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most of us have some experiences of crowds and collective action, 

either as a participant or as a bystander. We might have supported our 

college soccer team at the stadium, been in the crowd at a concert, 

joined others to protest discrimination, or participated in a religious 

event. Crowds have been of interest to scholars and policymakers for 

hundreds of years and a subject of interest for social psychologists for 

over a century. The historical view of the crowd is that it is a mindless, 

easily influenced mass or mob of people that is prone to violence and 

irrational behavior (Le Bon [1895] 1947). However, more contemporary 

social psychological research on the crowd has challenged this view, 

seeing the crowd through a social identity lens, challenging the notion 

of mindless behavior with one based on expectations in collective iden-

tity, influenced by collective efficacy and perceived collective injustice. 

Hence, contemporary social psychology views the crowd as an agent 

of change, capable of achieving social and political transformation 

through collective action.

Most research on crowds and collective action has focused 

on predictors of participation (e.g., Klandermans 1997; Simon et al. 

1998; Thomas, Mavor, and McGarty 2012). Mainstream social psychol-
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ogy predictor models of participation in collective action emphasize 

three key variables: social identity (e.g., van Zomeren, Postmes, and 

Spears 2008), perceived collective injustice (e.g., Becker, Tausch, and 

Wagner 2011; Walker and Smith 2002), and collective efficacy (e.g., 

Blackwood and Winnifred 2012; Klandermans 1984). However, as 

crowds and collective action contexts are highly dynamic, these vari-

ables can also emerge as a result of participation in collective action 

and crowds (e.g., Vestergren, Drury, and Hammar Chiriac 2019), and 

in some cases, such as politically repressive environments, they may 

not be useful measures at all (Acar and Uluğ 2022).

The focus of this essay is on social psychological research on 

collective actions and crowds, with an emphasis on the emergence 

and endurance of psychological change as an outcome of participa-

tion. We refer to various types of crowds and collective actions to dis-

cuss these processes and highlight the need to better understand the 

dynamic social and systemic context linked to both emergence and 

endurance of crowds, collective actions, and psychological change.

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL CROWD
Crowds and collective action have been studied in various disciplines, 

such as sociology, anthropology, political science, and social psychol-

ogy. One fundamental distinction in crowd literature is between 

physical and psychological crowds. A physical crowd refers to people 

that are physically present in the same location at the same time. A 

psychological crowd, on the other hand, refers to people that share a 

common category or psychological state, a perception of “being in it 

together,” not necessarily, but most often, being in the same physical 

location.

Early explanations of crowd behavior emphasized the crowd’s 

irrationality. They focused on dimensions such as contagion (see 

Le Bon [1895] 1947), suggestibility (see Sherif 1936), and emotional 

arousal (see Lofland 1982). Similar to Gustave Le Bon, Philip Zimbar-

do (1969) views crowd behavior through the lens of deindividuation, 

which is based on the idea of a loss or lack of “individuation,” or the 
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loss of personal identity. According to Zimbardo, the antecedents for 

deindividuation are anonymity, large group size, diffusion of respon-

sibility, and the presence of co-acting others. These factors lead to 

reduction of self-consciousness, resulting in “a weakening of controls 

based on guilt, shame, fear, and commitment” (259), which could lead 

to increased impulsivity and irrational behavior. According to deindi-

viduation theory, individuals in crowds may feel anonymous and 

unaccountable for their actions, which in turn can lead to a break-

down of social norms and increased aggression. While irrationalist 

explanations of crowd behavior have been influential in the history of 

crowd psychology, they have also been criticized for oversimplifying 

complex social phenomena and overlooking the role of social, po-

litical, and economic factors in shaping crowd behavior. More recent 

research on crowds and collective action has taken a more nuanced 

approach, taking into account the complex interplay between indi-

vidual and social factors in shaping crowd dynamics and collective 

action.

According to Stephen Reicher (1984, 1996a), irrationalist ex-

planations deny that crowds (and group processes) have any coherent 

basis and imply that the group is inherently subversive of selfhood. 

In contrast, the social identity tradition clearly shows that group pro-

cesses operate in ways that are largely structured and meaningful to 

the participants and involve a redefinition of the self at the group 

level (Tajfel and Turner 1979; Turner 1985, 1991, 1999). People im-

mersed in groups act in ways that are responsive to social or group 

standards, but that are nevertheless still controlled and meaningful. 

So, individuals in a crowd will not simply do “anything”; rather, they 

follow the behavior of those individuals perceived to be category 

members. The question, therefore, is not just “what do we do in this 

situation?” but rather “what is appropriate action as a group member 

in this particular situation?”

Not only is there a difference between physical and psychologi-

cal crowds, but there is also a difference in the type and context of the 

crowd or collective action.1 John Drury and colleagues (e.g., Drury and 
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Reicher 2000, 2005; Drury, Reicher, and Stott 2003) studied people 

coming together to oppose the building of the M11 link road in the 

UK and found that participation was transformational in terms of how 

protesters understood themselves and others. Similarly, in studying 

soccer crowds, student protesters, and festival crowds, Fergus Neville 

and Stephen Reicher (2011) describe how participants transformed in 

terms of relations both within and outside the crowds. While study-

ing ceremonial and religious crowd events such as the hajj (Muslim 

pilgrimage to Mecca; e.g., Alnabulsi and Drury 2014), or the Magh 

Mela (annual Hindu festival; e.g., Hopkins et al. 2015), and more re-

cently the queue for Queen Elizabeth II’s lying-in-state in London (see 

Hoerst and Vestergren 2022; Reicher 2022), researchers emphasized 

that sharing the space and being there together transformed rela-

tions and identities.

However, the social settings for a crowd have an impact on the 

context and the crowd dynamics. For example, a protesting crowd 

is likely to have one or a few out-groups relevant for the context. 

These out-groups could be large corporations (e.g., oil companies), 

the police, or even a counterprotest to their own event. There are 

of course different topics and contents of crowd ideology that affect 

the content of the social identity as well, such as extreme ideology. 

Importantly, we assume that the same crowd dynamics and trans-

formational processes occur regardless of the psychological crowd; 

however, the speed and strength of the transformation may differ 

depending on the relational and contextual processes.

THE CROWD AS AN AGENT OF CHANGE
John Turner suggested that self-categorization is the psychologi-

cal basis for group behavior (1991; Turner et al. 1987). We define 

ourselves according to the behavior of other group members. We eval-

uate ourselves based on the relevant identity in a particular context 

and perform the behavior that is expected of a person with that iden-

tity. Relevance and salience of a particular group identity also mean 
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that in-group and out-group members, including the self, are viewed 

in terms of prototypes of their group, rather than distinct idiosyn-

cratic individuals. Group prototypes are fuzzy sets of attributes that 

capture in-group similarities and intergroup differences; they are the 

stereotypical or normative attributes that represent a group and its 

members and differentiate them from other groups. A prototypical 

group member more closely fits the group’s prototype, while a non-

prototypical group member less closely fits the group’s prototype.

Social identity refers to the part of an individual’s self-concept 

that is derived from the social groups to which they perceive them-

selves to belong, such as gender, religion, nationality, and opinion-

based groups such as political parties and football clubs. Shared social 

identity refers to the commonality of social identity among members 

of a group. One could argue that while social identity is about the 

groups that are part of the self-concept, shared social identity is that 

part of the self in action—it is inherently group-based and becomes 

central when the person is participating in a crowd event with oth-

er members of that social group. Hence, shared social identity is in 

situ relational (Neville et al. 2022). For psychological transformation 

through participation in crowd events and collective action, a salient 

social identification (e.g., environmentalist) is often not enough; there 

needs to be a dimension of shared social identity (environmentalists 

in action together). Hence, social identity is often seen as a predictor 

of crowd and collective action participation, and shared social iden-

tity as a consequence of such participation. Importantly, crowds and 

collective actions are spaces wherein a social identity can become sa-

lient, and a salient social identity can become a shared social identity.

While the social identity approach as a means to understand 

the crowd shifted the paradigm from one of irrationality to behavior 

based on the norms and expectations of the group, it did not nec-

essarily discuss the fluid or shifting dynamics of the context within 

which crowd action takes place.
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THE ELABORATED SOCIAL IDENTITY MODEL
The ESIM framework proposes that intergroup interaction transforms 

the context in which participants define themselves, thereby trans-

forming their identity. Early research in the framework focused on 

processes within the group (e.g., Reicher 1984, 1987), but later work 

added the out-group perspective to explain how escalating crowd 

conflict occurs (e.g., Drury and Reicher 2000; Stott and Reicher 1998), 

providing a more comprehensive account of crowd dynamics.

Developing the social identity model, Reicher (1996b) suggests 

that three conceptual areas of the social identity tradition need to 

be addressed. First, social identity should be viewed as dynamic and 

continually in process, fluid rather than stagnant. Social identities 

should be regarded as tied to action in the world. Therefore, they 

are open to change, just as the context within which they occur also 

changes. Second, the context in which any group acts is constituted 

at least partially by other groups. This is particularly evident in crowd 

events, as they are inherently intergroup events. The understandings 

and actions of one group—say, the perceptions on the part of police 

that a crowd as a whole is dangerous—form the material reality the 

other group faces and frame this group’s understandings and actions. 

This means, in essence, that categorization and context are not mu-

tually exclusive and must both be considered when thinking about 

identity in a crowd. Third, the relationship between identity, inten-

tion, and consequence needs to be explicitly addressed. Whatever the 

intentions of one group, their acts may be reinterpreted by the other 

group, which then reacts in unanticipated ways and creates new con-

texts within which the original group subsequently exists (Drury and 

Reicher 2000; Stott and Reicher 1998).

Crowd events are fundamentally dynamic, intergroup encoun-

ters; this is emphasized in the elaborated social identity model of 

crowd behavior (ESIM), which examines identity development as a 

function of intergroup dynamics (e.g., Drury and Reicher 2000, 2005; 

Drury et al. 2003; Stott and Reicher 1998). Hence, ESIM accounts for 

the relational and transformational dimension of shared social iden-



Transformations through Crowds and Collective Action  277

tity. The framework has been used to study crowds and collective 

action such as protests, for example, the campaign against the M11 

link road in London, where campaigners redefined their identity as 

a result of conflictual intergroup interaction (see Drury et al. 2003). 

The framework explains how shared social identities can transform 

through being challenged, contested, interpreted, and reinterpreted, 

leading to changes in identity content, boundaries, legitimacy, and 

power.

PSYCHOLOGICAL CHANGE: THE CROWD AS 
TRANSFORMATIVE SPACE
Regardless of the type of psychological crowd you find yourself in—

environmental collective actions, Black Lives Matter protests, or cere-

monial and religious crowds—it is likely to have some effect on you. 

Previous research has found various types of psychological change 

and transformations through collective actions and crowd events 

(see Vestergren, Drury, and Hammar Chiriac 2017). The psychologi-

cal changes, or biographical consequences, can be organized into 19 

categories related to “objective” change measurable by an observer 

(marital status, children, relationship ties, work-life/career, extended 

involvement, and consumer behavior) or “subjective” self-reported 

change (identity, empowerment, legitimacy, radicalization/politiciza-

tion, sustained commitment, self-esteem, general well-being, “traits,” 

self-confidence, religion, organizing, knowledge and skills).

When individuals become involved in social movements and 

collective actions, they often undergo significant changes in their bio-

graphical narratives and personal identities; similar changes can be 

found in various types of crowd events (e.g., Vestergren et al. 2017). 

These changes can be conceptualized in terms of identity transforma-

tion, which encompasses dimensions such as empowerment, legiti-

macy, and radicalization. The basis of this argument is that individu-

als transform in ways that are relevant for their social and collective 

identity, hence the content of these changes may vary across different 

groups and contexts. For example, it would be relevant for a climate 
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activist to change their diet to become more pro-environment, where-

as for a person in a far-right-wing protest it might make more sense 

to maintain a (perceived) domestic diet.

Drury and colleagues (e.g., Drury et al. 2003; Drury and Reicher 

2000, 2005; Vestergren and Drury 2022) suggest self-change along four 

identity dimensions in relation to participation in collective action; 

identity content, boundaries, legitimacy, and power. The first dimen-

sion relates to what it means to be a crowd member in terms of the 

values and beliefs attached to the social identity. People change their 

behavior, gain new knowledge and skills, and redefine social relation-

ships to support their collective identity. For example, participants 

in a study of an environmental campaign to save a forest in Sweden 

changed their consumption habits to exclude or decrease meat and 

dairy and to reduce their use of petrol, diesel, and plastic (Vestergren 

et al. 2019). They also changed their career and academic focuses to 

align with their new activist identity.

The second dimension of identity transformation is the change 

in identity boundaries, or who is considered “us” and “them.” For 

example, participants in the Magh Mela or in the queue for Queen 

Elizabeth II will most likely initially not see themselves and everyone 

else there as part of the same category (they will likely be a physical 

crowd), but during the event they become united under a shared so-

cial category through relational processes. These changes in identity 

boundaries have also been found to generate extended involvement, 

for example, when activists perceive other campaigns to be part of 

the same struggle (e.g., Vestergren et al. 2019).

The third dimension of identity transformation relates to the 

repositioning of “us” and the change in the perceived legitimacy of 

the actions taken by “us.” This change in perception affects the partic-

ipants’ own actions and beliefs. For example, activists might become 

more willing to participate in actions such as blockading roads. This 

change in what is perceived as legitimate and illegitimate action also 

affects the participants in what can be understood as radical change.

Finally, the fourth dimension of identity transformation is re-

lated to the shift in the perception of possible actions in relation to 
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the restraining powers of other groups. Through becoming united 

and sharing a sense of community under a shared identity, crowd 

and collective action participants come to expect that other group 

members share their beliefs and will support their actions. They be-

come empowered and perceive that the collective can successfully 

challenge the existing power relationships. The empowerment and 

sense of support have a positive effect on participants’ well-being, as 

they gain more confidence in their beliefs and actions. These changes 

can also be brought to other areas of their lives, such as during job 

interviews (e.g., Vestergren, Drury, and Hammar Chiriac 2018).

There has been substantial previous research on the ways collec-

tive action can result in a change in social identity (Drury and Reicher 

2000, 2005). Changes to social identity can vary from how people con-

strue their social identities after participation to self-reported radical-

ization or politicization. Özden Melis Uluğ and Yasemin Gülsüm Acar 

(2019) examine the çapulcu identity that formed during the Gezi Park 

protests in Istanbul in 2013; they show that identities can form out 

of collective action, that these identities can be well-structured with 

clear contents, boundaries, and norms, and that they can continue 

to carry meaning after the protest event. For many, çapulcu identity 

(çapulcu means “looters” in Turkish) came to be associated with indi-

viduals’ own activist or protester identity and became another form 

of politicization. In studies conducted by Drury et al. (2003), Drury 

and Reicher (2000), and Vestergren et al. (2018, 2019), it has been 

observed that intragroup processes play a mediating role in the re-

lationship between intergroup dynamics and sustained biographical 

consequences, or psychological transformations, for environmental 

activists. Specifically, a contradiction between the expectations of ac-

tivists regarding the behavior of the police and the actual behavior of 

the police toward them leads to a stronger sense of unity among the 

activists. This contradiction causes activists to reassess their identity 

boundaries and see themselves as part of a shared identity, leading to 

more support and discussions within the activist group.

In campaigns such as the anti-fracking movement in the UK, 

alongside environmental issues activists highlight issues related to 
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human health and their right to protest. However, the police are of-

ten accused of being violent and using labels such as “domestic ex-

tremists” to refer to activists. This perceived contradiction causes 

activists to reposition themselves and reassess their identity boundar-

ies, which results in stronger in-group ties.

In conclusion, the psychological consequences of participa-

tion in crowds and collective action are closely related to changes in 

the self and one’s identity. The four-dimensional model of identity 

transformation provides a useful framework for understanding how 

changes in identity lead to psychological and behavioral changes and 

why these changes may differ across different contexts. The model 

also highlights the importance of crowds and collective action, social 

relationships, and power dynamics in shaping individual identity and 

promoting social change.

CONTINUING CHANGE: THE CROWD AND LIFE
There are a number of factors to consider when understanding what 

variables or dimensions are important in creating sustained psycho-

logical change and collective action. Typically, when evaluating a 

collective action event, we look to see if the event has been successful 

in achieving the central aim of the action. For example, if the goal is 

to prevent a park from being destroyed, and the park is not destroyed, 

then the event is a success. However, this measure does not take into 

account the many varied experiences and psychological changes 

crowd members may consider to be positive gains from participation.

According to self-categorization theory, if a person’s self chang-

es as a result of intergroup interaction, the endurance of that new 

self-categorization in different contexts is also dependent on the per-

son’s ability and opportunity to continue categorizing themselves in 

that way (Turner et al. 1987). Thus, the concept of perceiver readiness 

is especially relevant to understanding the relationship between col-

lective action, crowd participation, and personal change/transforma-

tion. Perceiver readiness can be defined as a person’s preparedness 

to utilize certain categories in various contexts, to comprehend situ-
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ations outside the immediate collective action from the perspective 

of the collective, and thus to account for the persistence of psycho-

logical transformation. Therefore, sustained psychological transfor-

mation is a result of perceived lasting changes in social relationships 

and an individual’s increased readiness to categorize accordingly (and 

thus generalize from a specific categorization). Consequently, some-

one who becomes a climate activist may be more inclined than oth-

ers to view the world in environmental terms. Although perceiver 

readiness has not received much attention in prior research, it has 

been explored in personality research from the perspective of self-

categorization theory, connecting personal and social aspects (e.g., 

Reynolds et al. 2010). Kathrine Reynolds and colleagues (2012) employ 

the concept of perceiver readiness to explain some continuity and 

discontinuity in the self through social processes and social identity 

rather than fixed personality structures.

The level of interaction with other group members is crucial 

for the endurance of biographical consequences, as it allows the activ-

ist to maintain their environmental self and sustain social values as 

personal values (Vestergren et al. 2018). The degree of interactivity be-

tween group members predicts the endurance of biographical conse-

quences; conversely, a lack of interaction leads to a decline in beliefs 

and behaviors associated with the relevant environmental identity 

and self. Environmental activists change their beliefs and behaviors 

based on the salient environmental identity. The repositioning of the 

self and identity will persist as long as they perceive themselves to be 

part of the environmental movement.

The ability to continue to position oneself as, for example, a 

climate activist is facilitated by how we feel during crowd events and 

collective actions and by the opportunities to continue engaging with 

others. Just as with social identity, empowerment is often described 

as both an antecedent and an outcome of collective action. Empower-

ment can be understood as a social-psychological state of confidence 

in one’s ability to challenge existing relations of domination (Drury 

and Reicher 2005). Empowerment can be seen both as a predictor 
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of participation in a crowd event or collective action (e.g., Hess and 

Martin 2006; Klandermans 1997; Zimmerman and Rappaport 1988) 

and as a consequence or outcome of participation in a crowd event or 

collective action. Reported experiences of empowerment as a result 

of collective action are often useful in gauging whether an individual 

will want to engage in collective action again in the future (see Acar 

2018; Drury et al. 2003; McAdam 1989; Van Dyke and Dixon 2013; 

Vestergren et al. 2019).

SOLIDARITY AND PREJUDICE REDUCTION
Experiencing collective action with others can lead to prejudice 

reduction and consequently can result in solidarity between groups 

that may not have engaged previously in collective action together. 

Solidarity can take multiple forms; recent research on political soli-

darity has defined it as how much a person “stands with” a disadvan-

taged out-group and demonstrated that this can take place between 

members of different disadvantaged groups or between a member 

of an advantaged group toward a disadvantaged group (Neufeld, 

Starzyk, and Gaucher 2019). The latter, which can be referred to as 

allyship, involves individuals from an advantaged group supporting 

and actively engaging with the cause of a disadvantaged group. There 

is relatively little research on the motivators for advantaged group 

members to become involved in furthering the social change desired 

by disadvantaged groups. However, the existing research suggests 

that interest in and motivation of social justice for one’s own group 

may transcend boundaries and influence support for other groups as 

well (Tropp and Uluğ 2019; Uluğ and Cohrs 2017).

One way to create interest in supporting the causes of other 

groups is through previous collective action participation with other 

groups. Acar and Uluğ’s (2016) work suggests that collective action 

can lead to reductions in intergroup prejudice as well as taking steps 

toward social justice on behalf of others. Participants in this study 

noted instances of common identification that increased political sol-

idarity during protests. Uluğ and Acar’s (2018) research followed up 
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on Gezi protest participation three years later and noted that these 

instances of solidarity continued after the protests; at the group level, 

there was increased cooperation between groups that were previous-

ly excluded, as well as increased sensitivity to other groups’ priorities. 

Yasemin Gülsüm Acar and Canan Coşkan’s work on the Academics 

for Peace in Turkey (2020) showed that academics who participated 

in collective action through solidarity academies after being removed 

from their positions in universities experienced a sense of psychoso-

cial support and fellowship with other academics that they had not 

previously experienced. They found this experience of support mean-

ingful, and this helped them gauge their willingness to continue par-

ticipating in the solidarity academies.

As an outcome of collective action participation, solidarity in-

dicates a consolidation of the relationships that can be formed during 

collective action. It allows people who may not be familiar with each 

other’s causes to find common ground and new reasons to support 

one another’s pursuits of social change. There are profound outcomes 

for the continuation of collective action participation.

THE FUTURE OF CROWD RESEARCH
As we have discussed, studies of the crowd have changed over time, 

from perceptions of the crowd as “mindless” to that of a crowd behav-

ing on the basis of group norms. Participation in crowd events can 

bring about profound changes and a desire to continue participating 

in crowds and collective action. While the social identity perspective 

has changed the way we approach crowd dynamics, we believe there 

are areas that remain under-researched, and greater attention to them 

would immeasurably improve our understanding of the psychological 

crowd.

First, and perhaps most importantly, is the role of context. As 

discussed above, the ESIM does add the social “in the moment” con-

text to discussions of the psychological crowd; crowd participation is 

transformative, and social identity is fluid and contextually impacted. 

What the ESIM does not address, however, is the political, country, or 
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cultural context that is relevant to (1) people’s willingness to engage 

in collective action in the first place and (2) the ways they choose to, 

or can, engage.

In particularly repressive environments, collective action en-

gagement not only takes different forms (e.g., avoidance of large 

crowd events and preference for online political engagement) but 

may also change the aims of collective action in general. Repressive 

environments such as authoritarian states are not open to political 

or policy changes. Goals may shift from larger rights-based aims to 

smaller everyday aims that allow people to just “get by.” Hence, even 

though ESIM has been evidenced and is highly useful in a Western in-

dustrialized context with Western perceptions and environments of 

democracy, the crowd dynamics might have further dimensions and 

complexities in other political or state contexts.

It is also important to note that contextual factors will reduce 

or remove the impact of one or all of the established antecedents to 

participation in collective action such as social identity, efficacy, and 

perceived injustice. Previous research has suggested that the strength 

and direction of identification and collective action may depend on 

the status of one’s in-group (see Jost et al. 2017). A handful of studies 

have taken into account the group’s status (as advantaged or disad-

vantaged) in the relationship between identification and collective 

action (e.g., Bağci and Türnüklü 2019; Çakal et al. 2016). Furthermore, 

Mete Sefa Uysal and colleagues (forthcoming) demonstrated that a 

country’s repressive structure and state use of force, in addition to its 

environmental policies, affected whether people turned action inten-

tions into actual collective action.

As discussed above, allyship and solidarity are possible out-

comes of collective action participation that may lead to more sus-

tained action and support for other causes. There is still very little 

work on allyship and advantaged group members’ support for the 

causes of disadvantaged groups. Further investigation into power 

dynamics and asymmetries between groups, especially for those in 

politically risky or conflictual contexts, are essential to further under-

standing the dynamics of this relationship.
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In riskier contexts, people experience less efficacy to bring 

about social change than in more democratic or secure contexts (see 

Acar and Uluğ 2022; Ayanian et al. 2021; Odağ, Uluğ, and Ünal 2021). 

Other factors such as social identity may become more crucial predic-

tors of collective action participation. Further studies need to con-

sider the role (or lack) of efficacy and whether our current measures 

or conceptualizations of efficacy are relevant or useful outside demo-

cratic contexts.

Relatedly, empowerment, in addition to efficacy, is often indi-

vidualized; focusing on the individual’s experience of empowerment 

or efficacy can sometimes overshadow the role of structural and sys-

temic factors in shaping social inequalities and power dynamics. That 

is, while social support can increase an individual’s sense of efficacy 

or empowerment, it might not be enough to overcome structural bar-

riers and discrimination faced by the marginalized groups or those in 

repressive countries in terms of ability to engage in current or future 

action.

Finally, a great deal of research on the psychological crowd fo-

cuses on collective action for social change. However, as discussed 

above, there are different types of crowds. One understudied type of 

crowd is that on the political right. Crowds that push for the status 

quo and that resist change have only recently begun to receive atten-

tion (see Acar and Reicher 2021). When these crowds form for collec-

tive action, are they motivated by the same antecedents as those act-

ing for change? Do they experience the same outcomes and sources of 

sustainment? Here the concept of identity content (Turner et al. 1994) 

is of importance. For example, we can assume that the theoretical 

framework for processes might be similar, but the identity content 

would differ hugely.

CONCLUSION
Through this essay we have described the past, present, and hopefully 

the future of crowd and collective action research. Understandings 

of the crowd have changed over time; we understand now that there 

are many types of psychological crowds, with different relationships 
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to out-groups. As crowd psychologists, we work to understand the 

way coming together impacts us individually, biographically, but also 

how coming together can change society. This research requires open-

ness, dynamism, and a recognition that the meaning and purpose of 

a crowd, especially one seeking social change, is always in flux, and 

while traditional approaches to the crowd viewed them as agents of 

chaos, we hope that crowd psychology as an area of research will work 

to understand them as agents of change, growth, and circumstance.

NOTES
1. There is a dearth of literature exploring crowd behavior in disas-

ters and emergency evacuations. While such research is also about 

the crowd, it is often about the way a physical crowd can become a 

psychological crowd and is not one of choice but of circumstance, 

and as such we have chosen not to focus on it for this piece. However, 

interested readers can find more in Alhajri, Templeton, and Moore 

2023 and Drury 2018.
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