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Why do groups fail to respond as well as individuals do?

A It’s clear that we imitate the behaviors of others, whether consciously or not.
We are especially keen to see what they’re doing when the situation is unfamiliar.
They may be watching us just as keenly. And that could turn out to be very

important.

B  We all talk about the power of peer pressure, but “pressure” may be
exaggerating. Peer perception is plenty. You are doing things because you see your
peers do them. It’s not only body-pierced teenagers who follow the crowd. It’s you,

too. Behavior is contagious.

C For example, drinking alcohol has been shown to be contagious: a study found
that when college males were paired with a dormitory roommate who drank a lot,
they saw their grades go down. There’s an endless list of other behaviors that are
contagious as well: getting married, wearing fashionable boots, and shaking

hands to greet someone.

D In uncertain situations — smoke pouring into a room, the apparent sound of a
fall — people look to others for cues about how to interpret the event. If you see a
man suddenly collapse at the mall, your brain races through possible
interpretations: It’s a heart attack! Or, wait, maybe he’s just fallen down. Or what
if he’s playing a practical joke on someone? You're reluctant to rush over
immediately, because if he just fell accidentally, your alarm-bell behavior will

leave you both embarrassed.

E If you're the only person around to react, you’ll probably act on your best guess
— heart attack — and rush over. But if there’s a crowd, you've got two pieces of
information to process: the collapse itself and the crowd’s reaction to the collapse.
You might pause briefly to study the crowd. Are other people acting like he’s had

a heart attack? You stand there, waiting, ready to spring into action at the first




sign of crisis. But as you wait, other people are looking back at you, and when

they see you hesitating, your behavior becomes data for their theory that it’s not

an emergency.
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