonstration of this point was in studies con-
ducted by Lippitt and White where leaders of
groups at a boys club adopted one of three leader-
ship styles: democratic (involving all group mem-
bers in decision making, welcoming a range of
contributions), autocratic (dictating orders, making
personal criticisms) and laissez-faire (leaving the
group to its own devices, with no unsolicited input
from the leader). Here the democratically led
groups were more cohesive and more harmonious
than groups with the other two styles of leader.
Interestingly, too, the democratic group was also
more likely to continue with the group task of its
own free will when the leader left the room.

A related activity that might draw attention to
interpersonal differences between group members
is systematic leader selection in which individual
group members vie competitively for the role of
leader. Although it is customary to view this
process as one that enhances group performance, it
is possible that it might actually have the opposite
effect to the extent that it invokes a state of

heightened interpersonal rivalry. In part, this is
because when a group member vies competitively
for the role of leader, consideration for the group as
a whole (revealed to be so important in the Ohio
State studies; Fleishman, 1953) may give way to
consideration for the personal self.

This hypothesis was examined in a series of stud-
ies reported by Haslam, McGarty et al. (1998) that
examined the impact of systematic and random
leader selection on the two main indices of group
productivity identified by Cartwright and Zander
(1960, p. 496), namely (a) the achievement of
some specific group goal and (b) the maintenance
or strengthening of the group itself. The objective
was not to demonstrate that the process of system-
atically selecting group leaders is generally counter-
productive. Instead it was hypothesized that this
could be the case under a specific and restricted set
of conditions — in particular, where, in the absence
of a leader being chosen, the group already has a
salient social identity and is already oriented to a
well-defined shared goal.

In an initial study, small groups of participants
containing between three and five members were
asked to complete a task that involved ranking
items to be rescued in a survival situation. Either
their plane had crashed in a frozen wilderness or
their bus had overturned in the desert (the ‘winter
survival task’, and the ‘stranded in the desert task’
developed by Johnson & Johnson, 1991). Groups
were asked to arrive at their decision collectively
and after they had done this individuals indicated
what their personal ranking of rescuable items
would be.

The experiment manipulated the method of
leadership selection across three levels. In a random
condition, the leader was simply the person whose
last name came first in the alphabet. In an informal
condition, groups decided among themselves
who should be group leader. In a formal condition,
the leader was selected after all group members
had completed a ‘leadership selection inventory’ in
which they rated their own ability in areas that
Ritchie and Moses (1983) have identified as being
positively correlated with long-term managerial
success. This meant that here the people selected
as leaders were those who, among other things,
perceived themselves to be tolerant of uncer-
tainty, verbally skilled and aware of their social
environment.

Two dependent measures corresponded to the
goal achievement and group maintenance func-
tions identified by Cartwright and Zander (1960).
The first was simply the quality of the survival
strategy that groups decided on (as measured rela-
tive to expert ratings). A second measure was
obtained by looking at how much the strategy that
individuals eventually decided on deviated from
the earlier decision of their group. Less deviation
was taken to provide evidence of greater group



maintenance, suggesting that individuals were
more bound to the group and its original decision.

Our main prediction was that groups would
make better decisions where their leader was
randomly, rather than systematically, selected.
Although there was no variation in group mainte-
nance, the pattern of results on the primary perfor-
mance measure supported these predictions. This
basic pattern of results was also replicated in a second
study that involved a slightly different survival task
and replaced the informal selection condition with
a control condition in which no group leader was
appointed. This served to ensure that the results
obtained in the first study were not due to the fact
that the task was actually one for which no leader-
ship was required. In this study, there was again
clear evidence that groups with a randomly
selected leader performed better than groups with
no leader or a systematically selected one. As well
as this, individuals from the groups with a ran-
domly selected leader also showed greater group
maintenance in deviating less from the group deci-
sion when given an opportunity to do so.

While these results provided clear support for
our predictions, another interesting feature of the
studies was that post-test measures indicated that
both leaders and followers tended to perceive the
process of randomly selecting group leaders to be
relatively unsatisfactory, ineffective and illegiti-
mate. This finding was obviously puzzling in view
of evidence that the random procedure was actu-
ally associated with superior outcomes. One way of
explaining this pattern is to suggest that it was a
product of stereotypic expectations about how
leaders ought to be selected and how they ought to
behave. The existence of such stereotypes was con-
firmed in a third experiment where naive partici-
pants were asked to speculate as to the results that
would be likely to be obtained from a study with
the same design as our second experiment. Here
there was general agreement that groups with a
systematically selected leader would perform
better than ones with a random leader and that
systematic leader selection would engender greater
loyalty and be perceived as more legitimate.

Results from this final study confirm the
counter-intuitive nature of our original predictions,
but they also suggest that stereotypes about leader-
ship are an important resource that inform people’s
expectations about group productivity and perfor-
mance. These beliefs appear to possess many of the
key properties of other stereotypes, not least
because they can be seen to serve a range of social
functions (Meindl, 1993; Tajfel, 1981a). So, among
other things, they serve (a) to differentiate between
supposedly expert leaders and their followers, (b) to
explain the differential treatment and respect
accorded to leaders and (c) to justify that special
treatment. Like other stereotypes, they also exert a
powerful grip on those who hold them, while at
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the same time being highly contestable at an
empirical level (Oakes et al., 1994; Thierry, 1998).
Accordingly, one might muse that even where
leadership does not exist, there are pressures to
invent it — at least in cultures where leadership is a
prized commodity.

Taken as a whole, the findings from these studies
serve to question the belief that the process of
systematic leadership selection is always in the
interest of better group performance (for related
evidence see also Durham, Knight & Locke, 1997).
This assumption is more or less implicit in many
organizational settings and in a great deal of
organizational literature (as well as in the self-
justificatory pronouncements of senior executives,
such as those of Tony Berg that we presented at the
start of this chapter; see Hollander, 1995; Sarros &
Butchatsky, 1996). Yet, as we have seen, there are
strong theoretical grounds for believing that
the procedure can be counterproductive. If as
researchers such as Worchel (1994) imply, a group
can realistically assert that ‘united we stand,
divided we fall’, then it follows that where leader-
ship selection brings to light and even engenders
intragroup division, it may presage poor group per-
formance and, ultimately, group disintegration.

It is important to note, however, that in present-
ing these arguments it is not claimed either that
the process of seeking to select the best leader
always reduces group performance or that random
leader selection always enhances it. The pattern of
findings obtained in the above studies is likely to
hold only for particular groups performing particu-
lar tasks. Broadly speaking, random leader selection
might only ever be advantageous where the group
(a) has a clearly defined shared goal, (b) is disposed
or able to behave in a relatively democratic and
egalitarian manner (involving collective decision
making, sharing of labour, responsibility and so on)
and (c) already has a strong sense of shared social
identity without a leader being appointed. Clearly
these circumstances are not ubiquitous and may
only prevail when small groups perform well-defined
and relatively mechanical tasks (see Howell et al.,
1986). Having said that, many important groups in
the workplace (and elsewhere) have exactly these
qualities and in such situations it is often the case
that leadership is sought purely in the interests of
personal self-advancement (Kanter, 1979; Mulder,
1977).

While under such circumstances random leader-
ship selection might engender greater identity-
based group cohesiveness, it is also not necessarily
the case that this will manifest itself in perfor-
mance that is considered universally superior. A
large body of research on the phenomenon of
‘groupthink’ (Janis, 1972; see Chapter 6 below)
testifies to this point, as does other research, show-
ing that there is no simple relationship between
group cohesiveness and group productivity or
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performance (Hogg, 1992; Mullen, Anthony, Salas &
Driscoll, 1994; Seashore, 1954). In part this is
because what actually counts as productivity is
negotiable (Pritchard, 1990; see Chapter 9 below).
As we intimated in the previous chapter, a key
issue here is the extent to which the judged value
of the group product is aligned with the contextu-
ally defined goals and values of the group itself:
only where such alignment exists would greater
cohesiveness be expected to enhance performance.

These points notwithstanding, one of the impor-
tant conclusions that can be drawn from the above
analysis is that attributions of leadership appear to
be contingent on followers perceiving that they
and their leaders are ‘in the same boat’. As an
instructional manual for organizational leaders
might put it, the difference between a boss and a
leader is that a boss says ‘go’ while a leader says
‘let’s go’ (Sarros & Butchatsky, 1996, p. 4).

As we have seen, this sense of shared identity can
be eroded by a number of factors of the type inves-
tigated in our ‘random leader’ studies. However,
more routinely, it also seems likely that shared
identity — and, hence, group productivity — can be
undermined where leaders are perceived to receive
rewards (financial or otherwise) that differentiate
them from their followers. A pattern consistent
with this argument was evident in a series of
famous field experiments conducted at summer
boys camps by Sherif and his colleagues between
1949 and 1954 (Sherif, 1956; Sherif, Harvey,
White, Hood & Sherif, 1961). In one phase of the
studies two teams of boys engaged in competition
for valued prizes and, at the 1949 camp, the
researchers used sociograms to map the patterns of
interaction within the two teams. These revealed
that the differentiation between leaders and fol-
lowers was much lower in the winning group (the
‘Bulldogs’) than it was among the losers (the ‘Red
Devils"). In Sherif’s (1956) words:

Bulldogs had a close-knit organization with good team
spirit. Low-ranking members participated less in the life
of the group but were not rejected. Red Devils ... had
less group unity and were sharply stratified. (p. 57)

A similar observation is made by Hollander (1995)
in relation to evidence that the difference between
the highest- and lowest-paid members of an organ-
ization may be negatively correlated with organiza-
tional performance (see also Cowherd & Levine,
1992; Drucker, 1986; Pfeffer & Langton, 1988;
Robinson, 1995; Vanderslice, 1988). For example,
in highly productive countries such as 1980s Japan
and Germany, CEOs’ salaries were only about 20
times the pay of average employees, but in coun-
tries with lower industrial performance the dispar-
ity was much greater. Thus ‘super-bosses’ in Britain
earned about 40 times as much and in the USA
about 100 times as much as normal workers

(Hollander, 1995). Despite companies’ own
assertions to the contrary, a growing body of research
indicates that executive remuneration is rarely
associated with an organization’s performance — it
is much more likely simply to reflect its size (Carr,
1997, Gomez-Mejia & Wiseman, 1997; Grossman &
Hoskisson, 1998; Lambert, Larcker & Weigelt,
1991; Thierry, 1998; Tosi, Katz & Gomez-Mejia,
1997). To receive fat pay cheques, executives don’t
need to contribute to productive organizations,
they just need to work for big ones.

In an attempt to provide some experimental evi-
dence that would speak directly to this argument
and address the limitations of correlational data of
the form obtained by Sherif (1956) and Hollander
(1995), Haslam, Brown, McGarty and Reynolds
(1998) conducted a study that manipulated the posi-
tion of individuals as leaders or followers and also the
rewards that group members were led to expect as a
result of their contribution to a group task. This
latter variable was manipulated across three levels
with followers always receiving the same reward
(3 points), but with leaders being given either 3, 6 or
9 points (where each point entitled the participant
to a ticket in a $100 draw). Having been told about
a particular reward structure, all participants were
asked to indicate their commitment to the group
and its upcoming task on a number of measures.
Subsequent analysis of these measures suggested
that they tapped two key factors: (a) how individu-
als felt about the group’s leadership (how important
leaders and leadership selection were perceived to
be) and (b) how they felt about their group (how
much effort they were willing to make to help
achieve the group goal and how much they looked
forward to the upcoming task).

Consistent with the view that beliefs about
leadership are often self-justificatory, leaders were
generally more likely than followers to consider
leadership of the group to be important. However,
in light of arguments derived from the social iden-
tity approach, our central prediction was that fol-
lowers would be less favourably disposed to the
group and less willing to make an effort on its
behalf to the extent that the reward structure dif-
ferentiated (for no obvious or fair reason) between
themselves and their leaders. As can be seen from
Figure 3.4, this prediction was confirmed. Indeed,
the pattern of results suggested that although fol-
lowers received the same absolute reward in each
condition, their feelings towards the group and its
tasks changed considerably in response to variation
in the reward structure. In contrast, leaders’
rewards changed markedly across conditions but
their feelings changed very little.

This pattern of results is in direct contrast to the
assertion (commonly voiced by employer bodies)
that leaders need to be provided with personal
incentives to attract and motivate them. Instead, it
appears that the primary impact of such incentives
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may be to demotivate followers. This argument
concords with Pfeffer and Davis-Blake’s (1992)
finding that greater pay differentiation between
academic administrators was associated with
higher staff turnover — especially among those
administrators who were relatively lowly paid. As
Drucker (1986) notes, it also accords with observa-
tions made by JP. Morgan at the start of the
twentieth century that the only feature shared by
Morgan’s poorly performing clients was a tendency
to overpay those at the top of the company:

Very high salaries at the top, concluded Morgan —who
was hardly contemptuous of big money or an ‘anticap-
italist — disrupt the team. They make even high-
ranking people in the company see their own top
management as adversaries rather than as col-
leagues. ... And that quenches any willingness to say
‘we’ and to exert oneself except in one’s own immedi-
ate self-interest. (p. 14)

Significantly, then, and as with the findings from
the minimal group studies that we discussed in the
previous chapter (Tajfel et al., 1971), these
patterns appear paradoxical if looked at from a per-
spective that sees individuals’ behaviour as being
guided purely by their personal outcomes.
However, they make perfect sense once it is recog-
nized that organizational behaviour is determined
by a higher-order rationality that takes into account

group-level realities and relativities (Tyler, 1999a).
Because leadership is a product of the relationship
between leader and follower, it is this relationship
that needs to be nurtured by those concerned to
engender followership. Accordingly, to the extent
that resources are directed at the leader in isola-
tion, they may not only be wasted but prove down-
right counterproductive.

CONCLUSION

The major theoretical point to emerge from leader-
ship research conducted from a social identity per-
spective is that the functioning of leaders and the
emergence of leadership cannot be appreciated
independently of the social context that gives these
roles and qualities expression. This itself is not a
new point. Indeed, Fiedler and House (1994) are
scathing of Tsui's (1984) suggestion that leadership
research fails to attend to environmental factors
and that its focus on managers’ personal character-
istics has retarded practical and theoretical
progress. ‘What,’ they ask, ‘has Tsui been reading?’,
pointing to the fact that almost all contemporary
theories of leadership acknowledge the capacity of
the environment to determine the impact of spe-
cific leaders.
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In fact though, Tsui’s (1984; see also Tsui &
O’Reilly, 1989) point is more subtle than this and,
likewise, our argument is not simply that the suit-
ability of particular individuals for offices of lead-
ership will change as a function of their
circumstances. Rather, it is that individuals are
transformed by features of the context they con-
front, so that models founded on an appreciation of
individuals in their individuality are necessarily lim-
ited. As Vanderslice (1988) observes:

The problem, then, is not the concept of leadership
per se, but the operationalization of leadership in indi-
vidualistic, static and exclusive position-roles that are
supposedly achieved or assigned on the basis of
expertise. (p. 683)

In these terms, the problem with Fiedler’s contin-
gency theory, for example, is not primarily that its
conceptualization of context is limited or that the
meaning of the LPC construct is poorly specified (as
argued by Landy, 1989). Rather, it is that the theory
neglects the dynamic relationship between these
variables and the capacity for each to redefine the
other. The character of individuals and the meaning
of their behaviour is changed by the groups that
impinge on them, just as the character and meaning
of groups and intergroup relations is changed by
individuals (Reicher & Hopkins, 1996a, 1996b).
Importantly, too, this is true for both leaders and fol-
lowers. Thus, while ideological and metatheoretical
imperatives lead researchers to neglect issues of fol-
lowership, they do so at their peril.

In line with these arguments, we have suggested
that effective leaders are those whose individuality
is transformed by group membership in such a way
that they come to articulate, embody and direct
the social identity-based interests that they share
with other group members. These higher-order,
group-level attributes of the leader cannot be
reduced to enduring personality characteristics.
Neither can the collective interests of the group
that the leader represents be equated with his or
her personal self-interest.

Successful leaders of organizations are therefore
rarely, if ever, mavericks — set apart from those they
lead by virtue of superior intellect, personality or
heroism (Mintzberg, 1996). This is for the simple
reason that successful organizations are collective
achievements that have little use for personal indul-
gence (Weick & Roberts, 1993, p. 378). In this way,
accomplished leaders have much in common with
effective stand-up comedians. Success in both
spheres depends on an ability to adapt to the tastes
and prejudices of a particular audience in order to
establish a mutually sustaining rapport that allows
for the collaborative exploration of new territory.
Performance in both domains is also notoriously
hard to dissect or recreate mechanically. In focusing

on the parts, one always loses sight of the greater
whole.

This analysis does not deny the distinctiveness
and importance of charismatic leadership. What it
does suggest, however, is that, to discover its
source, researchers need to look not only to the
personal qualities of the individual, but also to the
character and demands of the groups to which they
appeal. This is because, while leadership is tradi-
tionally seen to revolve solely around the impact of
the individual on the group (and is sometimes
explicitly defined in these terms; see, for example,
Mitchell et al., 1988, p. 385), the influence of
group on the individual is just as important
(Steiner, 1972, p. 175).

Leadership, then, is a process of mutual influence
that centres on a partnership in a social self-
categorical relationship. It is about the creation,
coordination and control of a shared sense of
‘we-ness’. Within this relationship, neither the indi-
vidual nor the group is static. What ‘we’ means is
negotiable and so, too, is the contribution that lead-
ers and followers make to any particular group’s
self-definition. However, it is only because they are
partners in a relationship of this form that leaders
and followers have the capacity to empower and
energize each other. And it is in this group-based
synergy that the essence of leadership lies.

FURTHER READING

The challenge facing someone who wants to
come to terms with the literature on leadership is
a daunting one. Indeed, there are almost as many
reviews of this literature as there are papers to
review in other organizational areas. Nonetheless,
Smith’s encyclopaedia entry offers a straight-
forward and concise introduction to the area. The
chapter by Fiedler and House (1994) is written by
two of the most influential researchers in this area
and offers a short and readable overview of cur-
rent trends in this field. The same is true of the
chapters by Hollander (1995) and Meindl (1993),
but both provide provocative and compelling anti-
dotes to more conventional approaches. Hogg
and van Knippenberg (in press) and Platow et al.
(1997) provide more detailed elaborations of the
social identity approach to aspects of leadership.
The latter is a particularly good example of empiri-
cal ingenuity and of the capacity for programmatic
experimental research to advance theoretical
understanding.
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4

MOTIVATION AND COMMITMENT

Take a few moments to ponder the following
question. Why did you start reading this chapter?
For you to do this, a certain level of motivation was
clearly required on your part — motivation that
some other people (say, other students, other
researchers) may not have and that you yourself
may not have again at some point in the future.
Perhaps your reading satisfies a thirst for knowl-
edge and is a manifestation of a particular intellec-
tual need that currently presses on you. Perhaps
you are simply a very motivated person, someone
who differs from others in being dedicated and
committed or in having a strong need for achieve-
ment. Perhaps you enjoy reading and so find the
task intrinsically motivating. Perhaps you have
engaged in a form of cognitive accounting and
think the rewards associated with reading this
chapter (such as increased knowledge, better per-
formance in exams) outweigh the costs (expendi-
ture of time and effort, loss of leisure time).
Perhaps you have decided that reading this chapter
is a reasonable use of your time in light of your per-
sonal goals and the competing demands on your
time. If you had something better to do, you'd be
doing it.

This is a relatively trivial example, but it obvi-
ously bears on the much more important ques-
tion of why people work hard to achieve
particular objectives. Why do they make an effort
to contribute to organizational activities and
goals? Why do they do this when many activities
are not ones that they themselves have chosen to
participate in, but, rather, relate to goals consid-
ered important by other people (their employers,
for example)?

In looking at the way in which these questions
have been answered by organizational psycholo-
gists, a number of points can be made by thinking
about this chapter’s opening question. First, all of
the listed reasons for reading this chapter were
quite plausible, so it is not surprising that all bear

more than a passing resemblance to different
accounts of motivation that have been generated in
the research literature. Second, it is apparent that
the accounts are all quite different — one appeals to
features of context, one to individual differences,
another to a universal cognitive process. In light of
this disunity, a number of researchers have argued
that a unified theoretical analysis of motivation in
organizations would be highly desirable, but that it
is difficult, perhaps impossible, to achieve (see, for
example, Kanfer, 1994; Nuttin, 1984).

In an attempt to rise to the challenge of providing
an integrated approach to this topic, this chapter
briefly reviews some of the major approaches to
motivation in the workplace and points to a com-
mon (but largely overlooked) thread that runs
through most theorizing in this field — the impor-
tance of self-definition. In light of this point, it is
proposed that a full understanding of motivation
must be based on an adequate model of self. Our
review also suggests that one common limitation
of motivational theories is their tendency to
neglect or oversimplify the role of a person’s social
self-definition.

An account that acknowledges the role of
social self-definition would suggest that you have
read this far because you have internalized a par-
ticular self-categorization (such as psychology
student or academic). In these terms, social moti-
vation arises from commitment to norms associ-
ated with a salient social category (in this case, a
norm to read category-relevant material). In the
cliché of the cowboy bracing himself for one
more fight: ‘A man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta
do’ — a canon that can be tailored to any social
identity. Such an analysis suggests that a large
component of work motivation derives not from
the unique qualities of individuals but from their
collective sense of who they are and what they
feel compelled to do in order to maintain and
promote that identity.



AN OVERVIEW OF MOTIVATION RESEARCH

The economic approach

One of the very clearest analyses of people’s motiva-
tion to work is contained within the principles of sci-
entific management that we outlined in Chapter 1.
According to Taylor (1911), the natural state of the
worker in an organization is one of indolence and
slothfulness and the individual is coaxed out of this
only by the prospect of personal financial gain. This
analysis assumes that whenever people are forced to
work in groups or for fixed pay, they will be under-
motivated and reluctant to exert themselves. The
remedy for this is simple: select only the very best
workers, ensure that they are treated and work as
individuals and pay them only for what they produce.
Partly because of its simplicity, but also because
it fitted with managerial ideology, this view of
motivation was very influential in the first half of
the twentieth century (see McGregor, 1957, 1960).
Even now it is still influential in management cir-
cles. In fact, as we discussed in the previous chapter,
executives themselves often appeal to this logic
when they justify their own high salaries and fringe
benefits by arguing that these are needed for moti-
vational and recruitment purposes. Thus the chair-
man of the Australian Investment Management
Association defended multi-million dollar share
options given to CEOs as ‘a useful way to reward
executives, as long as they are issued with some
kind of performance hurdle’ (Carr, 1997, p. 28).
The extremity of this example highlights some
of the key problems inherent in the economic
approach. Most straightforwardly, it is improbable
that someone would work a great deal harder if
they were paid ten million dollars a year rather
than two million. Yet there are some things that
people would never do however much they were
paid. As well as this, there are large numbers of
people (aid workers, for example) who work
extremely hard for almost no financial reward at all
(Landy, 1989). These examples point to the fact
that there is no straightforward relationship
between pay and effort. Empirical support for the
idea that pay-based incentives enhance motivation
is thus mixed (see Pfeffer, 1997, pp. 111-12; Kohn,
2000). Reviews also indicate that, when asked,
people generally perceive financial reward to be a
much less important aspect of employment than
things like security and enjoyment (Blackler &
Williams, 1971; Lawler, 1973; Stagner, 1950).

Needs and interest approaches

Aside from some straightforward empirical prob-
lems, a more fundamental limitation of the
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economic approach is that it presents a thoroughly
inhuman model of human behaviour (see Brown,
1954; Griesinger, 1990). This is not to say that
pay is a trivial or inconsequential feature of
people’s work (Lawler, 1973). However, its contri-
bution to motivation is far from uniform and can
be seen as an indirect consequence of its capacity
to satisfy other needs, like a need for respect and
self-esteem.

These arguments were fleshed out by McGregor
(1957, 1960) in his assertion that conventional
Taylorist wisdom was underpinned by a profoundly
pessimistic theory of motivation. McGregor
referred to this traditional view as Theory X. Core
assumptions of the theory were: (a) that the average
person dislikes work and wants, if possible, to avoid
it, (b) that, as a result, most people must be
coerced or bullied into working hard, and (c) that
most workers are looking for little more out of
employment than an easy life devoid of interest,
challenge or responsibility.

While acknowledging that these assumptions
may hold true under a limited set of conditions (such
as in a feudal master-slave relationship), McGregor
argued that the assumptions of Theory X were not
only limited, but that motivation was better under-
stood in terms of exactly the opposite set of assump-
tions. These he referred to as Theory Y. This theory
included assumptions: (a) that expenditure of
effort is as natural as play or rest; (b) that people
will generally tend to exercise self-direction and
self-control to reach objectives to which they are
committed; (c) that commitment to goals is a func-
tion of self-relevant rewards associated with their
achievement; (d) that humans learn to seek and
accept responsibility; (e) that most people are
capable of ingenuity, imagination and creativity;
but (f) that under the standard conditions of
modern organizational life the intellectual poten-
tial of humans is generally underexplored and
underdeveloped.

McGregor gave the theories the names X and Y
largely in recognition of the fact that they repre-
sented sets of beliefs that were extreme and largely
hypothetical. Accordingly, he noted that it would
be rare to encounter a manager who endorsed
either theory in an unadulterated form. Neverthe-
less, he argued that in many sectors of industry
managers were disposed to base their treatment
of employees on an implicit view of human moti-
vation that was more akin to Theory X than
Theory Y. In so doing, problems arose because this
strategy tended to thwart the higher-order needs of
workers:

Many studies have demonstrated that the tightly knit,
cohesive work group may, under proper conditions, be
far more effective than an equal number of separate
individuals in achieving organizational goals. Yet
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management, fearing group hostility to its own
objectives, often goes to considerable lengths to con-
trol and direct human efforts in ways that are inimical
to the natural groupiness of human beings. When
man’s social needs ... are thus thwarted, he tends to
behave in ways which seek to defeat organizational
objectives. He becomes resistant, antagonistic,
uncooperative. (McGregor, 1960, pp. 37-8)

This analysis was partly informed by previous
theorizing that had noted the contribution of
needs to human motivation. In particular, Maslow
(1943) argued that humans have a hierarchy of
needs that range from the low-level and basic
(such as a need to eat and sleep) to the high-level
and complex (for example, a need for self-fulfilment).
This five-level hierarchy of needs is presented in
Figure 4.1.

Maslow proposed that the most important
motivator of people’s behaviour in any given con-
text is their lowest level of unsatisfied need. Thus,
a person who has no food, security or affection,
will be driven more by the need to eat than by the
need to feel secure or loved. Applying these argu-
ments to organizational behaviour (see also
Maslow, 1972), McGregor argued that a Theory X
approach placed too much emphasis on the role of
lower-order needs as motivators of worker’s
beliefs. In contemporary Western society the phys-
iological and safety needs of most workers are sat-
isfied and this means that their behaviour is more
commonly motivated by higher-order needs. Here
McGregor (1960) differentiated between two
kinds of ‘egoistic needs’:

[Type I] — Those needs that relate to one’s self-esteem —
needs for self-confidence, for independence, for
achievement, for competence, for knowledge.
[Type II] — Those needs that relate to one’s reputation —
needs for status, for recognition, for appreciation, for
the deserved respect of one’s fellows. (p. 38)

McGregor argued that much of the malaise in
industrial organizations arose from the fact that
they typically offered no avenue for the realization
of these needs. Moreover, he noted that ‘if the prac-
tices of scientific management were deliberately
calculated to thwart these needs ... they could
hardly accomplish this purpose better than they
do’ (McGregor, 1960, pp. 38-9).

Similar ideas to these are also central to
Herzberg's (1966, 1968; Herzberg, Mausner &
Snyderman, 1959) motivation-hygiene theory. In
12 different studies, Herzberg and his colleagues
interviewed a total of 1685 workers from a variety
of occupations and with a range of skill levels and
responsibilities. All were asked to reflect on times
when they had felt exceptionally good or excep-
tionally bad about their work (a so-called ‘critical
incidents’ approach). On the basis of the responses,
the researchers identified two sets of needs. Animal
needs are associated with ‘hygiene factors’ and
relate to the context in which work is performed.
These include work relationships, working condi-
tions, status and security. On the other hand,
human needs are associated with ‘motivator factors’
and are related to things involved in actually doing
the job. These include achievement, recognition,
work itself, responsibility, advancement and growth.



The researchers argue that each set of needs is
rendered salient in different organizational con-
texts. Specifically, when workers are dissatisfied,
they tend to refer to an absence of hygiene factors
(poor pay, company inefficiency, bad relationships
with supervisors and so on). However, when they
are satisfied, workers tend to link this to the
presence of motivator factors (such as a sense of
personal satisfaction and achievement, the oppor-
tunity to do creative work). Accordingly, hygiene
factors can be thought of as ‘dissatisfiers’, while
motivator factors can be thought of as ‘satisfiers’
(Herzberg et al., 1959, p. 82).

On this basis Herzberg (see, for example, 1968)
suggests that, if employers really want to motivate
workers, they need to stop doing this by means of
hygiene-related interventions (such as improving
working conditions, punishing underperformance)
and should instead attend to motivator factors. The
primary strategy envisaged here is one of job enrich-
ment. Among other things, this involves attempts to
increase individuals’ accountability for their own
work, increase their control over discrete and
varied elements of a particular job and allow
workers the opportunity to become authorities and
experts in relation to those elements (Hackman &
Oldham, 1980).

The results of such interventions are generally
quite positive. To investigate their effects, one early
study divided people employed to correspond with
the stockholders of a large corporation into a con-
trol group and an experimental group (Herzberg
et al., 1959). The experimental group’s jobs were
enriched by giving them control, autonomy and
the opportunity to develop expertise. Here, despite
an initial drop in the performance and satisfaction
of the experimental group arising from the
increased demands of the new work regime, in due
course members of the experimental group were
more productive and more satisfied than members
of the control group.

The general utility of this type of approach to
motivation is well documented (see, for example,
Hackman & Oldham, 1976, 1980; Murrell, 1976).
Indeed, there is evidence that researchers and
industrial innovators had developed similar
approaches to Herzberg’s well before he proposed
his motivation-hygiene model (Ernst Abbé in the
1890s and Henri De Man in the 1920s). However,
as theories of motivation, needs accounts still leave
something to be desired (Landy, 1989; Murrell,
1976). Most simply, while there is general agree-
ment that needs are hierarchically organized with
higher-level needs being more abstract, there is
debate about the number of different types of
motivation between which it is appropriate to dis-
tinguish. Maslow (1943) suggests five, Alderfer
(1969, 1972) three (existence, relatedness and
growth) and Herzberg (1966) two. Moreover, the
process by means of which particular needs come
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into play is rather unclear. Thus, while Maslow
argues that it is the most basic unsatisfied need that
determines motivation, Alderfer suggests that
attention to a higher-order need is contingent on
satisfaction of lower-level needs, but that individuals
regress to a previously satisfied level of need if a
more abstract need is frustrated. Finally, although
the needs approach has led to important organiza-
tional innovation, the underlying theoretical princi-
ples on which such innovation is based remain
poorly specified and quite difficult to test (Chell,
1993, p. 64). In the words of Salancik and Pfeffer
(1978) ‘they take as given much of what ought to
be explained’ (p. 250). In a similar vein, Landy
(1989) concludes that:

There are too many elements that are left open to
question. Under what conditions will a difficult task be
attempted? What will occur if one fails the task? How
do individuals differ with respect to their willingness to
approach difficult tasks? Why are needs arranged in
one hierarchy rather than another? ... In order to
justify the title ‘theory’, there should be a tight set of
interrelated propositions that can be empirically
tested. This is where most of the need approaches
have fallen short. (p. 379)

Individual difference approaches

An individual difference approach to motivation
suggests that whether or not people work hard is
largely a function of their personality. Some people
will go to great lengths to achieve great things
whatever barriers are placed in their way, but others
will loaf at every opportunity (Smither, 1992). The
work that has been most influential in advancing
this view over the past 40 or so years is that of
McClelland (1985, 1987; McClelland & Winter,
1969). As a variation on the position of theorists
such as Maslow, McClelland has argued that
everyone shares lower-level physical and security
needs, but that motivation to work reflects a
higher-order, more specialized need for achievement
(nAch for short) that only a limited subset of the
population develop. Within McClelland’s work
nAch is differentiated from two other lower-order
needs: the need for affiliation (nAff) and the
need for power (nPow). This variable also has a lot
in common with other personality variables that
have recently been identified as predictors of work
performance — in particular, conscientiousness or will
to achieve (Digman & Takemoto-Chock, 1981) and
achievement orientation (McCrae & Costa, 1990;
see also Kanfer, 1994).

People who are high in need for achievement are
said to have high levels of personal motivation
associated with a preference for working alone
under conditions of moderate risk (that is, where
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the likelihood of success is neither too high nor too
low). Such needs are established early in childhood
and are shaped both by the culture to which the
individual belongs and, more especially, by his
or her parents. In particular, in order to develop
high nAch, McClelland (1955, p. 275, 1961;
McClelland, Atkinson, Clark & Lowell, 1976)
insists that children need to perform competitive
tasks as individuals and learn the appropriate emo-
tional reactions to their performance with refer-
ence to ‘standards of excellence’. Children should
learn to feel positive about success and negative
about failure.

This model of motivation has been tested in both
laboratory and large-scale field studies. For exam-
ple, an early study by French (1955) showed that
people with high nAch worked much harder than
low nAch individuals when given a competitive
task to perform. In a relaxed setting both groups
worked equally hard and, if participants were told
that they would be allowed to leave the experi-
ment after completing the task, those with low
nAch actually worked harder. On this basis
McClelland suggested that the prime motivator for
people with low nAch is the prospect of avoiding
work. Consistent with the status of nAch as a long-
term predictor of motivation and performance, a
study reported by McClelland (1961) also found
that 83 per cent of entrepreneurs had had high
nAch as students 14 years previously, compared to
only 21 per cent of the non-entrepreneurs. At the
opposite end of the employment spectrum,
research by Sheppard and Belintsky (1966) found
that, after retrenchment, workers with high nAch
were much more likely to find new work than
those with low nAch.

Rather more ambitiously, a number of cross-
organizational and cross-cultural studies have also
been taken as providing evidence for this model. In
particular, a study conducted by Andrews (1967)
suggested that the difference in performance of
two large Mexican firms, A and P, could be
explained by the fact that the executives of one
firm (A) had higher levels of nAch than the other.
This difference was also used to account for the
fact that executives in Firm A were more likely to
receive promotions and pay rises. On a broader
canvas, McClelland and Winter (1969, after
LeVine, 1966) argued that differences in the eco-
nomic productivity of two Nigerian tribes — the Ibo
and Hausa — could be attributed to the generally
higher levels of nAch among the Ibo.

In all this work, McClelland and his colleagues
appeal to an individual difference analysis in light
of the fact that their studies reveal different pat-
terns of motivation within a broadly uniform social
context. In particular, they argue convincingly
against an economic approach to motivation, noting
that the general economic climate of incentives
and rewards was similar for Firm A and Firm P and

for the Hausa and Ibo. Their response to the
question ‘Why is it that different groups respond
differently to similar situations?” (McClelland &
Winter, 1969, p. 20) also reflects post-Second
World War desperation with the so-called ‘United
Nations decade’ where politicians and economists
were perceived to have tried to solve all foreign aid
problems simply by appealing to a common desire
for financial gain (McClelland & Winter, 1969;
Wilhelm, 1966).

A case in point was a ten-year aid project devised
by the American Friends Service Committee that
set out to improve living conditions in an Indian
community by spending $1 million on infrastruc-
ture and education projects (such as improving
sewerage and teaching farming techniques). At the
end of the project, the technology was abandoned
and none of the training was put into practice,
leaving little to show for the investment. To prove
the value of his own approach, in perhaps his most
famous study, McClelland (1978) attempted to
deal with this issue by means of an aid package that
put a small number of businessmen through an
entrepreneurial training programme designed to
enhance their need for achievement. The pro-
gramme lasted 6 months, cost $25,000 and ended
up creating jobs for 5000 local people.

Significantly, though, despite its apparent suc-
cess, this study actually presents a theoretical chal-
lenge to McClelland’s own analysis. Specifically, if
need for achievement is set firmly in place in child-
hood so that it becomes a feature of a person’s per-
sonality, how can it be acquired in adulthood? If it
can be acquired, the explanatory force of the nAch
construct is diminished because the source of
entrepreneurial success lies in training and experi-
ence, not personality. At the very least, then, this
research implies that a person’s need for achieve-
ment is a psychological outcome, not just an input
variable (for additional evidence, see Atkinson,
1964, pp. 225-7; Sorrentino, 1973; Sorrentino &
Field, 1986).

Moreover, while it may be the case that broad
features of context are similar across groups whose
levels of motivation and nAch vary, it is clear that
there are several more local contextual factors that
may have an impact on both variables. The Ibo, for
example, place much more value on personal
advancement and provide greater opportunity for
upward mobility than the Hausa, and this may be
the primary determinant of both their motivation
to work and their need for achievement (Parker,
1997). It is also worth adding that personality-
based explanations of human behaviour lose much
of their explanatory power when they are invoked
to explain the behaviour of large groups of people.
This is because here the variables in question look
much less like individual differences and much
more like widely shared social norms (Oakes et al.,

1994).



Attempts to refine McClelland’s model have
therefore suggested that how people approach a
task is dictated by their achievement orientation in
interaction with contextual factors such as the
probability of success and the perceived value of
success (Atkinson & Feather, 1966; Sorrentino &
Field, 1986). Although quite popular, it is impor-
tant to recognize that these hybrid models are still
founded on the questionable view that motivation
has its psychological basis in the enduring character
of the individual as an autonomous social agent.

Cognitive approaches

Cognitive work on organizational motivation is
dominated by two main approaches, each repre-
sented in a large body of research. The first reflects
the influence of social exchange theories, the second
a more specialized interest in issues of intrinsic
motivation. Both bodies of work are compatible
with the view that workers are motivated tacticians
(Fiske & Taylor, 1991) who base decisions about
how to act on an appraisal of the personal meaning
and implications of the rewards (and costs) associ-
ated with any behavioural strategy.

In the exchange theory tradition, three distinct
approaches are particularly influential: expectancy
theory, goal-setting theory and equity theory.
Expectancy theory (Vroom, 1964; also developed by
Lawler, 1973; Naylor, Pritchard & Ilgen, 1980)
argues that people act with a view to maximizing
their personal outcomes. In other words, people are
motivated by the prospect of achieving the largest
possible payoff for any work they perform. The
nature of this payoff is subjectively defined so that
people will not necessarily agree about what is the
best course of action to pursue. Behaviour is also
seen to be guided by the likelihood of a particular
outcome occurring (‘expectancy’, relative to other
outcomes — ‘instrumentality’) and the amount of
personal satisfaction associated with that outcome
(‘valence’). Under this theory, the overall force of a
person’s motivation is seen to be a mathematical
product of these three elements: valence (V),
instrumentality (I) and expectancy (E) - the so-
called VIE model.

Among other things, this formulation implies
that a person may opt to pursue a less rewarding
outcome if there is a greater probability that they
will achieve it. This means that a student may enrol
in an undemanding course that they are likely to
pass rather than a prestigious one they may fail —
especially if they place a greater value on the
prospect of letters after their name than on intel-
lectual development. Similarly, an employee may
decide not to work hard if they have no expecta-
tion of reward (low E), do not value the reward
associated with performance (low V), or if the
value of the reward is offset by negative outcomes
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associated with their endeavour (such as fatigue;
low I).

Goal-setting theory has a lot in common with
expectancy theory, but differs in emphasizing the
overriding importance of goals in a person’s cogni-
tive evaluation of their behavioural options. In par-
ticular, Locke and Latham (1990; Locke, Shaw,
Saari & Latham, 1981; see also Zander, 1985) have
proposed that individuals are more likely to be
motivated by concrete, specific and challenging
goals (such as ‘Reach a sales target of $7 million by
June’) than by abstract, vague and undemanding
ones (for example, ‘Do the best you can’). It is
argued that this is because — as long as a goal is real-
istic and reachable — the more concrete and chal-
lenging it is, the greater its capacity to focus a
person’s attention, demand effort, encourage per-
sistence and to allow for goal-directed strategic
planning (Kanfer, 1994).

Empirical evidence appears to be broadly consis-
tent with this approach and, accordingly, goal-
setting is a motivational strategy that has been eagerly
integrated into organizational practice. However,
an unresolved question in this area relates to the
effects of involving employees in the goal-setting
process. It appears that worker participation gener-
ally improves satisfaction with the emerging goals,
but does not necessarily make them any more
likely to be achieved (Latham, Mitchell & Dossett,
1978; Mitchell et al., 1988) — although Wegge
(2000) argues that one reason for this is that par-
ticipation is typically superficial and short-lived
(see also Kelly & Kelly, 1991). More recent research
also suggests that different types of goals are asso-
ciated with different motivations and that the
desire to demonstrate competence is most associ-
ated with tasks that are self-involving (Dweck &
Leggett, 1988; Nicholls, 1984).

Equity theory is also similar to expectancy theory,
but it differs in emphasizing the role that perceived
costs, not just rewards, play in motivational
processes. The theory is founded on an assumption
that people are likely to be motivated to perform
particular behaviours to the extent that they are
perceived to be just. As Vroom (1969) puts it:

The individual’s decision to participate in the system is
determined by the relative magnitude of inducements
and contributions. ... The attractiveness of a social
system to a person and the probability that he [or she]
will withdraw from participation in it, are related to the
consequences of organizational membership, specifi-
cally the rewards and punishments, or satisfactions
and privations incurred as a result of organizational
membership. (p. 200; see also Katz, 1964b; Lawler,
1973, pp. 72—4, 1995, p. 8)

According to this analysis, justice or fairness is
achieved when a person’s inputs match their out-
comes and a similar balance exists in the inputs and
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outputs observed for others with whom the individual
compares themselves. Indeed, under the theory,
equality between individuals in the ratio of inputs to
outputs is more important than equality of inputs
and outputs per se as, in most instances, what is a fair
return on one’s investment of energy can only be
established by looking at the returns of others.
Inputs include all costs associated with a behaviour
(for example, expended effort, qualifications, exper-
tise) and outcomes include all things that contribute
to the gratification of a person’s salient needs (such
as self-actualization, esteem, security).

Two particular forms of justice are also identified
as important: distributive and procedural (Thibaut
& Walker, 1975, 1978). Distributive justice relates
to the fairness of a given outcome (whether or not
one worker is promoted at the same time as
another who they perceive to be of equal merit,
say) and procedural justice relates to the fairness of
the processes that lead to that outcome (for example,
whether or not both workers had the same oppor-
tunity to apply for promotion). People thus seek
fairness not only in the rewards they receive, but
also in the way that they are treated — a point that
applies in the workplace, courts and the home
(Tyler, 1989, 1998).

The key prediction of equity theory is that when
an outcome or process is perceived to be inequitable,
this creates a state of psychological tension that the
individual is motivated to reduce. This varies as a
function of the size of the perceived inequity, so that
the larger it is, the more the individual is motivated
to reduce it. The theory also predicts that motivation
will vary in response to inequity that is both positive
(over-reward inequity, where rewards outweigh
costs) and negative (under-reward inequity, where
costs outweigh rewards; Mowday, 1978). Thus, a
person who is overpaid or receives an undeserved
promotion should be motivated to work harder to
restore equity, but to achieve the same end a person
who is underpaid or fails to receive a deserved pro-
motion should want to work less.

Although it may be intuitively appealing, a num-
ber of reservations about equity theory have been
voiced in the research literature. At a theoretical
level, the inherent ‘rubberyness’ of the concepts
that are central to the theory means that any
behaviour can be explained in terms of cost-benefit
analysis (a point that applies to all exchange
theories). For example, if a person’s behaviour
appears inconsistent with equity theory because he
or she works harder after being refused a promo-
tion, it can be argued either that they are trying to
restore equity by ensuring that they are promoted
in the future or that they are a masochist for whom
being treated badly is a valued reward. Part of the
problem here is that exactly what constitutes a
reward, a cost, an appropriate comparison ‘other’
and an appropriate strategy for equity restoration is
actually as much an outcome of social motivational

processes as an input (Tajfel, 1982a; van
Knippenberg & van Oers, 1984). The theory is
correct in acknowledging that each of these elements
is subjective, but it loses its explanatory edge if the
appeal to subjectivity is used to conceal a lack of
predictive power.

The importance of this point at an empirical
level is demonstrated by evidence that, in fact,
people are generally much more sensitive to, and
keen to redress, under-reward inequity than to
over-reward inequity (Caddick, 1981, 1982; Landy,
1989; Tajfel, 1981a, 1982a). In other words, there
is often self-favouring motivational asymmetry, so
that injustice is felt more keenly when one loses
rather than gains. This point was shown clearly in
Platow’s research examining the reactions of fol-
lowers to fair or unfair leaders that we reviewed in
the previous chapter (Haslam & Platow, 2001b;
Platow et al., 1997).

A final social cognitive influence in the motiva-
tional literature relates to the concept of intrinsic
motivation. An activity that is intrinsically motivated
is one that is engaged in for its own sake because it
is enjoyable or interesting rather than because it is
associated with an extrinsic factor such as monetary
reward (Harackiewicz & Sansone, 1991; Lepper,
Greene & Nisbett, 1973). Popular theories of intrinsic
motivation argue that people perform intrinsically
motivating tasks because they offer the opportunity
to gratify higher-order need for personal develop-
ment and achievement (deCharms, 1968; Deci,
1975). On the other hand, extrinsic rewards are
seen to achieve results due to their capacity to
gratify lower — level needs. For this reason the
intrinsic—extrinsic distinction corresponds closely to
Herzberg’s (1966) distinction between motivator
and hygiene factors discussed above (see Herzberg,
1968, p. 56).

One of the major points of debate in this litera-
ture concerns how intrinsic and extrinsic factors
combine to motivate individuals as they set about
particular tasks. A pioneering piece of research in
the field was conducted by Lepper et al. (1973).
They found that young children’s willingness to
play with colouring pens — a task that they found
enjoyable and intrinsically motivating — was
reduced when they were given an extrinsic reward
(a certificate) for engaging in this activity.

Two explanations of this type of result have been
proposed. One suggests that extrinsic motivators can
undermine motivation because they detract from
individuals’ sense of control over their behaviour
(cognitive evaluation theory; deCharms & Muir,
1978), the other that they detract from individuals’
need to justify to themselves why they are engaging
in a task (overjustification theory; Lepper & Greene,
1975). For example, according to these theories, if
academics were paid a lot of money for doing their job,
they might enjoy their work less and, consequently,
work less hard (a) because they would perhaps feel



uncomfortable with the sense that they were being
paid a lot of money in return for being controlled by
a university or government (which would violate
their sense of academic and personal freedom) or
(b) because they would perhaps no longer have to
convince themselves that academic work was intrin-
sically interesting (‘I must enjoy this — why else
would I be doing it for so little pay?’).

Research suggests that people’s sense of control
and their self-justification both have a role to play
in the motivation process (see, for example,
Harackiewicz & Larson, 1986). Again though, as
with much of the other research we have reviewed,
there are some residual empirical and theoretical
problems in this field. Most pressingly, it is not
clear what actually makes a particular motivator
intrinsic or extrinsic. Indeed, one of the implica-
tions of overjustification theory is that, under cer-
tain circumstances, people are motivated to, and
can, redefine an intrinsically motivating task as one
that is extrinsically motivated (and vice versa).
Again, then, the status of a motivator as intrinsic or
extrinsic can be seen as the outcome of a cognitive
process as well as a cognitive input. This is one
reason for there being considerable disagreement
about the classification of motivators in terms of
the intrinsic—extrinsic dichotomy. This point was
confirmed in a study conducted by Dyer and
Parker (1975) in which organizational psycholo-
gists classified a range of outcomes as intrinsic or
extrinsic. In classifying ‘recognition’, for example,
28 per cent indicated that it was an intrinsic factor,
41 per cent that it was extrinsic, 30 per cent indi-
cated it could be either and 1 per cent were unsure.
Respondents were similarly divided on the classifi-
cation of outcomes such as ‘opportunity to develop
friendships’ (21 per cent intrinsic, 47 per cent
extrinsic), ‘variety in job’ (47 per cent, 31 per
cent), ‘stress or pressure’ (20 per cent, 31 per cent)
and ‘more authority’ (17 per cent, 40 per cent). In
his review of this work, Landy (1989) thus comes
to a conclusion that is similar in tone and content
to that offered in his treatment of needs theories:

It seems that there is a good deal more here than
meets the eye. ... Whether something called ‘extrinsic
motivation’, actually exists, and if it does, whether it is
a property of a person or a task, has not been
decided. Why the effects are found is also open to
question. (p. 434)

SOCIAL IDENTITY, MOTIVATION AND COMMITMENT

Motivation is a reflection and product of
self-categorization

From the above review it is clear that the general
patterning of research into work motivation
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corresponds quite closely to that outlined in
Chapter 1, with considerable bodies of research
exploring economic, individual difference and
social cognitive approaches to this topic. Here,
though, group-based human relations approaches
have had little impact and, partly for this reason,
the field appears to have little in common with, and
leave little room for, the social identity approach.
Indeed, this partly explains why issues of motivation
have been relatively underexplored by researchers
in this tradition.

Having said that, we observed in Chapter 2 that
social identity theory is actually founded on moti-
vational assumptions in arguing that intergroup
behaviour is partly motivated by the esteem-
related need to achieve or maintain a positive
social identity. Moreover, self-categorization theory
has the potential to provide a broader and more
integrated model of (work) motivation than social
identity theory by virtue of the fact that it incor-
porates self-esteem-related needs within a process
model of self (Haslam, Powell et al., 2000). The
starting point for such an approach can simply be
to ask ‘who am 1?7’ (for related arguments see
Handy, 1976, p. 47; Leonard, Beauvais & Scholl,
1999; Oyserman & Packer, 1996, p. 201; Shamir,
1991). As we noted in Chapter 2, self-categorization
theory suggests that a question of this form can
be answered at varying levels of abstraction (see
Figure 2.7). These range from conceptions of the
self in terms of one’s personal identity as a unique
individual, via group-based self-definitions in terms
of a salient social identity, to more abstract represen-
tations of self as a human being (or, at an even
higher level, as an animal).

Importantly, too, each of these different levels of
self-definition should be associated with a distinct
set of needs. In particular, when people categorize
themselves at a personal level, they should be
motivated to do those things that promote their
personal identity as individuals, but when they cat-
egorize themselves at a social level, they should be
motivated to do those things that promote their
social identity as group members. In this way, needs
associated with a salient personal identity should
be more specialized and idiosyncratic than those
associated with a social identity, which in turn
should be more specialized and idiosyncratic than
those associated with a human or animal identity.

As Table 4.1 shows, the actual content of the
needs associated with each of these levels of
self-definition should correspond closely to the
different categories of needs identified within
established needs hierarchies (including those of
Maslow, Alderfer, McClelland, McGregor and
Herzberg). So, when personal identity is salient this
should be associated with needs to self-actualize
and enhance personal self-esteem by means of
personal advancement and growth. On the other
hand, when social identity is salient this should be
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Table 4.1

The relationship between level of self-categorization and

the different categories of need identified by major theorists

Level of
self-
categor-

ization | Content Maslow

Associated needs as identified by key theorists

Alderfer |McClelland | McGregor | Herzberg

Personal |self as individual

(in contrast to self- growth nAch Theory Y | motivators
ingroup actualization [Type 1]
members)
esteem
Social self as group
member relatedness| nAff Theory Y
(in contrast to [Type 11]
outgroup |
members) ove hygienes
Human self as human safety
(in contrast to
other animals) existence nPow Theory X
Animal self as animal physiologi-

(in contrast to cal
non-animals)

associated with the need to enhance social self-esteem
by a sense of relatedness, respect, peer recognition
and the achievement of (and shared intention to
achieve) group goals (see Bagozzi, 2000; Hogg &
Abrams, 1990, 1993; Zander, 1971). Yet when
human or animal identities are salient, needs should
be more existence, security and safety related.
Indeed, it seems reasonable to suggest that one rea-
son for the very high degree of correspondence
among needs hierarchies is that they all map on to
this underlying hierarchy of self.

Although the above analysis goes some way to
explaining why there is such a strong resemblance
between various needs hierarchies and why
hierarchies have the structure that they do, self-
categorization theory would still offer the field of
motivation rather little if it simply provided a new
hierarchy of needs as an alternative to those already
developed by other theorists. Its primary contribu-
tion, however, is that it presents a framework for
understanding when and why particular levels of
self-categorization become salient. This in turn
leads to predictions about when and why a given
class of need will play a role in motivating organiz-
ational behaviour. Because these ideas are testable
and conceptually interrelated, they offer the
prospect for genuine theoretical advance in the
sense implied by Landy (1989, p. 379).

The principal difference between this analysis
and that of other needs theories is that it suggests
that the key process determining which category of
needs guides a person’s behaviour is self-category
salience. We are motivated to live up to norms and
achieve goals that are relevant to our self-definition.

However, as we discussed in Chapter 2, the way in
which we define ourselves varies as a function of
context. If I define myself as a man, I will be moti-
vated to embody male-related norms and achieve
male-related goals (if you like, ‘to do what a man’s
gotta do’), but if I define myself as an individual, I
will be motivated to achieve personal standards and
personal goals. Importantly, too, it follows from the
fact that no level of self is any more real or essential
than any other, that ‘higher-level’ needs are in the
abstract no more important, superior, valuable or
valid than ‘lower-level’ needs. Contrary to the asser-
tions of many needs theorists, there is nothing
special about personal self-actualization that makes
it an inherently better motivator than the need to
stand well with one’s peers or to collectively self-
actualize (see, for example, Leavitt, 1995, p. 386).

Motivation varies as a function of contextual
factors that determine self-categorization

As outlined in Chapter 2, social identity and self-
categorization theories discuss a large number of
social structural and psychological factors that
determine whether a person defines themselves in
terms of their idiosyncratic characteristics or in
terms of shared group membership. In particular,
social identity theory suggests that whether or not
individuals think of themselves in terms of a given
social identity — and, hence, are guided by self-
esteem and other needs related to that identity —
depends, among other things, on the status of their
ingroup, the perceived permeability of group



boundaries and the individual’s belief system.
Thus, a member of a low-status group will be more
likely to think and act as a group member to the
extent that intergroup boundaries are seen as
impermeable and they embrace a social change
belief system. Such a person is more likely to be
motivated by the prospect of enhancing the status
of their group as a whole and their social self-
esteem than by the prospect of personal achieve-
ment and self-actualization. However, the opposite
will tend to be the case when individuals perceive
boundaries to be permeable and see social mobility
as a viable means of enhancing their personal
status (although, even here, some members of the
group may still pursue group-based interests if they
remain identified with it — for example, if they are
‘die-hard’ group members; Branscombe & Wann,
1994; Ouwerkerk et al., 1999; Wann & Branscombe,
1990, 1993).

Interestingly, when one thinks of the groups of
workers that are likely to fit these examples, this
analysis provides an important insight into McGregor’s
Theory X-Theory Y distinction. Specifically, we can
see that the predictions of Theory X (the view that
workers seek to avoid work) will generally be borne
out to the extent that people define themselves in
terms of membership of low-status social categories,
the social identity-based needs of which can only be
satisfied by rejecting the values and goals of the high-
status outgroup. Examples might be provided where
union workers are locked into conflict with an
employer or where employees of small companies are
subjected to an aggressive takeover by larger organ-
izations (Bachman, 1993; van Knippenberg & van
Schie, 2000). In both cases workers have little personal
motivation to work hard in a manner consistent
with the goals of the dominant group. On the other
hand, Theory Y should apply where individuals
are convinced of the possibility of personal self-
advancement. This might happen where a low-status
group is subjected to a benign merger (Terry et al.,
1997) or more generally within a culture that
embraces an ideology of individual mobility — as do
most of the latterday Western societies that McGregor
was interested in (see, for example, Triandis, 1990,
1994).

As we saw in Chapter 2, ideas about category
salience are also formalized within self-categorization
theory. This argues that the salience of self-
categories at any level of abstraction (personal,
social, human) is determined by perceiver readi-
ness in interaction with category fit. The extent to
which a person acts in terms of a particular social
self-category depends on both the prior meaning
and the contextual meaning of that category. As an
example, a person is more likely to act as a member
of a workteam if they have prior experience of that
team (so that the concept is psychologically acces-
sible) and if the team is positively distinguished
from others in the workplace.
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The nature of motivators and hygiene factors
varies as a function of self-categorization

Significantly, the above arguments about category
salience can be elaborated in a way that helps us
reconceptualize the psychological basis of
Herzberg's observation that motivator factors tend
to be associated with organizational satisfaction
and hygiene factors with organizational dissatisfac-
tion (see, for example, Herzberg et al., 1959). A
preliminary observation is methodological and
relates to the structure of the items Herzberg and
his colleagues used to assess participants’ reactions
to motivator and hygiene factors. Close inspection
of these items indicates that they differ in terms of
their fit with positive and negative responses (for
related ideas see Eiser & Stroebe, 1972; Reynolds
et al., 2000). More specifically, it is clear that when
answering questions of the form ‘Are these a source
of satisfaction?’ or ‘Are these a source of dissatis-
faction?’, items classed as motivators (such as
achievement, recognition, responsibility, advance-
ment) fit more frequently with a positive reaction.
Indeed, when you think about it, it’s very hard to
respond in the affirmative to a question like “Were
your achievements a source of dissatisfaction?’.
Motivator factors therefore tend to be perceived as
sources of satisfaction rather than dissatisfaction (see
Figure 4.2). In contrast, items classed as hygiene
factors (working conditions, interpersonal relation-
ships, status and so on) fit positive and negative
responses equally and therefore are likely to be
sources of either satisfaction or dissatisfaction.
Accordingly, it can be argued that methodological
bias, not a basic discontinuity of needs, accounts for
workers’ tendency to associate motivator factors
more strongly with satisfaction than hygiene factors.

Yet, beyond this, self-categorization theory also
leads us to predict that the basic pattern of
responses to motivator and hygiene factors should
change as a function of a person’s salient level of
self-abstraction. Following the arguments presented
above, we would expect that motivator factors
would be the primary source of satisfaction when
an individual’s sense of self is defined in terms of
personal identity. For example, personal achieve-
ment and recognition are important to someone
who thinks of themselves as an individual because
they are working solo on a project. However, ‘lower-
level’ needs (that is, those typically associated with
‘hygiene’) should become more important as moti-
vators when a person defines themselves in terms of
social identity. For example, good working relation-
ships with colleagues may be very important to
someone working in a team. Here social relations
and other features of the group environment should
play a much greater role in work satisfaction
because, in this context, they are a part of the social
self, not set apart from the personal self.
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Figure 4.2 Ratings of satisfaction and dissatisfaction with motivator and hygiene factors as a

function of working conditions (from Haslam, 1999b)

The basic truth of this assertion seems to be
affirmed by people’s experiences when they are
acting as group members in organizations. It is
clear, for example, that trade union meetings are
oriented more to the satisfaction of the economic
and security-based needs of the group as a whole
than to the personal goals of individuals. Likewise,
when members of the armed forces, the police
force or sporting teams act in terms of shared social
identity (as soldiers, strike-breakers or defenders,
for example) their behaviour is motivated by group
goals as much as (or even to the exclusion of) per-
sonal ones. In other words, what functions as a
motivating factor depends on ‘who you are’ in any
given context: someone who is going it alone or
someone who is part of a team.

As a more formal test of this hypothesis, Haslam
(1999b) conducted a study in which employees in
a university psychology department were asked to
respond to the six motivator and ten hygiene
factors identified by Herzberg et al. (1959). Half the
participants had to indicate if these factors were a
source of work satisfaction, the other half if they
were a source of dissatisfaction. As well as this, in a
variation on the ‘critical incidents’ methodology
used by Herzberg and his colleagues, half the par-
ticipants were asked to think about times when
they had worked alone and half thought about
times when they had worked in a team. It was
expected that, when participants thought about

themselves as individuals, their responses would
be underpinned by a salient personal identity.
Responses in these conditions were thus expected
to replicate those obtained by Herzberg, with
motivator factors being associated primarily with
work satisfaction and hygiene factors being associ-
ated with work dissatisfaction. However, when par-
ticipants thought of themselves as team members,
it was expected that responses would be under-
pinned by a salient social identity and, hence, that
hygiene factors — to do with the character and
functioning of the group — would also become a
source of satisfaction. As can be seen from the
results presented in Figure 4.2, both predictions
were supported. Motivator factors were always
associated more with satisfaction than with dissat-
isfaction, but only when people thought of them-
selves working alone were hygiene factors
primarily associated with occupational dissatisfac-
tion. In contrast to the motivation-hygiene model,
when employees thought about working in teams,
hygiene factors were more a source of satisfaction
than dissatisfaction.

The findings from this study lend weight to the
argument that the role hygiene factors play in
determining work motivation is not a static or pre-
determined one as implied by Herzberg (1968).
On the contrary, the status of factors as motivators
appears to be an outcome of the self-categorization
process. So, while groups may play a background



role in motivating workers in conditions where
their personal identity is salient (as it typically is in
organizational research into motivation), these factors
should come to the fore when their behaviour is
dictated by membership in a social group. This
argument is consistent with Murrell’s (1976)
observation that:

Herzberg’s ... motivators apply far more to manage-
ment than they do to supervisors, and ... they apply
even less to the shop floor. Since it is on the shop floor
that most of the action is, the idea that you can ignore
the so-called ‘hygiene’ factors could be quite danger-
ous. (p. 74)

In intergroup contexts, motivation is based on
social identity, not equity, concerns

The general analysis outlined in previous sections
has two further important implications for the field
of work motivation. First, it allows the role of social
cognitive processes in motivation to be reconcep-
tualized. In particular, the argument that the
nature and content of motivation is underpinned
by an act of social categorization allows us to pre-
dict when equity will be a source of social motiva-
tion and when it will not (as well as who
individuals will compare themselves to in a given
context; see Figure 2.8). Along the lines of research
by Platow and his colleagues (Bruins, Platow & Ng,
1995; Platow et al., 1997), we would broadly sug-
gest that equity will play an important motiva-
tional role in contexts where individuals’ personal
identity is salient and they are involved in interper-
sonal exchanges. In this regard it is worth noting
that equity theory is explicitly founded on a cosy
assumption that group boundaries are permeable
and that workers all embrace individual mobility
beliefs — conditions generally associated with per-
sonal identity salience (see Vroom, 1964, 1969,
p. 200; also Caddick, 1981; Tajfel, 1981a, p. 52).
What happens, however, when these conditions
are not met — for example, when boundaries are
impermeable and group status is insecure (as
happens during industrial conflict)? In intergroup
contexts like these, where workers’ social identity is
likely to be salient, we would expect that the very
same people who were previously motivated by
equity principles will often strive for, and be moti-
vated by, the prospect of ingroup-favouring
inequity. This point was demonstrated in the original
minimal group studies and the research of Brown
(1978; see Chapter 2 above). Caddick (1982) has
also shown that a desire for the ingroup to favour
inequity increases in the minimal group paradigm
when participants are illegitimately assigned to
low-status groups. As well as this, related research
has shown both that intergroup discrimination can
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be motivated by the need to enhance group-based
self-esteem (Hogg & Sunderland, 1991) and that
when individuals engage in such discrimination it
does indeed achieve this end (Branscombe &
Wann, 1994; Lemyre & Smith, 1985; Oakes &
Turner, 1980; for a review see Long & Spears,
1997).

It also follows from these arguments that where
shared social identity becomes psychologically
meaningful for an individual, it should be a power-
ful determinant of his or her motivation (James &
Cropanzano, 1994; Ouwerkerk et al., 1999; van
Knippenberg & Ellemers, 2003; Witt & Patti,
2002). As one very basic demonstration of this
point, Haslam (1999b) conducted a study examining
the willingness of students enrolled in an introduc-
tory statistics class to attend an additional lecture.
The lecturer had previously discussed the impor-
tance of this lecture with students but it had been
cancelled as part of ongoing industrial action. All
participants in the study were given a question-
naire in which they were asked to indicate how
willing they would be to come to the lecture and
had to select from a list all the possible times that
they would be able to attend (information needed
by the lecturer in order to schedule the class).
Importantly, however, half of the students were
given a questionnaire that introduced the addi-
tional lecture as something the lecturer had told
the students about himself (‘As I told you the other
day I need to schedule an additional lecture ..."),
and for the remaining students the questionnaire
introduced the lecture as something that the class
as a whole had discussed (‘As we discussed the
other day we need to schedule an additional lec-
ture ..."). As predicted, it was found that students
were more willing to attend the lecture and listed
more times that they could attend when atten-
dance was framed in terms of an inclusive social
category (‘we’), than when it was framed in terms
of a category exclusive to the lecturer (‘T'). As well
as placing it in some theoretical framework, this
data is consistent with the spirit of Adair’s (1983)
‘short course on leadership’ in which he asserts
that the most important word in the leader’s
vocabulary is ‘we’ and that the least most impor-
tant word is ‘T".

Self-categorization determines whether
motivators are intrinsic or extrinsic

Arguments that motivation to perform a given task
varies as a function of whether or not that task
appeals to a salient self-category can be extended
to suggest that self-categorization processes play a
crucial role in determining whether particular
motivators are perceived to be either internal to
the self and intrinsic or external to the self and
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extrinsic. Indeed, because the self is defined at
different levels of abstraction, we would predict
that a motivator that is perceived to be extrinsic
when a person’s personal identity is salient, can be
redefined as intrinsic when they define themselves
in terms of a more inclusive identity (say, in terms
of team or organizational membership; Ashforth &
Mael, 1989, p. 27). This point was recognized by
Katz (1964b) when he observed:

The pattern of motivation associated with value
expression and self-identification [with the organiza-
tion as a whole] has great potentialities for the inter-
nalization of the goals of the subsystems and of the
total system. ... Where this pattern prevails individuals
take over organizational objectives as part of their own
personal goals. (p. 142; see also Katz & Kahn, 1966,
p. 346; Shamir, 1991; Thompson & McHugh, 1995,
pp. 309-10)

The status of supervisor feedback provides an
important illustration of this argument (see
Hopkins, 1997). In contexts where the supervisor
and supervisee are acting in terms of different
social (or personal) identities (as will often be the
case in intra-organizational contexts), the feedback
of the supervisor may be associated with a non-
self-category and, hence, will have no role (or a
negative one) in validating and motivating the
behaviour of the worker. On the other hand, where
the supervisor is instructed to take the perspective
of the supervisee (or in any other context where
their interaction is dictated by common social cat-
egory membership), this should enhance the fit of
a shared social identity in terms of which the
supervisor’s feedback will be seen as self-relevant
and intrinsic. Accordingly, in such circumstances
feedback should play a more positive motivational
role. This analysis fits with data reported by
Harackiewicz and her colleagues in an extensive
programme of studies looking at the role that
contextual factors play in mediating between
supervisor feedback and the motivation and per-
ceptions of the work supervisee (see, for example,
Harackiewicz & Larson, 1986; Harackiewicz,
Manderlink & Sansone, 1984; for a review see
Harackiewicz & Sansone, 1991; see also Ellemers,
van Rijswijk, Bruins & De Gilder, 1998; discussed
in Chapter 8 below). On this basis we can again
assert that work in general is motivated in a manner
consistent with neither Theory X nor Theory Y
(nor by some hybrid set of motivations, as sug-
gested by Ouchi’s Theory Z, 1981; Ouchi & Jaeger,
1978). Instead, Theory Y assumptions will tend to
apply when supervisor and worker share the same
social identity, but Theory X assumptions will tend
to apply when they don’t.

Moreover, this appreciation of the variable status
of feedback leads to the second important implica-
tion of the social identity approach for the analysis

of work motivation. It points to the role that social
influence plays in this process. Evidence that group
interaction has an important motivational influ-
ence in the workplace goes back to the Hawthorne
studies that we discussed in Chapter 1. There
members of the informal workteams provided ver-
bal and occasionally physical feedback (in the form
of ‘binging’) aimed at maintaining uniform output
across group members. Thus, under these circum-
stances, even if individuals had a very high or very
low personal need for achievement, social factors
ultimately played a defining role in shaping and
standardizing the motivations and behaviour of
individual workers.

Of course, in cases where workers are physically
restrained from working harder or where the threat
of such intervention exists, it is easy to see why
workers might forsake their personal motivations
and comply with those of the group. Yet, as Mayo
(1949) made clear in his own research, such cases
were the exception rather than the rule and most
of the time seasoned workers sought and happily
conformed to group norms (see also Salancik &
Pfeffer, 1978; Tannenbaum, 1966, pp. 65-9;
Zander, 1985, p. 6). Why? This question becomes
even more intriguing in light of arguments that
most people are driven by higher-order goals of
self-actualization and personal growth (as sug-
gested by McGregor, Herzberg and others). One
common answer is that factory workers are natu-
rally sluggish and have a low need for achievement
(along the lines suggested by McClelland, 1985;
McClelland & Winter, 1969). Perhaps they come
from that section of the community that Murrell
(1976, p. 78; after Maslow) identifies as being per-
manently adolescent and unwilling to accept
responsibility or take advantage of opportunities?

This argument certainly fits with ideas that
many managers want to believe, along the lines of
McGregor’s Theory X. However, it is inconsistent
with evidence that groups also bring underper-
formers (referred to as ‘chiselers’ at the Hawthorne
plant) back into the fold and that, under certain cir-
cumstances, extremely high levels of group perfor-
mance are demanded and achieved (for example,
as part of a war effort or in concerted teamwork;
Sewell, 1998; see Chapter 9 below). An alternative
answer, consistent with the approach we outlined
in Chapter 2, is that, under conditions where
workers come to define themselves in terms of a
common social identity, they are motivated to
identify and live up to shared group norms because
those norms — not the individual’s idiosyncratic
personal goals or values — are self-defining. Here,
then, because the workers’ sense of self — who they
are — is defined by a social category, mutual social
influence with others who are perceived to be
interchangeable representatives of that category is
an important means of self-validation and self-
regulation. As Zander (1971) puts it:



The fact that members have accepted one another’s
beliefs toward a common end causes each participant
to accept the shared ideas of colleagues as a prime
basis of truth. As a result of such events, a group’s
purpose tends to be approved by members, and each
expects to act in accord with that purpose. Because all
feel it is proper to accept the group’s purpose, they
give that objective common support. (p. 6)

Importantly, though, this influence is confined to
members of the relevant social self-category (‘us’)
and does not extend across category boundaries
(to ‘them’). So workers do not have free-floating
needs for relatedness, cohesiveness, solidarity and
respect (as needs theories tend to suggest). Instead,
these needs are associated with a specific group
membership that is internalized and serves as a
guide and motivator for behaviour in a specific
working context. However, it is worth noting that,
despite the fact that social influence played such a
pivotal role in determining workers’ collaborative
efforts at the Hawthorne plant and in other follow-
up studies (Coch & French, 1948; Mayo, 1949;
Roethlisberger & Dickson, 1939; Seashore, 1954),
its impact on work motivation has been subjected
to very little direct investigation since (see Salancik &
Pfeffer, 1978). Moreover, in what can only be seen
as a major oversight, consideration of the influence
process is conspicuously absent from almost all
contemporary theorizing in this area. As Moreland,
Argote and Krishnan (1996) lament, ‘what’s so
surprising is not that such collaboration occurs, but
that so few psychologists (who claim social influ-
ence as their area) acknowledge or investigate

it’ (p. 84).

SOME EMPIRICAL TESTS OF THE
SOCIAL IDENTITY APPROACH

Need for achievement as a socially
mediated outcome

The above analysis argues strongly that the social
dimensions of motivation are a product of the
group’s definition in context. So, for example, a
person locked into membership of a low-status
group is more likely to be motivated by ‘lower-
level’ needs and interests associated with that
group membership than someone who believes it is
possible to leave such a group. Consistent with this
argument, a large body of work from a social iden-
tity perspective has shown that factors of organiza-
tional stratification, perceived permeability and
legitimacy all serve to influence both a person’s
awareness of their identity as a group member and
their identification with the group (Ellemers, van
Knippenberg, De Vries & Wilke, 1988; Ellemers,
van Knippenberg & Wilke, 1990; Ellemers, Wilke &
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van Knippenberg, 1993; Lalonde & Silverman, 1994;
Taylor, Moghaddam, Gamble & Zellerer, 1987;
Turner & Brown, 1978). Illustrative of such work,
Ellemers et al. (1993) found that members of low-
status minimal groups were more likely to identify
with that group when they believed it was impos-
sible to leave it. Moreover, identification with the
group and a concern to achieve group-based goals
was heightened for members of all low-status
groups (permeable and impermeable alike) when
the group’s status was unstable and its members
thought there was an opportunity to improve its
fortunes collectively.

An important corollary to these arguments is
that these same factors should also help define an
individual’s higher-order needs. In other words, to
the extent that individuals set about collectively
pursuing group goals, they should display corre-
spondingly less interest in their own individual
advancement. So, as suggested by Sorrentino
(1973; Sorrentino & Field, 1986), personal need for
achievement (like social need for achievement)
could be the outcome of a social process rather than
a hard-wired individual difference. In the words of
Crockett (1966, p. 201), ‘it can be argued ... that
the experience of upward mobility may produce an
increase in the strength of the achievement motive’
(see also Crockett, 1964; Hyman, 1953).

Indeed, armed with this analysis, most of the evi-
dence put forward by individual difference theo-
rists can be reinterpreted in a manner that supports
predictions derived from the social identity
approach (Parker, 1997). The fact that, in Andrews’
research, workers at Firm A had higher levels of
need for achievement than those at Firm B can
thus be seen to be a product of the fact that Firm A
was experiencing greater growth and was therefore
in a position to offer its workers greater prospects
for promotion and pay rises (see McClelland &
Winter, 1969, p. 12). In other words, in this com-
pany, the boundaries between groups of different
status were highly permeable, making personal
identity-based advancement a much more realistic
prospect than was the case in Firm B. Similarly, it is
apparent from descriptions of the Ibo and Hausa,
that differences in need for achievement between
the members of these tribes could be attributed to
cultural differences (McClelland & Winter, 1969,
pp. 8-9). Specifically, the Ibo were far more
Westernized and had largely abandoned the rigid
intratribal stratification that represented an obstacle
to individual progress. Accordingly, for them a
strategy for advancement based on their personal
identity made much more sense.

Clearly, though, this reanalysis is inconclusive
and merely indicates that it is possible to put a very
different spin on research that has been used to
sustain an individual difference approach. Indeed,
because most of the data relating to need for
achievement is correlational, the causal role of
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Figure 4.3 Group members’ need for achievement as a function of group status and the permeability

of group boundaries (from Parker, 1997)

both personality and social structural factors is
impossible to establish from studies of this form (a
point acknowledged by Crockett, 1966, p. 201; see
also Pfeffer, 1998, p. 740). In order to provide a
more telling test of the above arguments, Parker
(1997) conducted an experimental study that
investigated the impact of two theoretically impor-
tant social structural variables (group status and
boundary permeability) on individuals’ need for
achievement.

The participants in the research were school
leavers who were all shown a video presenting
information about the graduate training pro-
gramme supposedly being run by a fictional organ-
ization (‘Delta Micro-Systems’). They were also
presented with a diagram that represented the
three-tier structure of this company: Level A (high
status), Level B (intermediate status) and Level C
(low status). The students were told that they
would be randomly assigned to one of the three
levels because the management did not have
enough time to assign them to these levels system-
atically. As well as this, half the students were pre-
sented with a video in which the company was
described as forward-looking, flexible and fair so
that ‘if you have been placed at a lower level in the
company it will only take a little hard work and
perseverance to gain entrance to the higher more
demanding and responsible positions’. However,
the remainder of the students were told that Delta
Micro-Systems was old-fashioned, contemptuous

of its employees and set in its ways. As a result,
these school leavers could not expect ‘to move or
advance at all in the company’ and had to be pre-
pared to stay at the level they were assigned.

After being given this information, all the
students completed a questionnaire. This measured
their identification with the group to which they
had been assigned, their level of ingroup
favouritism (using matrices similar to those in
Tajfel et al., 1971) and their need for achievement
(based on relevant items from the Manifest Needs
Questionnaire developed by Steers & Braunstein,
1976). Results from the first measures indicated
that all participants identified with their assigned
identity and that they tended to favour groups that
had higher status. This finding supports the argu-
ment that ingroup favouritism is not a universal
cognitive bias, but a response to perceived social
structure (Mummendey & Simon, 1989; Reynolds
et al., 2000; Skevington, 1980; Tajfel & Turner,
1979). Yet, most importantly for the present dis-
cussion, results on the need for achievement mea-
sure indicated that this too was dramatically
affected by these same structural factors. These
results are presented in Figure 4.3.

From this figure it is clear that students had sig-
nificantly greater need for achievement to the
extent that they were assigned to a higher-status
group and group boundaries were believed to be
permeable. Most notably, while students generally
indicated that they had quite high levels of need



for achievement, those who were told that they
were locked into membership of the low-status
group had a level of need for achievement that was
more than two scale points lower on a seven-point
scale than the group with the highest need for
achievement. Yet the process of randomly assigning
participants to experimental groups ensures that
the inherent motivation of students was no different
across the experiment’s various conditions. Accord-
ingly, we can only conclude that the divergent
levels of motivation displayed by the various
groups in this study were an emergent product of
the particular social environment they confronted.

Parker’s findings thus provide strong support for
the proposition that individual differences in need
for achievement are in substantial part the out-
come of social psychological processes of the form
described by social identity and self-categorization
theorists (see, for example, Turner & Onorato,
1999). These emergent differences will obviously
have an ongoing impact on people’s work motiva-
tion, but, for theoretical and practical purposes, it
is important to recognize that their origins lie
as much (if not substantially more) in social and
organizational structure as in the individual’s unique
psychological make-up.

This conclusion has practical relevance, too — for
example, in helping us understand why women’s
motivation levels are found to drop relative to
men’s if they are exposed to a male-dominated
organizational culture and an associated ‘glass ele-
vator’ for men and ‘glass ceiling’ for women (for
relevant empirical evidence see van Vianen &
Fischer, 2002). As van Vianen and Fischer (2002)
argue, the atrophy of managerial ambition among
female employees does not occur because women
are inherently (for example, biologically) less moti-
vated than men to achieve organizational success
and neither is it simply an issue of recruitment or
selection. Instead their disengagement is better
understood as a learned response to the particular
social and organizational realities they encounter
(see also Schmitt et al., 2003). The key to motivat-
ing more women to advance into management
positions is therefore not to promote better recruit-
ment practices, but to develop more equitable
organizations.

Social identification as a basis for
organizational commitment and citizenship

When Ashforth and Mael (1989) first outlined the
possible applications of social identity theory to
organizational settings, their discussion focused on
the role of organizational identification — ‘a specific
form of social identification’ associated with defin-
ition of the self in terms of the organization as a
whole (Ashforth & Mael, 1989, p. 22). In particular,
this was because they noted the correspondence
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(and confusion) between this construct and that of
organizational commitment — commitment to the
goals and values of the organization as a whole and
a willingness to exert effort on its behalf (see also
Dutton et al., 1994, p. 242; Mowday, Steers &
Porter, 1979; Salancik, 1977). Organizational com-
mitment occupies an important place in the
research literature because it has been shown to be
a very good predictor of a range of important
behaviour, including employee turnover, employees’
adherence to organizational values and their will-
ingness to perform extra-role duties (that is, to do
more than is formally asked of them). However,
Ashforth and Mael argued that identification may
also be a useful construct in this regard because it
relies on internalization of the organization’s goals,
whereas some forms of commitment can simply
reflect attraction to the resources the organization
offers (O’Reilly & Chatman, 1986; Tyler, 1999a).

Consistent with these claims, a number of studies
have shown that the concepts of organizational
commitment and organizational identification can
be empirically distinguished (Mael & Ashforth,
1992; Mael & Tetrick, 1992). As suggested by social
identity and self-categorization theories, research
has also shown that organizational identification is
likely to be increased to the extent that the ingroup
is positively distinct from other groups. For
example, Mael and Ashforth (1992) found that
alumni of a religious college were more likely to
identify with that college to the extent that
they perceived it to be prestigious and expound a
distinct educational and religious philosophy.
Moreover, this identification was also an important
predictor of those alumni’s behaviour in relation to
their former college. Those who identified more
strongly were more willing to contribute funds to
the college, send their children there and attend
college functions.

As a slight variant on this position, van
Knippenberg and van Schie (2000) note that, for a
range of reasons, employees’ primary identification
will often not be with the organization as a whole
but with their specific work group or team (see
also Barker & Tomkins, 1994; Brewer, 1995;
Ellemers, de Gilder & Haslam, in press; Hennessy &
West, 1999; Kramer, 1993; Lembke & Wilson,
1998; Reade, 2001; Van Dick, Wagner, Stellmacher
& Christ, in press). Indeed, this prediction follows
from the principles of (a) comparative fit and
(b) positive distinctiveness that we discussed in
Chapter 2 (Brewer, 1991; Deschamps & Brown,
1983; Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner, 1985). These
principles suggest that social identities are likely to
become salient at a level below that of the organ-
izational category as a whole (at a departmental,
divisional or work team level, for example) because,
in an intra-organizational context, (a) people
should be more likely to make comparisons
between different work groups than between
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different organizations and (b) suborganizational
identities allow employees to feel that their
ingroup is in some way ‘special’ and distinct from
others. Consistent with these assertions, van
Knippenberg and van Schie (2000) found that in
two organizational samples (local government
workers and university employees), individuals’
identification with their immediate work group
was higher than with the organization as a whole.
As well as this, identification with this lower-level
self-category was a much better predictor of a
range of key work-related variables, including job
satisfaction, job involvement and intention to
continue working for the organization. Moreover,
work group identification was also a better pre-
dictor of work motivation and job involvement
(as measured by items such as ‘I am always pre-
pared to do my best’). Similar patterns have also
been predicted and observed by a number of
other researchers who note that workers are often
committed to different organizational constituen-
cies rather than to an organization as a whole
(Becker, 1992; Becker & Billings, 1993; Hunt &
Morgan, 1994; Reichers, 1986; see Ouwerkerk
et al., 1999).

However, as van Knippenberg and van Schie
(2000, p. 140) note, these findings do not imply
that work group identification will always be a
better predictor of organizational behaviour than
identification with the organization as a whole. The
principle of comparative fit would lead one to pre-
dict, for example, that the importance of organiza-
tional identification as a predictor of behaviour
would increase to the extent that people make
interorganizational comparisons — as they might be
more inclined to do in multi-organizational com-
parative contexts. Indeed, an extended frame of
reference of this form was very likely to have been
salient for the college alumni studied by Mael and
Ashforth (1982).

The contribution of different forms of social
identification to organizational behaviour has also
been examined in an extensive programme of
experimental research conducted by Ouwerkerk
and his colleagues (1999). Based on work by
Ellemers, Kortekaas and Ouwerkerk (1999) and
consistent with claims made by Ashforth and Mael
(1989; Mael & Tetrick, 1992) and Tajfel and Turner
(1979), these researchers distinguish between two
components of social identification and argue that
these may have distinct implications for organiza-
tional behaviour (for related arguments see also
Bergami & Bagozzi, 2000; Cameron, in press; Van
Dick et al., in press). The cognitive/perceptual
aspects correspond closely to the concept of organ-
izational identification as defined by Ashforth and
Mael (1989). Ouwerkerk et al. (1999) propose that
these can be distinguished conceptually from the
emotional or affective aspects of social identifica-
tion, which are more consistent with the notion of

organizational commitment. They argue that these
aspects are particularly likely to come to the fore
when a group is under threat — for example, as a
consequence of intergroup competition or an overt
challenge to its status.

Moreover, Ouwerkerk et al. (1999) argue that
this team-oriented affective commitment can be
usefully differentiated from an individual’s com-
mitment to his or her personal goals (referred to as
career commitment). This claim was supported in
two large studies conducted by Ellemers, De
Gilder and van den Heuvel (1998). In both of
these studies, affective commitment to the work
group emerged as a much better predictor of a
person’s willingness to engage in extra role helping
behaviour and so-called organizational citizenship
behaviour (Organ, 1988, 1990, 1997; a core com-
ponent of contextual performance; Borman &
Motowidlo, 1997; see Figure 4.4 below) than
career commitment. In the first study, these pat-
terns were also supported by reports of actual
behaviour in a one-year follow-up questionnaire
and, in the second study, they were supported by
supervisors’ independent ratings of employee per-
formance. However, in both studies, career com-
mitment was a much better predictor of behaviour
that fostered individual mobility (such as willing-
ness to attend training courses) than commitment
to the team.

In line with the arguments presented earlier in
this chapter, it thus appears that when people’s
work behaviour is determined by a salient personal
identity, they are likely to engage in activities that
advance their personal status (for example, to
obtain additional qualifications). On the other
hand, when they act in terms of a salient social
identity, they are likely to work hard to promote
the interests of the group with which that identity
is associated (by helping out new employees and
performing other ‘thankless’ tasks, for example). As
Lembke and Wilson (1998, p. 931) argue, ‘team-
work needs to be motivated by more than individ-
ualistic (personal) benefits and is intimately linked
to the social identity of the team’ (see also Dutton
et al., 1994; Haslam, Powell et al., 2000; van
Knippenberg, 2000).

To the extent that organizational researchers are
interested in predicting and encouraging collective
forms of behaviour (as they often are), they may
therefore need to focus less on motivation associ-
ated with personal identity (such as need for
achievement) and more on motivation rooted in
social identification. This approach appears to be
justified further by evidence that the utility of indi-
vidual-based motivators is likely to be confined to
relatively weak interpersonal situations (see
Kanfer, 1994, p. 11; Weiss & Adler, 1984) and of
little help in predicting who will get going when
the going gets tough (for example, in intergroup
settings; Ouwerkerk et al., 1999).



The importance of identity-based
pride and respect

The work discussed so far all suggests that social
identification will play a key motivational role in
relation to a range of important organizational
behaviour. Three that are particularly important are
compliance (willingness to conform to group norms
and follow rules), extra-role pro-organizational
behaviour (helping out beyond the call of duty) and
loyalty. In an effort to explore the social psychological
underpinnings of these three types of behaviour in
more detail, Tyler and his colleagues (Smith & Tyler,
1997; Smith, Tyler & Huo, 2003; Tyler, 1999a,
1999b; Tyler & Blader, 2000; Tyler, Degoey &
Smith, 1996) have conducted a major programme
of research that explicitly compares accounts of
their origins put forward by social identity and
social exchange theories.

In his review of the field, Tyler (1999a) points to
the sheer impracticality of seeking to obtain posi-
tive organizational outcomes by means of an
approach based on principles of social exchange. As
one example, he raises the case of a company
attempting to retain an employee who has received
a better job offer from another firm. Dealing with
this by matching the offer may succeed in retaining
the employee, but it is a costly and demanding
process. Moreover, it may create more problems
than it resolves because, domino-like, it creates
new inequities for other members of the organiza-
tion. How are these to be dealt with? An additional
problem is that the concern with social exchange
may itself communicate to employees that the
work they are engaged in only has extrinsic worth
and is not something to be engaged in for its own
intrinsic sake. As we saw earlier, this may have a
further demotivating impact (Harackiewicz &
Sansone, 1991; Lepper et al., 1973). Indeed, to the
extent that they are motivating at all, rewards
appear only to motivate people to gain rewards or
avoid punishment. They fail spectacularly in moti-
vating people to engage in the desired organiza-
tional activity with any gusto or imagination (see
Kohn, 2000). As well as this, managers’ beliefs that
they can (and must) deal with staff by using sys-
tems of rewards and punishment can lead to an
‘ideology of control’, rather like that envisaged
under McGregor’s Theory X (Pfeffer, 1997; Tyler &
Blader, 2000). The basic problem with an
exchange-based strategy, then, is that it leads to a
toxic downward spiral of ‘What’s in it for me?’
behaviour, which works against the ‘What’s in it for
us?’ perspective that is required if the organization
is to succeed.

Along the lines of the arguments put forward
earlier in this chapter, Tyler (1998, 1999a, Tyler &
Blader, 2000, 2001) argues that the rational alter-
native to this approach is one where the individual
internalizes the values and goals of the organization
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by defining them as part of self (see also Alvesson,
2000). Indeed, this process would seem to play a
major role in the success of goal-setting strategies
that allow goals to become self-involving (Locke,
1968; see also Brown & Leigh, 1996; Nicholls,
1984). As Wegge (2000; Wegge & Haslam, 2003)
has shown, goal setting is also likely to be particu-
larly effective where group members’ participation
in the goal-setting process makes social identity
salient and thereby encourages individuals to
define a group’s goal as relevant to their sense of
collective self. Here, after values are internalized,
‘people want to follow rules and live up to values,
even when they are not being monitored and
reward or punishment are unlikely’ (Tyler &
Blader, 2001, p. 58).

In order to test this hypothesis, Tyler (1999a)
conducted a multinational study of nearly 650
employees. As predicted, internalized values were a
significant predictor of the three types of coopera-
tive organizational behaviour identified above (rule
following, extra-role activities, loyalty). More strik-
ingly, variance in internalized values accounted for
about 14 per cent of the variance in these types of
behaviour, but only about 3 per cent was associated
with variance in the perceived utility of outcomes
associated with organizational membership.

Extending this analysis, Tyler (1999a, 1999b) has
gone on to investigate how organizational pride and
respect contribute to pro-organizational behaviour.
Pride reflects an individual’s positive feelings about
their group and respect is associated with the
group’s positive feelings about the individual. Pride
is therefore derived from the relative status of an
organization as it is judged in the eyes of others
(Dukerich, Golden & Shortell, 2002). Respect, on
the other hand, derives from the status of an indi-
vidual within it (that is, his or her prototypicality in
relation to that social category). This can be based
on their formal or informal position within the
organization (for example, as a full- or part-time
worker, Chattopadhyay & George, 2001; Veenstra
& Haslam, 2002; or as a newcomer or an old-timer,
Moreland, 1985).

Again, Tyler argues that these two status-based
constructs achieve their impact by enhancing social
identification with the organization rather than the
conditions of social exchange (see also Dukerich
et al., 2002). This argument is supported by the
findings of two studies, one using the same sample
as the above study and the second an additional
409 workers from Chicago (for further evidence
see Smith & Tyler, 1997). Here workers’ perceptions
of outcome utility (that is, their judgements of
whether or not work afforded them appreciable
benefits), accounted on average for less than 1 per
cent of the variance in employees’ organizational
rule following, helping behaviour and loyalty over
and above that of their organizationally based sense
of respect and pride. On the other hand, respect



18

Psychology in Organizations

Psychological
state

Group-based
pride and

respect

Organizational
behaviour

Group-serving '—\

Source of
motivation

Organizational _

citizenship Social

needs

* loyalty norms

* rule-following goals

* extra-role -
behaviour ygiene
factors

Social Salient self-
psychological categorization
context
Social
identity
Natgre of Self as
social member of
relations team or
organization
Permeability (we)
of group
boundaries
Belief
structures
Personal
Personal identity
status
Self as
Group status indi\(/li;jual

Career
commitment

Individual-serving Personal

needs
Personal

advancement

norms
goals

Figure 4.4 Two dimensions of motivation: a schematic representation of the relationship between
level of self-categorization, organizational behaviour and different classes of motivator

and pride accounted on average for about 18 per
cent of the variance over and above that associated
with outcome utility. On this basis Tyler (1999a)
concludes:

To some extent, people are more likely to act on behalf
of organizations which provide them with desired
resources. However, these resource-based influences
are small in magnitude when compared to the influence
of status-based judgements of pride and respect. (p. 208)

As an interesting but important nuance to these find-
ings, another pattern also emerges consistently from
the research of Tyler and his colleagues. This indicates
that individuals’ sense of pride is linked more
strongly to organizational rule following while
respect is associated more with a tendency to engage
in extra-role helping behaviour. As Tyler points out,
this finding fits perfectly with the social identity
approach, as pride derives from the high status of the
organization as a whole that individuals are moti-
vated to preserve collectively by adherence to shared
norms and rules. Respect, however, is conferred on
certain individuals within the organization and gives
them licence to act creatively — as trusted members
of the group — to pursue group interests.

In this regard, pride and respect correspond
closely to the interrelated concepts of followership
and leadership that we discussed in the previous
chapter. Pride in the group as a whole motivates
group members to act in a uniform manner as
followers, while prototypicality-based respect
empowers individuals to act in a leadership role on
behalf of the group. Importantly, too, both appear
to be aspects of a shared sense of self rather than to
derive from a crude exchange of resources.

CONCLUSION

This chapter has covered a lot of ground. Yet,
despite the plethora of seemingly distinct theoretical
approaches to motivation, a unity of process can be
detected within them all. At heart, this unity arises
from the fact that the nature of work motivation is
bound up with workers’ sense of who they are.
Figure 4.4 attempts to summarize this argument
and draws on a number of research programmes
informed by social identity theory (for example,
those of Dutton et al., 1994; Ouwerkerk et al., 1999;



Tyler, 1999a; van Knippenberg and van Schie,
2000).

From this figure, and the considerable body of
research that speaks to this point, it can be seen
that, where the self is defined in terms of personal
identity, individuals are motivated to enhance
themselves as individuals. This can typically be
detected in measures of need for achievement and
career commitment and manifests itself in, among
other things, a desire for personal self-actualization,
personal growth and the acquisition of personal
skills and resources.

However, this is only part of the story. A great
deal of organizational behaviour is actually struc-
tured not by personal identity, but by a sense of
shared group membership and a salient social iden-
tity. This can be defined at different levels of
abstraction and reflects the impact of a range of
variables that combine to define workers’ psycho-
logical and social structural environment. These
include the status of their work team and organ-
ization, the permeability of group and organizational
boundaries, the salient dimensions of social com-
parison and the comparative frame of reference.
When these serve to make an individual’s social
identity salient, he or she will be motivated less by
purely personal gain and more by the prospect of
contributing to group goals and thereby achieving
collective self-actualization. Here the worker dis-
plays greater sensitivity to the quality of social rela-
tions, is more responsive to the views of other
ingroup members and conforms more to group
norms. Importantly, too, where this form of moti-
vation has traditionally been seen as inferior or
second-rate, it is actually uniquely associated with
a range of potentially positive organizational
behaviour, including rule following, helping behav-
iour and loyalty. Under conditions of social identity
salience, workers are also more likely to provide,
receive and benefit from social support (Hopkins,
1997; Terry, Neilsen & Perchard, 1993; see Chapter 10
below).

Exactly how positive the products of social moti-
vation are perceived to be will depend on the goals
and interests of the group with which the individual
identifies. Certainly, the fact that employees often
identify with groups that do not share the interests
and perspective of management (and, hence, may
be motivated to reach goals of underperformance;
see Chapter 9 below) is one reason for the motiva-
tional influence of groups having often been
maligned in the past. Yet, from the arguments
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presented in this chapter, we can see that researchers
are doing the field of motivation a disservice to the
extent that they overlook its social dimensions. In
part, this is because such oversight neglects aspects
of motivation that make a large (and, in many
instances, the largest) contribution to what people
seek to achieve in their work. More importantly, by
focusing only on the personal dimensions of this
topic, the field as a whole loses the opportunity to
integrate the wealth of existing knowledge within a
unified theoretical understanding of the motivation
process.

FURTHER READING

Early research into work motivation by Maslow,
Herzberg, McGregor and others makes fascinating
reading for psychologists and non-psychologists
alike. In this regard, the volume by Vroom and
Deci (1970) is an excellent sourcebook that con-
tains chapters by a range of influential theorists.
The reviews by Harackiewicz and Sansone (1991)
and Kanfer (1994) provide comprehensive and
detailed coverage of more recent progress in
this field. For additional insights into the role of
social identity and self-categorization processes
in organizational motivation and behaviour it is
also well worth reading the review papers by
Ellemers et al. (in press), Tyler (1999a) and van
Knippenberg (2000).
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COMMUNICATION AND INFORMATION MANAGEMENT

If you asked a sample of managers the question
‘What did you do at work today?’, the answers you
are likely to receive would probably indicate that
most spent the greater proportion of their time
engaging in some form of communication. Phoning
clients, e-mailing colleagues, discussing projects
with team members, faxing customers, advising
employees, chatting with friends — this is the stuff
of day-to-day organizational life. Accordingly,
estimates suggest that around three-quarters of
managers’ time is taken up with various acts of
communication (Klemmer & Snyder, 1972;
Mintzberg, 1973). Indeed, having completed a
series of detailed observational studies in a rela-
tively technical research laboratory, Klemmer and
Snyder were able to sum up their findings in one
sentence:

The conclusion of all studies is that communication
with people, not equipment, is the principal focus of
activity for the professional [person] as well as the
administrator, clerk, secretary and technician. (1972,
p. 157)

Moreover, the significance of this topic is revealed
by the fact that communication is integral to each
of the various content areas addressed in the chap-
ters of this book. Without communication there
could be no leadership, no motivation, no decision
making, no negotiation, no power. There could be
no productivity or collective action either because,
in the absence of communication, people would
have no notion of what to produce and do or of
why they should. For this reason, when we come
across organizational failure in any of these areas, it
is common to perceive communication problems
to lie at its root. Thus, poor leadership, low motiva-
tion, faulty negotiation, underperformance and
stress are often seen to result from a ‘failure to get
a message across’ or from a general paucity of infor-
mation. ‘No one knew what was going on’, ‘Our
wires were crossed’, ‘I'm not sure we're speaking

the same language’, ‘Why wasn’t I told?’ — these are
common complaints of exasperated employers and
employees alike.

Yet, precisely because it relates to so many dif-
ferent activities and takes so many different forms,
communication itself is not an easy concept to
define (Krauss & Fussell, 1996). Testament to this,
in surveying the different definitions put forward
by researchers, Dance (1970; see also Putnam,
Phillips & Chapman, 1996) identified 15 discrete
meanings of the term. These range from those that
define communication as activity pertaining to any
form of interaction to those that see it as the means
by which any discontinuous parts of the living
world are united. Broadly speaking, however, most
researchers agree that communication is character-
ized by (a) the transfer of information from one
party to another and (b) the transfer of meaning
(see, for example, Katz & Kahn, 1966, p. 223;
Roberts, O’Reilly, Bretton & Porter, 1974, p. 501).

The significance of the distinction between
information and meaning arises from the fact that
the transfer of information alone does not ensure
effective communication. For example, if by mak-
ing the statement ‘The mail has arrived’ a person
intends that the person to whom they are speaking
should come and pick up a parcel, it is clear that
the potential exists for this to be misunderstood as
implying something else (perhaps that the speaker
is very busy or that a long-standing industrial dis-
pute has been resolved; Grice, 1975; Semin, 1997).
In order to be effective and useful, the recipient
must therefore imbue the message with the same
significance and purpose as is intended by its
source.

Essentially, then, communication is the process
of sharing information within a shared interpreta-
tive framework that allows that information to be
meaningful and useful (see Krauss & Fussell,
1996). How, though, does this occur and what
makes it possible? The broad goal of this chapter is
to attempt to answer these questions and explain



how social and psychological factors combine in
different ways to render organizational communi-
cation both effective and ineffective. Following
from the above points, it looks at the factors that
dictate whether or not (a) information is shared,
and (b) that sharing is conducive to the emergence
of shared meaning.

In doing this, the chapter moves towards an inte-
grated analysis of the nature of information and
meaning that sheds light on a number of long-
standing conundrums in the field — in particular, the
question of how communication of the same mes-
sage between the same parties can have very differ-
ent impacts as a function of apparently subtle
changes in social psychological context. The argu-
ment we put forward suggests that the key to
resolving such issues lies in an appreciation of the
way in which subjectively apprehended features of
any communicative context are able to redefine the
self-categorical relationship between participants in
the communication process and, hence, change
their psychological orientation towards each other.
Communication is viewed both as a determinant
and a product of this categorical relationship
(O’Reilly, Chatman & Anderson, 1987; Roberts
et al., 1974) and this role as both cause and effect
underlines its status as a core organizational activity
and pivotal feature of organizational dynamics.

AN OVERVIEW OF COMMUNICATION RESEARCH

The structural approach

In an influential review of research into organiza-
tional communication, Roberts et al. (1974) iden-
tify a number of approaches that correspond
closely to those we discussed in Chapter 1. We saw
in that chapter that Taylor’s economic approach
suggested that management functions in organiza-
tions should be concentrated in the hands of man-
agers and, hence, that they should be the source of
most organizational communication. Within this
scheme, it was recommended that information
flow downwards through an organization from
those qualified to instruct to those destined to be
instructed. Thus:

Almost every act of the workman should be preceded
by one or more preparatory acts of management
which enable him to do his work better and quicker
than he otherwise could. And each man should daily
be taught by and receive the most friendly help from
those who are over him. (Taylor, 1911, p. 26; see also
pp. 37-9, 44-6)

The approach that has most clearly built on this
line of thinking is a structural (or mechanistic) one.
Work in this tradition attempts to discover ‘the one
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best way’ in which communication networks and
channels might be arranged in order to optimize
organizational outcomes. Yet, researchers who
adopt this approach have tended to discover that
there are many different ways in which information
can flow effectively through an organization
(Bavelas & Barrett, 1951). Accordingly, they have
redefined their task as being to identify which of
these are most appropriate for different situations.
Typical research involves arranging research part-
icipants in different communicative configurations
(like those presented in Figure 5.1) and then examin-
ing how these affect the flow of information, the
accuracy with which it is transmitted and the
extent to which it facilitates group performance.
The result is a contingency solution (like those
favoured in much leadership research; for example,
by Fiedler, 1964; see Chapter 3 above), that matches
particular forms of communication network to
particular group outcomes.

[lustrative of such work, Smith (1956; cited in
Bavelas, 1956, pp. 499-501) presented each member
of a five-person group with a card on which there
were six different symbols. As a group their task was
to identify which of these symbols appeared on every
member’s card on the basis of written messages that
could only be passed through slots in a cubicle wall
to particular group members. In this way the experi-
menter controlled exactly who each person was able
to communicate with. Smith found that when the
communication configuration was linear (such as
configuration B in Figure 5.1) rather than circular
(configuration A), solutions were arrived at with
fewer errors and the group could adapt to meet par-
ticular task demands more quickly. In the interests of
efficiency, decentralized communicative networks
(like that in configuration A) were therefore not
recommended for simple tasks of this nature.

However, this and other research suggested that
participants were generally more satisfied with
decentralized communicative arrangements (such
as configuration A rather than B, C or D) and with
the group’s performance under these circum-
stances (see, for example, Bavelas & Barrett, 1951).
One reason for this is that, in centralized networks,
leadership roles tend to be concentrated in the
hands of the person who occupies one particular
position, while decentralized networks encourage
distributed leadership (see Figure 5.1). Research
also suggests that, partly for this reason, decent-
ralized arrangements may lead to more effective
communication when carrying out complicated
tasks (Burgess, 1969; Shaw, 1964, 1978; Stohl &
Redding, 1987).

The human relations approach

As Bavelas and Barrett (1951) and Leavitt (1972)
observed, a major problem with work that seeks to
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Some communication configurations for five-person groups (following Bavelas,1956,

Note: The numbers in the circles indicate the number of times that a person in that position was seen to be
fulfilling the role of leader; the thicker the line between circles the higher the overall level of group member
satisfaction (based on data reported by Leavitt, 1949; cited in Bavelas, 1960). The leader role is more distributed
and satisfaction is higher the more decentralized the structure.

identify and prescribe the ‘one best way’ of
communicating is that organizational communica-
tion is rarely an end in itself. Moreover, even if it is
seen as such, it is not clear on what dimensions the
quality of communication should be judged. In par-
ticular, because communication is necessarily a col-
laborative process, there are clearly problems with
an approach that judges the efficacy of communica-
tion simply in terms of information transfer. When
we greet colleagues on a Monday morning with the
question ‘Did you have a good weekend?’, the
answer we receive may be incidental to our ability to
do a good day’s work, but few people would suggest
that organizations would function more effectively
if these routine pleasantries were avoided.

Thus, reflecting on the results of the above stud-
ies, we can ask which is to be preferred — a network
that generates few errors but is associated with low
morale (such as configuration D) or a network with
high morale but more errors (such as configuration
A)? This is a dilemma that we are all aware of in
the workplace — managers with very direct and
controlling communicative styles may succeed in
achieving relatively well-defined organizational
objectives (to make sure that everyone is aware of
a new management policy, say), but, as a result, fail
to secure other less well-defined, but nonetheless
crucial, outcomes (to ensure that the new policy is
willingly followed, for example).

Sensitive to this issue, most of those researchers
whose work might have been used to further the
goals of scientific management actually rejected
this path in favour of an approach that cham-
pioned the social functions and requirements of

communication. Indeed, the study of communication
is probably the area of organizational studies in
which the human relations approach has had the
most impact, precisely because the social dimen-
sions of this phenomenon prove hard to deny.
Much of this impact followed directly from Mayo’s
own conviction that many of the organizational
problems he identified in his research at the
Hawthorne plant and elsewhere flowed directly
from poor communication. He thus argued that:

Failure of free communication between management
and workers in modern large-scale industry leads
inevitably to the exercise of caution by the working
group until such time as it knows clearly the range and
meaning of changes imposed from above. (Mayo,
1949, pp. 70-1; see also pp. 89-90).

Indeed, generalizing beyond research contexts,
Mayo (1949) argued that lack of communication
‘is beyond reasonable doubt the outstanding deficit
that civilization is facing today’ (pp. 20-1).

Within the human relations framework, a core
argument of researchers was that the social aspects
of communication must be attended to in order for
communication within organizations to be useful or
even to be said to have occurred. Along these lines,
Leavitt (1972) argued that effective communication
was much more a two-way than a one-way process
of the form envisaged by Taylor (1911). Moreover,
his own research showed that when individuals
approached a communicative task as if it were a
two-way rather than a one-way exercise, the nature
of their communication changed dramatically:



The [one-way] system is like a phonograph record.
Once it starts it must be played through. Hence it must
be planned very carefully. Two-way communication is
a very different strategy, a kind of ‘local’ strategy in
which the sender starts down one path, goes a little
way and then discovers he is on the wrong track,
makes a turn, discovers he is off a little again, makes
another turn and so on. He doesn’t need to plan so
much as he needs to listen, and be sensitive to the
feedback he is getting. ... Two-way communication
makes for more valid communication, and it appears
now that more valid communication results not only
in more accurate transmission of facts but also in
reorganized perceptions of relationships. (Leavitt,
1972, pp. 120-1; emphasis added)

As these statements suggest, the central message of
the human relations approach was that effective
organizational communication was characterized
by the flow of information both downwards and
upwards through an organization and that, where
this occurred, such communication was fundamen-
tally different to one-way downward communica-
tion and led to fundamentally different outcomes.
In effect, this difference mirrors that between
Theory X and Theory Y, between control and
mutual participation, between dictatorship and
democracy (McGregor, 1960).

Although this approach gained widespread cur-
rency in the organizational field, it had two core
problems. The first was that, like advocates of the
structural approach, human relations researchers
tended to assume that the features of communica-
tion networks were internal to the organization
and immune to external influences (such as the
gender or class of employees).

In order to address this problem, one significant
development of human relations work was open
systems theory (also known as natural systems theory
or just systems theory, Katz & Kahn, 1966). This
was based on the argument that:

Communication needs to be seen not as a process
occurring between any sender of messages and any
potential recipient, but in relation to the system in
which it occurs and the particular function it performs
in that system. (Katz & Kahn, 1966, p. 225)

Open systems theory also challenged the view
that communication is achieved via the free and
frequent transfer of information within an organi-
zation, suggesting that this is in fact a recipe
for Babel-like pandemonium. Instead, Katz and
Kahn (1966, p. 227) suggest that the key to under-
standing communication is to appreciate how
information processing is constrained and shaped
by ‘coding categories’ that serve as boundaries
between different subsystems within the organization.
These system-based categories, they argue, operate
like stereotypes to ‘impose omission, selection,
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refinement, elaboration, distortion, and transformation
upon the incoming information’ (p. 227). In this
way:

All members of an organization are affected by the
fact that they occupy a common organizational space
in contrast to those who are not members. By passing
the boundary and becoming a functioning member of
the organization, the person takes on some of the
coding system of the organization, since he accepts
some of its norms and values, absorbs some of its
subculture, and develops shared expectations and
values with other members. The boundary condition is
thus responsible for the dilemma that the person
within the system cannot perceive things and commu-
nicate about them in the same way that an outsider
would. (Katz & Kahn, 1966, p. 228)

Yet, although these theoretical developments
provided important new insights into the on-the-
ground complexities of organizational communica-
tion (and organizational functioning in general),
open systems theory still shared a second problem
with earlier structural work — namely, that it did
not lend itself to concrete empirical advance and
offered no detailed insights into psychological
process. Roberts et al. (1974) thus bemoaned the
fact that Katz and Kahn's theory ‘is constructed at
such an abstract level that it is difficult to reduce
its principles to testable hypotheses’ (p. 511). As
we argued in Chapter 1, what human relations
approaches offer in critical insight they tend to lack
in theoretical specificity.

The cognitive approach

In pointing to some of the links between the com-
munication process and processes of categorization
and stereotyping, one of the significant legacies of
Katz and Kahn's work was to lead researchers to
focus on the way in which the normal cognitive
activities of communicators open the door to com-
munication error and misunderstanding (see also
Campbell, 1958). In particular, this was because, as
we have seen, open systems theory argues that sub-
systems within an organization help to reduce
‘information overload’ but in the process also per-
turb and distort communication in various ways
(Katz & Kahn, 1966, pp. 231, 257). Following
Miller (1960), Katz and Kahn argued that the mal-
adaptive consequences of this overload for organ-
izations included (a) omission of key information,
(b) error in information transmission, (c) delay in
transmission, (d) filtering of information, (e) simpli-
fication of messages, (f) use of multiple communica-
tion channels or, most drastically, (g) escape by
communication avoidance.

This analysis provided researchers with ample
scope for experimentation and examination of
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psychological process. Indeed, in this regard,
developments in the communication literature
closely parallel those in the mainstream social
psychological literature on stereotyping in which
the idea of the information processor as ‘cognitive
miser’ held sway through much of the 1970s and
1980s (Fiske & Taylor, 1984; Oakes et al., 1994; see
Chapter 1 above). In both fields of enquiry
researchers have been concerned to identify cogni-
tive biases associated with people’s membership in
groups and their segmentation of the world along
group-based lines. These biases are assumed to save
information-processing energy but to introduce
certain forms of error as an unavoidable and unfor-
tunate by-product (see Oakes & Turner, 1990;
Spears & Haslam, 1997).

One commonly cited illustration of such bias is
provided by Snyder’s (1981a, 1981b) work into
confirmatory hypothesis testing. In this, partici-
pants are typically given information, or asked to
test a hypothesis, about a target person with whom
they believe they are going to interact. For exam-
ple, as part of a personality assessment exercise
they might be set the task of finding out whether
or not someone is introverted (Snyder & Swann,
1978). In studies of this form it is usually found
that participants ask questions in a way that serves
naturally to confirm the primed hypothesis or rel-
evant stereotype. So, if asked to find out whether or
not a woman is an extrovert, participants tend to
want to ask her ‘What is it about these situations
that makes you like to talk?’ rather than ‘What
factors make it hard for you to really open up to
people?” Similar processes of hypothesis confirma-
tion have also been found to play an important role
both in the interrogation of applicants during job
interviews and the interpretation of their responses
(Binning, Goldstein, Garcia & Scatteregia, 1988;
Macan & Dipboye, 1994; Phillips & Dipboye, 1989).
Indeed, because of such findings, Stohl and Redding
(1987, p. 479; after Campbell, 1958) suggest that
the tendency to distort information in order to make
it fit with expectations and pre-existing stereotypical
beliefs is probably the most prevalent cognitive bias
in organizational communication.

This confirmatory approach to hypothesis test-
ing obviously saves time (compared to a more
even-handed strategy), but Snyder (1981b, 1984)
argues that it is likely to create problems when the
primed hypothesis is wrong. He also argues that
this is especially true in light of empirical evidence
of a ‘self-fulfilling prophecy’ such that, as a result
of biased hypothesis testing, targets actually come
to behave in a manner consistent with participants’
expectations. Illustrative of this tendency, Snyder,
Tanke and Berscheid (1977) found that targets
believed by their interrogators to be attractive sub-
sequently responded in a more pleasant and ami-
able way to the interrogators’ communications
than those believed to be unattractive.

A great deal of communication research has
been of this general form, but one particularly large
body of work has focused on the cognitive
processes associated with information management
(see, for example, Larson, Christensen, Abbott &
Franz, 1996; Larson, Foster-Fishman & Keys, 1994;
Schittekatte & Van Hiel, 1996; Stasser & Stewart,
1992; Stasser & Titus, 1985, 1987; Stewart, Billings
& Stasser, 1998; Winquist & Larson, 1998; for a
review see Wittenbaum & Stasser, 1996). This
research has addressed the question of how people
pool information when they tackle collective tasks
and what processes may lead this pooling astray.

At the heart of this literature is a widespread
observation that when groups collectively handle
information they have a strong preference for
exchanging material that is common to all group
members rather than that to which only a minority
of members have access. This preference is typi-
cally revealed using a ‘biased sampling paradigm’ in
which all group members are given a different
body of information that pertains to a particular
activity in which they are engaged. For example,
Stasser and Titus (1985; also 1987; Stasser, Taylor &
Hanna, 1989) gave students different pieces of
biographical information about various candidates
for a job as president of a student organization.
What the researchers found was that, in appointing
a person to this position, the students’ decision was
primarily influenced by the information that all of
them had access to. Moreover, because this shared
information was unrepresentative of the total body
of information available, this meant that groups
failed to select the candidate who had the best
overall profile. Related research also suggests that
groups have a preference for sharing information
that they already know and is in line with the dom-
inant group sentiment rather than that which is
novel and potentially disturbing (Stasser & Titus,
1985, 1987). Such tendencies also seem to increase
as groups get larger, so that larger groups benefit
least from the potential to access new knowledge
(Stasser, 1992). In this way, an expert group often
finds itself ‘swimming against a strong current in
collective information sampling that floods group
discussions with already shared information’
(Wittenbaum & Stasser, 1996, p. 8).

Findings such as these have been replicated in a
number of organizational settings, including those
of medical patient diagnosis (Larson et al., 1996)
and jury decision making (Tindale, Smith, Thomas,
Filkins & Sheffey, 1996). Reviewing these findings,
Wittenbaum and Stasser (1996, p. 11) note that, in
a benign world where everyone has access to rep-
resentative subsets of information, a group’s over-
sampling of shared information can have beneficial
consequences — especially in helping to generate
confidence and commitment. However, they con-
sider these basic cognitive tendencies to have ‘dire
implications’ when this is not the case because
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In this example, if panel members focus on information that they all have access to (that is, X1, X2, Y1, Y2),
they will favour candidate Y over candidate X. In fact, though, there is more positive information about candidate X
(three positive pieces of information: X3, X4, X5, and two negative X1, X2) than candidate Y (three negative pieces

of information: Y3, Y4, Y5, and two positive Y1, Y2).

superior outcomes are concealed by hidden informa-
tion profiles of the type illustrated in Figure 5.2.

Considerable research attention has thus been
devoted to the discovery of ways in which these
biases can be avoided. These include the encourage-
ment of critical leadership (Larson et al., 1996),
assignment of group members to expert roles
(Stewart & Stasser, 1995) and making a group aware
of which members have access to unique informa-
tion (Stasser, Stewart & Wittenbaum, 1995). How-
ever, researchers also note that, because the various
factors associated with information sharing tend to
arise together and are typically embedded in a
group-centred syndrome, the prospects of avoiding
such problems are often bleak.

By exploring the impact that social context has
on tendencies towards information sharing, the
work of Stasser, Larson and others advances
beyond early cognitive theorizing that tended to
suggest various information processing biases were
hard-wired and well-nigh impossible to overcome
(see, for example, Hamilton, 1981). For instance,
initial presentations of Snyder’s hypothesis-testing
research (Snyder, 1981a, 1981b) suggested that
communicators inevitably used communication to
solicit information that confirmed their stereotypic
preconceptions. However, later research indicated
that this was not always the case. Communicators
were likely to test hypotheses in a more even-
handed manner when the task was defined as one
of hypothesis falsification (Snyder and White,
1981) or when they were asked to reflect on
whether or not their behaviour would appear
biased to another person (Snyder, Campbell &
Preston, 1982, Investigation 2).

In the final analysis, however, evidence that cog-
nitive biases (for example, those towards hypothesis

confirmation and information sharing) actually
respond to context, only highlights the need for an
integrated theory of psychological process that is capa-
ble of accounting for this contextual variation. This is
something that cognitive (and human relations)
theorizing typically fails to provide. However, it is
a task to which the social identity approach appears
well suited.

SOCIAL IDENTITY AND COMMUNICATION

Shared social identity is the basis of
effective communication

An appropriate way in which to introduce the
social identity analysis of organizational communi-
cation is to ask the question ‘Why do people in
organizations communicate?’ Given that this is
what most managers spend most of their time
doing, this is not a trivial question. In line with pre-
vious researchers (such as Mitchell et al.,, 1988,
pp. 292-6), we can point to at least five key functions
of organizational communication: to (a) exert influ-
ence over other people, (b) reduce uncertainty on
the part of either the communicator or the recipi-
ent, (c) obtain feedback relevant to task perfor-
mance, (d) coordinate group performance and
(e) serve affiliative needs. In this way, we may be
motivated to communicate with colleagues in order
to tell them what to do, clarify whether or not we
or they have understood something appropriately,
see whether or not we have performed a task
adequately, ensure that we are working towards
a common goal or enjoy some sociable interaction.
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Looked at closely, we can see that the first four
of these functions all relate to aspects of the social
influence process that we have discussed at some
length in each of the three previous chapters (func-
tions that Wiemann & Giles, 1996, group together
as issues of control). Moreover, it follows from our
discussion that the capacity for communication
between people to achieve any of these five func-
tions is itself contingent on the self-categorization
process and associated perceptions of shared social
category membership (Turner, 1991). Specifically,
empirical evidence suggests that (a) it is only pos-
sible to exert positive influence over other people
to the extent that we and they are acting in terms
of common social category membership (McGarty,
Haslam, Hutchinson & Turner, 1994; Mackie,
Worth & Asuncion, 1990; Wilder, 1977), (b) only
those with whom we share social category mem-
bership will be seen as qualified to inform us about
relevant aspects of social reality and, hence, reduce
our uncertainty (McGarty, Turner, Oakes &
Haslam, 1993), (c) the impact of feedback from
another person on our perceptions and behaviour
will depend on the nature of our social categorical
relationship with them (Balaam & Haslam, 1998;
Brewer & Kramer, 1985; David & Turner, 1996,
1999; Haslam, Oakes, McGarty et al., 1996),
(d) expectations of an ability to coordinate behaviour,
and the motivation to do so, are contingent on per-
ceptions of shared social category membership
(Haslam, Turner, Oakes, McGarty et al., 1998) and
(e) desire for affiliation and positive construal of
interaction also depend on a sense of common
identity (Hogg & Turner, 1985).

Expressed in the way they are, the foregoing
statements may appear hard to integrate schemat-
ically. However, we can clarify the common theo-
retical logic that underpins them by stating more
simply that perceptions of shared social identity pro-
vide people with multiple motivations for communi-
cating and also with a shared cognitive framework
that allows this communication to be mutually bene-
ficial and productive (Postmes, 2003; Postmes,
Haslam & Swaab, in press). Yet, as a corollary, it can
be seen that where individuals do not perceive
themselves to share social category membership
they will have fewer reasons to communicate with
each other and much greater scope for mutual
miscommunication and misunderstanding.

Spelling these points out further, the motivations
to communicate associated with shared social iden-
tity include all five of those listed above (influence,
uncertainty reduction, feedback, coordination and
affiliation). Moreover, because they are associated
with a relevant self-categorization, individuals
themselves should be oriented towards these func-
tions and, hence, the activities to which they relate
should be engaged in freely. Where two or more
people share a common social identity they should
want to communicate for all these reasons (to

reduce uncertainty, coordinate their action, affiliate;
see Donnellon, 1996).

On the other hand, where identity is not shared
(for example, perhaps between people in different
departments or of different rank; Wilensky, 1967;
or between long-term employees of a failing organ-
ization and new recruits; Levine & Moreland,
1991), these same motivations should be much
weaker (see Daft, 1995, p. 449). Thus, even where
formal organizational arrangements and policies
necessitate communication (say, as part of perfor-
mance appraisal or in formal strategy meetings),
the individuals’ collaboration in such activities
should be less willing and ultimately be less pro-
ductive in regard to relevant organizational objec-
tives. In particular, this is because attempts at
influence are likely to be based on a coercive
power relationship and to be perceived as such
(Harackiewicz & Larson, 1986; Spears & Lea,
1994, p. 442; Turner, 1991, 1998; see Chapter 8
below). Here people will communicate because
they must, not necessarily because they want to.

Social identity creates contours and
boundaries of communication

Aside from the motivation of the individuals con-
cerned, a further significant impediment to com-
munication across social category boundaries is the
fact that communication is not just a medium of
information exchange but also an emergent group-
specific property. This much is apparent from early
structural studies (see, for example, Bavelas, 1956;
Leavitt, 1972; Figure 5.1), where particular com-
munication networks led the individuals in partic-
ular positions to assume particular roles and also
produced a particular form of intragroup relations.
Indeed, consistent with arguments we developed in
Chapter 3, it is apparent that: (a) leadership is typ-
ically conferred on the person who is, on average,
nearest to all other group members in a communi-
cation network (that is, the person who minimizes
intraclass differences in a manner suggested by the
meta-contrast principle) and (b) intragroup rela-
tions are generally more positive to the extent that
communication networks do not create arbitrary
interpersonal inequalities (see Haslam, McGarty
et al., 1998).

It is also the case that, where social identities
become an ongoing and relatively stable part of
people’s self-definition, the groups to which those
identities relate develop shared and distinctive
forms of communication. At a basic level, this is
reflected in the specialized titles given to members
of certain high-status professional groups that
serve to announce their social identity (such as
Professor, Doctor, Reverend, Major). Yet, probably
the most vivid illustration of identity-based



communication is provided by people who live in
different countries and who cannot understand
each other for the simple reason that they speak
different languages. This is true in organizational
settings, too, where people often have a language
and manner of communicating specific to their
profession, department or team. As with Katz and
Kahn’s (1966) notion of a coding category, this
communication takes the form of an ingroup code
and can be reflected in technical jargon, recog-
nized ways of expressing particular ideas, as well as
in pet-phrases, in-jokes, slang and argot (see, for
example, Zurcher, 1965).

These coded forms of communication can serve
as a convenient way of summarizing information
(for example, where reference to a ‘UB40’ saves
someone in Britain from having to refer to the
enrolment form for receipt of unemployment
benefit), but they also serve as important identity
markers (Levine & Moreland, 1991, p. 264;
Montgomery, 1986). Thus when communicators
use such language they (a) demonstrate their own
membership of a particular social group, (b) make
potential recipients aware of their own status as a
member of the communicator’s ingroup or out-
group and (c) potentially restrict access to the
meaning of the communication to other ingroup
members. For example, if administrators send e-mails
to members of an organization inviting them to
apply for ‘ASA funding’, they demonstrate their
own membership of a group that knows what ASA
funding is (for example, people who have attended
a relevant briefing), make people in the organiza-
tion who are not members of this group aware of
the fact and also limit the capacity of those people
to make sense of the message. Clearly these effects
can be either intentional or inadvertent, but this
fact itself will not necessarily matter. The point is
that all communication is associated with contours
of access to meaning (Postmes et al., 1998). Those
who share a communicator’s social identity will
always have most access to his or her meaning, but
such access — and the likelihood of mutually bene-
ficial interaction — will tend to decline dramatically
when communication occurs across a social cat-
egorical divide (although this will depend on the
state of intergroup relations and the overarching
theory of intergroup relations that guides the par-
ties’ interaction). This point is represented
schematically in Figure 5.3.

There is a clear correspondence between the
above claims and Katz and Kahn’s (1966, p. 228)
observation that communication and its effects are
structured by intra-organizational group bound-
aries. However, as in previous chapters, a critical
feature of our analysis is that the self-categoriza-
tion process underpinning these effects is under-
stood to be dynamic and context-sensitive. As we
have noted at various points in the previous chap-
ters, people in organizations are capable of defining
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themselves in terms of very many different social
identities defined at different levels of abstraction
and with different levels of inclusiveness — for
example, as a member of a particular work group,
particular department, particular organization or
particular industry (see, for example, Figure 2.8).
Moreover, to the extent that people have the expe-
rience of defining themselves and acting in terms of
a particular social identity, the specific communi-
cation codes associated with that identity should
become part of their communication repertoire.
Clinical psychologists, for example, may have
repertoires that include codes specific to their clin-
ical interactions with clients, professional meetings
with other clinical practitioners and academic
discourse with other psychologists.

Communication patterns vary as a
function of self-categorization

Although communication codes will differ as a
function of the groups that a person belongs to, it
is also the case that exactly how people define
themselves — and, hence, which communication
codes they draw on from the repertoire of those
available to them — will depend on features of the
organizational context that they confront at any
point in time (Lazega, 1990). Along lines suggested
in Chapter 2, it will depend, among other things,
on the accessibility of a particular group-based self-
definition (for example, if one has prior experience
of defining oneself in a particular way) and features
of comparative context (such as who is present at
a particular point in time), normative context
(expectations about appropriate ways to define
oneself, for example) and social structure (such as
the status relations between groups and the secu-
rity of those relations).

In this way, the quality and efficacy of communi-
cation between the same two people should vary con-
siderably as a function of these contextual factors.
For control and affiliative purposes, a clinical and a
social psychologist may be motivated to communi-
cate and may achieve effective communication
when they act in terms of a shared identity as psy-
chologists (for example, in a context where they are
both drawing on the same professional communica-
tion codes to discuss the merits of psychology com-
pared to economics), but those motivations and the
efficacy of communication will tend to diminish
when they act in terms of distinct identities (as
might be the case if they are drawing on different
subdiscipline communication codes to discuss the
relative merits of clinical and social psychology).
Only in the former context will they be psycholog-
ically aligned and, hence, motivated to speak and
hear ‘the same language’. Clearly, the former con-
text will be conducive to collaborative endeavour in
a way that the latter will not.
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process

Significantly, too, the processes described above
should operate in whatever form and medium
communication takes place — whether it is formal
or informal, verbal or non-verbal, face-to-face or
remote. This is a point emphasized by Spears and
Lea (1994; Lea, Spears & Rogers, 2003; see also
Postmes et al., 1998) in their investigations of the
social psychology of computer-mediated commu-
nication (CMC) - a medium that has been claimed
to contribute to an emerging ‘global village’ tran-
scending all forms of political and social boundary
(see, for example, Hiltz & Turoff, 1992). The work
of Spears, Lea and Postmes suggests that such
claims are ill-founded. Indeed, far from releasing
individuals from their ties to the group, anonymous
communication via computer appears to make
those ties stronger (for example, it induces greater
conformity to group norms; Postmes & Spears, 1998;

see also Bagozzi & Dholakia, 2002). In part this is
because in this medium social identification is not
offset by individuating information relating to
participants’ personal identities. The researchers
thus conclude that:

Although concurring that CMC offers interesting pos-
sibilities, and highlights fundamental questions of self
and identity, there are also dangers of romanticizing
the effects of CMC by viewing it as a sort of virtual
reality where the individual can escape from the stric-
tures of ordinary identity and interaction. ... While rec-
ognizing these new possibilities, we argue that identity
and interaction in CMC will often be grounded in the
realities of identities and relations beyond CMC that
pervade the rest of our social lives. (Spears & Lea,
1994, p. 449; see also Postmes et al., 1998; Spears &
Lea, 1992)



In short, no form of communication is immune to
the influence and consequences of self-categorization.
This is for the simple reason that communication is
necessarily oriented towards and structured by our
social self-definition in any given context. It is
about who we are and serves to express and develop
the self at both personal and collective levels by
allowing us to engage in the full range of activities
(cooperative and conflictual) that are necessary to
advance our interests as individuals and group
members.

SOME EMPIRICAL TESTS OF THE
SOCIAL IDENTITY APPROACH

Self-categorization as a basis for
information management

One of the most basic implications of the forego-
ing analysis is that individuals should generally be
most motivated to communicate with other people
who are perceived to be members of a salient social
self-category. Moreover, where such communication
occurs, it should tend to be focused on matters
related to that identity. Where the behaviour of
two members of an organization is structured by a
shared self-definition (for example, as members of
the same department), they should be motivated
to talk to each other and with particular reference
to things that pertain to that common identity
(such as departmental issues).

In many respects this prediction might seem
rather obvious and something of a necessity in
organizational life. However, it is clear that col-
leagues do not always talk to each other about
seemingly essential matters and that the experi-
ence of being ‘left in the dark’ is relatively preva-
lent. As Feldman (1988, p. 87; see also Bellman,
1981) observes, secrecy is a pervasive feature of
managerial behaviour and is the source of regular
complaints from disempowered workers. Along
lines intimated by Fine and Holyfield (1996) and
McGregor (1966, p. 237), we suggest that this
arises from (and reinforces) a perceived lack of
common identity between employees that is often
encouraged by particular social structural arrange-
ments and organizational practices.

Evidence that supports such arguments is pro-
vided by Agama (1997; Haslam, 1999a) in research
that involved employees of ‘AirSafe’ — a govern-
ment agency responsible for issues of air safety.
There had been a long-standing history of inter-
departmental conflict in the agency and consultants
had recently been called in to address a recognized
lack of communication within the workforce as a
whole. In the study employees were given a
description of a hypothetical organization, similar
in structure to their own, and were assigned to a
position as a member of one of two teams (A or B).
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This was thus what might be termed a ‘minimax’
study — the groupings were minimal in having no
prior meaning or history (as in Tajfel et al., 1971),
but the prior experience of the participants was
maximally relevant to the topic in question.

In the study, half of the participants were
instructed that the teams were working in collabora-
tion (one was responsible for computer software, one
was responsible for hardware), the other half that
both were working in competition (both were trying
to design the best software). Participants were then
given 12 pieces of work-related information that per-
tained to (a) the organization as a whole, (b) their
team or (c) themselves personally. Their task was to
indicate how willing they would be to pass informa-
tion to other workers from their own and the other
team. The results are presented in Figure 5.4.

As predicted, these results revealed two main
effects. First, employees were generally much more
willing to disseminate information that pertained
to the organization as a whole than that which per-
tained to their team, but more willing to pass on
team-related information than personal informa-
tion. Second, they were much more willing to pass
on information to members of their own team than
to members of the other team.

However, these effects were qualified by two
highly significant interactions. One indicated that
the greater willingness of participants to pass on
information to members of their own team was par-
ticularly pronounced in the case of team-related
information. As self-categorization theory would
predict, ingroup—outgroup differences in informa-
tion flow were most marked where information was
directly relevant to the team-level ingroup—
outgroup division. On the other hand, there was
evidence that when information was relevant to the
organization as a whole, employees were more will-
ing to pass it on to members of the other team, but
that when it was personal they were much less will-
ing to pass it on to members of their own team.

In this way, the pattern of information flow
closely followed the contours of self-categorization.
When dealing with organization-relevant material
this was communicated to members of the other
team because they were categorized as ingroup
members at this organizational level, but when
dealing with personal material this was not com-
municated to members of participants’ own team
because its members were categorized as different
individuals at a personal level (thereby mirroring
patterns observed by Gaertner et al., 1989; see
Chapter 2 above). Moreover, the fact that the
teams in this study had no prior meaning but parti-
cipants had relevant organizational experience allows
us to be confident that these patterns do not simply
reflect the nature of pre-existing intergroup rela-
tions or the inherent naivety of the communicators.

Beyond this, though, a second interaction indi-
cated that the above pattern also varied as a function
of the relations between groups. As predicted, the



90 Psychology in Organizations

Willingness to share information
o
1

Recipient’s team/

team relations

[] Own team/cooperative

[J Own team/competitive

[l Other team/cooperative
[l Other team/competitive

Personal Group

Organizational

Type of information

Figure 5.4 Willingness to share information with another person as a function of that person’s team
membership and the nature of interteam relations (from Agama, 1997)

most marked impact of competitive relations was to
increase participants’ reluctance to communicate
with members of the opposing team. However, it is
interesting to note that, when relations between
teams were competitive rather than cooperative,
there was an overall tendency to communicate less
team-related and organization-related information.
Thus, participants responded to conflict not only by
talking less to members of the other team but by
tending to ‘clam up’ altogether.

This pattern (which reflected the communica-
tion problems that AirSafe was itself experiencing)
is consistent with some of Mayo’s original observa-
tions at Hawthorne and other factories, where
intra-organizational conflict was associated with a
widespread lack of communication. Mayo’s inclina-
tion was to explain this secrecy and silence as an
expression of fear and insecurity, but the present
analysis suggests that it may arise more routinely
from a generalized reduction in people’s perceived
‘need to know’. In this study, as in Mayo’s studies,
cooperation clearly demanded some level of
communication in order for employees to rise
collaboratively to the creative organizational chal-
lenge with which they were newly confronted.
Conlflict, on the other hand, appeared to demand less
of all team members — possibly because it was what
they had become used to over time. Accordingly, we
might expect a different pattern among members of
a workforce with a history of cooperation for whom
conflict would present a novel challenge.

Results from this experimental scenario-based
study are also complemented by data reported by
Suzuki (1998) in a survey of actual communication
patterns among members of a bicultural American
workforce. The study asked Japanese and American
employees of four banks and four trading com-
panies around Chicago to indicate which members
of their organization they communicated with
when it came to discussing (a) general task-related
matters, (b) specific task-related matters and
(c) non-task matters. On the basis of social identity
theory, Suzuki reasoned that workers would com-
municate more with members of their national
ingroup than with outgroup members, but that this
difference would be more pronounced to the
extent that information was not directly related to
the task at hand. This prediction was confirmed
and the pattern was found to be particularly strong
in the responses of American employees (members
of the high-status group) who identified strongly
with their national ingroup. These high identifiers
thus restricted their communication with the
outgroup to what was strictly necessary in order to
get the job done, while their communication with
ingroup members was much less circumscribed.

Evidence that effects such as these are under-
pinned by a flexible categorization process of the
form envisaged by self-categorization theorists
emerges from a study conducted by Dovidio et al.
(1997). This elaborated on the authors’ earlier
work investigating the impact of recategorization



on people’s perception and treatment of others
(Gaertner et al., 1989, 1990; Chapter 2 above).
As in earlier studies, in this experiment partici-
pants were first assigned to one of two three-
person discussion groups and were subsequently
informed that they would be interacting with a
member of their own or the opposing group.
Among other things, they were to discuss the
question ‘What are you most afraid of?’ as a
means of finding out ‘how people become
acquainted and get to know each other’. At this
phase of the study, structural features of the set-
ting, such as seating arrangements (segregated or
integrated), labelling (the groups were given sep-
arate or common names) and dress (different or
common uniform) were manipulated so as to
maintain a two-group categorization or to suggest
an overarching common identity.

One of the key variables in which the researchers
were interested was the extent to which these
different arrangements would affect individuals’
self-disclosure. How much information about them-
selves would they give a person from their own or
the other group and how intimate would this infor-
mation be? Consistent with the authors’ predic-
tions, when structural arrangements promoted a
one-group categorical representation, participants
were much more willing to reveal intimate facts
about themselves to members of the other three-
person group than they were when the two-group
categorization was reinforced. Indeed, although in
the two-group situation, participants communi-
cated much more intimate information to ingroup
than outgroup members, in the one-group situation
this pattern was reversed. This reversal was largely
attributable to an extremely high level of self-
disclosure to former outgroup members. Here, then,
the priority was to get to know those people who
had just become part of the participants’ salient
self-category.

As this study suggests, a fundamental reason for
sharing information with other people is to find
out more about the self. If the self is understood
to be defined purely at an individual level, this
point appears paradoxical or even slightly flaky.
However, if we accept the possibility of a social
definition of self such that in some contexts others
are seen to be categorically interchangeable with us
(that is, where ‘you’ and ‘I’ are defined by a sense
of common ‘we-ness’), then communication with
those others may become necessary to define and
coordinate the content and form of that social
categorical self In this way, communication is an
essential path to social self-knowledge and self-
oriented collective behaviour (Haslam, 1999a). For
this reason, as Dovidio et al’s (1997) study sug-
gests, motivation to share information should be
particularly strong where uncertainty about the self
is great (for example, where people have had no
prior interaction with those who have only recently
been defined as members of a salient self-category).
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It is no accident that on our first day at university or
in a new job we speak to more people and work
harder to establish common ground with them than
we do when our position in the organization is well
established (Worchel, 1994). Similarly, it is not sur-
prising that formal channels of information trans-
mission are also supplemented by informal ones
(unofficial ‘leaks’, the rumour mill, the grapevine
and so on). These informal channels are sensitive to
the social motivations and strategic aims of employ-
ees and are likely to be increasingly important
under conditions of uncertainty and change (Davis,
1981; Jaeger, Anthony & Rosnow, 1980; Rosnow,
1991; Sutton & Porter, 1968).

Extensive evidence of precisely these motiva-
tions is provided in the cognitive research of
Stasser, Larson and others that we discussed above.
The only additional issue that their research raises
is whether or not the tendency for group members
to share common information should be construed
as a cognitive bias that constitutes a basic source of
social and organizational deficiency. As we have
seen, this is the position adopted by Wittenbaum
and Stasser (1996) on the basis of evidence that in
the informationally malign scenarios they create
(where group members all have access to an unrep-
resentative sample of the total information pool;
see Figure 5.2), the commonly available ‘error’ is
preferred to the idiosyncratically available ‘truth’.

However, the social identity approach suggests a
rather different reading of this research. In the first
instance, this is because, as Wittenbaum and Stasser
(1996, p. 11) note, the sharing of information to
which all group members have access may have a
positive motivational impact on groups — making
them feel committed and self-assured. More fun-
damentally — at least in the initial stages of group
formation — the process of sharing common infor-
mation is essential for a shared sense of self to
emerge among group members. Finding out and
demonstrating publicly what ‘we’ have in common
is essential to putting some content-related flesh on
the bone of psychological group membership. As
research by Worchel (1994, 1998) demonstrates, it
is thus at an early stage in their development that
‘groups often adopt a dress code or uniform, a spe-
cial language and other symbols that identify the
group and mark people as group members’ (1998,
p. 59). In this way, the process of sharing common
inf