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Recent developments in the psychology of crowds and collective behaviour 

Highlights 

Experiences in crowds and protests can lead to psychological changes which are sustained by 

group processes of support and communication. 

Riots can spread across locations via shared identity and influence among participants or via 

empowerment in relation to perceived police weakness. 

Social support among survivors is common in mass emergencies and can be facilitated by 

informed action by professional groups. 

Pedestrian behaviour varies based on whether they are part of a physical crowd, in which 

people are simply together in the same space, or a psychological crowd, in which people 

share a social identity. 

Mass gatherings can be the basis of improvements in health and changes in attitudes, but they 

can also be a source of risk through the same social identity processes. 

 

 

 

 

Research on crowd behaviour has long transcended the narrow obsession with violence that 

marked its origins [1, 2]. Today, studies are much more representative of the variety of crowd 

events and phenomena. The concern with understanding collective violence still remains a 

significant strand. Yet the emergence and development of the social identity approach has 

meant that the limiting assumptions of mindlessness that have hampered psychology in the 



past have given way to novel insights in the study of crowd conflict as well as in relation to 

numerous peaceful and less dramatic crowd events.  

This review of recent developments in research on the psychology of crowds and 

collective behaviour is divided into four areas. The first two sections cover the most well-

established topics: crowd conflict and behaviour in mass emergencies. The second two 

sections cover topics where social psychology has only recently come together with other 

disciplines: pedestrian dynamics and mass gatherings. In each case, the social identity 

approach provides many of the concepts, research questions and hypotheses that have driven 

novel developments. 

Crowds and conflict 

In the broad area of crowds and conflict, in recent years there have been significant advances 

in addressing two questions. First: what is the nature and process of psychological change in 

participants of protest events? Second: how do urban riots develop and spread to different 

locations?  

Participants in protest crowds can experience meaningful changes in identity, and 

certainly such events are locations where there is creative discussion about shared identity 

[3]. Recent research has analysed experiences of change and suggested some of the 

processes. Drury and Reicher [4] used participant observation to show how identity-based 

definitions of legitimacy can be transformed through intergroup dynamics. In this study, 

participants in environmental direct action changed from defining themselves in terms of 

humanistic pacifism to a more pragmatic approach when the violence from police and 

security guards served to reveal to them that social forces (power, institutions) were more 

influential than individual morality. 



The literature on psychological change in crowds, protests and social movements is 

somewhat dispersed across different disciplines. Vestergren and colleagues’ systematic 

review [5] both consolidated this literature and derived from it a new typology that usefully 

captures the range of changes. They divided psychological changes into two overall types: 

‘objective’ change measurable by an observer (marital status, children, relationship ties, 

work-life/career, extended involvement, and consumer behaviour) and ‘subjective’ self-

reported change (identity, empowerment, legitimacy, radicalization/politicization, sustained 

commitment, self-esteem, well-being, ‘traits’, self-confidence, religion, organizing, 

knowledge and home skills). In terms of process, this systematic review builds on previous 

work pointing to the role of intergroup dynamics, as described in the elaborated social 

identity model (ESIM; see [4]), as a mechanism of change. Police actions perceived as 

illegitimate and indiscriminate serve to re-position crowd members psychologically, 

changing identities. This model was extended by Vestergren’s longitudinal ethnographic 

study of an environmental direct action campaign. First, this study demonstrated for the first 

time that most of the changes shown in the previous literature could occur in single protest 

campaign [6]. Second, the study showed the role of group processes (of support and 

communication) in sustaining over time the radicalized identities formed through conflict 

with police [7].  

In relation to the question of the spread of riots, the 2011 English riots have been the 

subject of considerably scholarly attention – with over 140 peer-reviewed publications at the 

last count. The events involved an estimated 20,000 people, with over 100 riot events in 89 

different locations [8]. Anti-police sentiment was a key motivation [9] and participants felt 

empowered by successfully challenging police [10]. Control of familiar space was a further 

motivation [11]. A study of the emergence of conflict in two London location demonstrated 



the applicability of an ESIM analysis, by showing that conflict arose when police actions 

were perceived as an illegitimate attack on community members [12].  

One of the main predictors of rioting is rioting elsewhere [13]. However, till now, social 

psychological explanations for this process have been lacking. Three recent studies have 

addressed this question. In each of these studies, the authors triangulated multiple sources to 

construct narrative of events and then analysed interviews from the LSE Guardian Reading 

the Riots dataset [14] to understand participants’ subjective experiences. Stott et al. [15] 

found that, in initial rioting in Tottenham, collective action based on a shared antagonism to 

the police served to create police vulnerability. This empowered participants, and was 

associated with a change in group norms from confronting police to collective looting as 

people moved to adjacent districts. Ball et al. [16] showed that rioting in nearby Enfield was 

a result of participants converging from Tottenham and other locations to create conflict as a 

social identity-based expression of power. In analysis of how rioting spread to new 

participants and locations, Drury et al. [8] found evidence for two pathways of influence: 

“cognitive” and “strategic”. For some participants, shared identity with those involved in 

previous rioting was the basis of influence. For others, previous rioting demonstrated the 

vulnerability of a common enemy (the police) and hence was empowering.  

Two other developments in research on crowds and conflict are worth briefly 

mentioning. First is work which has shown how experiences of self-expansion in the crowd at 

protest events can motivate collective action participation (especially when activist identity is 

weak) [17] and mediate the relationship between identity and collective action intentions in 

such protest crowds [18]. This work adds to the existing scholarship on empowerment via 

collective action and dovetails with Vestergren et al.’s work [6, 7] on the learning 

opportunities that collective action can provide. The second development is in the policing of 

football crowds [19, 20], which is covered in another paper in this special issue.  



Collective behaviour in emergencies and disasters 

Recent overviews of research on collective behaviour in emergencies and disasters reinforce 

the argument that explanations which posit mindlessness – including ‘mass panic’ and 

herding – are wrong [21]; rather, the main danger in evacuations isn’t over-reaction but 

underreaction [22]. A recent review brings together previous studies which suggest that the 

cooperation that occurs in many emergencies and disasters is explicable in terms of social 

identity processes, either reflecting existing relations or via an emergent sense of groupness 

arising from the experience of common fate [23]. This explanatory framework has recently 

been applied for the first time to the recovery period following flooding in research which has 

shown the multiple sources of shared identity following such an event [24] and the ways that 

the benefits of disaster communities can be maintained in the recovery phase (e.g., 

commemorations to make the identity salient) [25].  

Similar processes of emergent groupness and social support have been identified among 

children of different social groups following an earthquake; although here salience of existing 

intergroup differences was also found to reduce cooperation [26]. These findings have 

implications for the practice of those professional groups involved in emergency 

management. Recommendations include understanding group psychology, working with 

group norms, using communication to build shared identity with the public, accommodating 

the public urge to help, working with group prototypes, and providing ongoing material 

support for the disaster community [27].  

Pedestrian dynamics 

The field of pedestrian dynamics consists largely of work in mathematics, scientific 

computing, engineering and physics, but is increasingly recognised as needing the evidence, 

theory and methods of social psychologists [28, 29]. A significant development in the 



ambition to bring together crowd dynamics approaches with crowd psychology came with the 

recent publication of a glossary of terms [30]. Since the disciplines use different vocabularies 

– with even different understandings of what a crowd is – this publication, which is already 

widely cited, will progress interdisciplinary research and theory. 

There are already a number of recent publications that have brought modern 

psychological concepts into pedestrian dynamics research. Haghani and Sarvi’s large 

experiment [31] showed that copying others’ evacuation route is moderated by crowd 

density. Studies of the micro-interaction of pedestrian movement have modelled how a 

pedestrian aligns their motion with that of a neighbour and how these simple interactions 

combine within a crowd to produce collective behaviour from the bottom up [32, 33].  

A key concept that social psychology has added to these (often individualistic) accounts 

of crowd relations is the distinction between physical and psychological crowds [34]. The 

former refers simply to people in the same space, while the latter refers to crowds where 

people share social identity. Field experimentation has shown that, in contrast to physical 

crowds, pedestrians in psychological crowds walk more closely together and consequently 

move more slowly; in addition those outside the crowd treat it as an entity [35]. When two 

psychological crowds are in counterflow, people in each crowd group more closely together 

[36].  

Mass gatherings psychology 

In the past, where the study of mass gatherings included reference to crowd psychology it has 

predominantly been in terms of so-called ‘stampedes’ caused by ‘panic’. However, most 

events called ‘stampedes’ involve a static crowd crush rather than a running crowd [37]; and 

a recent review shows that research on these events is moving away from the notion of panic 

as an explanation [38]. In place of this concern with the pathologizing effects of mass 



gatherings is an increasingly large body of research demonstrating the positive psychological 

effects of participation of such events as religious mass pilgrimages, sports events and other 

crowds. Some of these events are associated with strong collective emotions [39], which may 

in turn have psychological consequences. For example, participants at a scouts gathering 

experienced enhanced emotional synchrony which was associated with greater ingroup 

identification, identity fusion, pride, openness to experience, self‐esteem, positive affect, and 

conformity to scouting values [40]. 

The basis of positive emotional experiences in crowds such as those at mass religious 

pilgrimages is the relational transformation towards sharing a social identity with others, 

which leads to various sources of positive affect [41]. First, there is recognition: it feels good 

to be understood for who one is. Second, there is validation: one’s values and emotions are 

reflected back, and hence confirmed, by others who feel the same way. Third, there is 

solidarity, which means an increase in both giving and receiving support from others in the 

crowd [42].  

One of the most striking recent findings is that attending mass gatherings can enhance 

health and wellbeing [43]. Studies of the Magh Mela, an annual Hindu pilgrimage in India, 

show that this can occur through relational transformations [44]. Social support reduces 

stress. Shared identity provides a positive frame for sensory experiences that might otherwise 

be distressing; whereas ‘their’ crowd noise is irritating (and even threatening) [45], ‘our’ 

crowd noise is not ‘noise’ at all but an enjoyable expression of our values. Positive emotion 

also contributes to wellbeing. These same social identity processes can also contribute to 

health risk, however. For example, greater trust might mean less caution in sharing 

toothbrushes or combs [44]. Reduced disgust at such events has been shown experimentally 

to mediate the effects of shared identity on lowered health risk perceptions [46].  



As well as reflecting identity and promoting identity-based emotion and health, 

attendance at a mass gathering can change identity and relations with people in other groups. 

This observation was first made of the Hajj a number of years ago (for example in Malcolm 

X’s autobiography) but the underlying process was recently shown to comprise both contact 

with different groups and identification with the crowd [47].  

Conclusions 

The vigour and growth in research on crowds and collective behaviour testifies to the interest 

in these topics and the generative nature of the theories employed. Specifically, the social 

identity approach continues to be an extremely productive framework, and has been the basis 

of connecting social psychology with other disciplines, including criminology, urban studies, 

sociology, engineering, medicine, and management. The interest in and breadth of research in 

the crowd affirms Reicher’s recent argument [48] that studying the crowd is important not 

only for psychology but for the social sciences as a whole, for a number of reasons, including 

the methodological innovations that can be developed, the generation of new theoretical 

concepts (including about the nature of the self and the group), and the way that studying the 

crowd provides insights into the way that everyday social relations are created, consolidated, 

and changed [49].  
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