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Outline 
This chapter outlines how online groups form and regulate themselves. It examines the dynamics of 
online groups compared to their offline counterparts, focusing on why online group membership is 
an attractive option for many people, especially in today’s digital age. Specifically, the chapter 
addresses topics such as how roles, norms and group identity are expressed in online groups. Other 
recent research areas, such as the impact of an over-reliance on online social networks on 
individuals’ mental wellbeing, and the phenomenon of groupthink related to online groups, are 
alsopresented. 

 

Key Terms 
Collective identity describes how people are similar to each other, when the psychological 
connection between the individual self and the social group the individual is a member of is 
considered. Groupthinkrefers to “the tendency for cohesive groups to become so concerned about 
group consolidation that they fail to critically and realistically evaluate their decisions and 
antecedent assumptions” (Park, 1990, p. 229). Group normsare the rules individuals are expected to 
obey as members of a particular group, while group roles are the parts that individuals play within a 
group, or the positions they fill within a group, both formal and informal. Social loafingdescribes the 
reduction in effort exerted by some individuals when performing a task as part of a group, compared 
to completing the task alone.  

 

Introduction 
This chapter outlines how online groups form and regulate themselves. Some key questions one 
might be interested in posing when considering this topic of groups online could include: What is the 
psychological impact of being a member of an online group, such as a Facebook group, a Twitter 
group, or being aLinkedIn member, compared with being a member of an offline group, for example, 
in a physical work setting or a sports club setting? Are people more likely to join groups online, than 
they would be to join a similar group offline? Are online groups more or less homogenous, that is, do 
individuals in online groups share more common characteristics with other group members, when 
compared to similar offline groups? Are shy people really ‘bolder’ or ‘braver’ online? In order to 
answer such questions, one must first understand what a group is, how it is formed and why such 
groups form. 



What is a group; how and why do groups form? 

A group is any collection of people in a particular location or setting. Most people are considered 
members of many groups during their lifetime, such as their class group, their work group, or more 
common in the today’s digital age, a member of an online group, such as an online social networking 
group (Kirwan & Power, 2013).The question of how and why groups form has been investigated for 
decades, perhaps most frequently by social psychologists, such as Maslow (1943), who, in his paper 
‘The theory of human motivation’, described how human beings have ‘needs’, which are prioritised, 
with physical needs and safety needs positioned at the bottom levels of a hypothetical pyramid that 
he had suggested, followed by love and belonging needs. These love and belonging needs refer to 
the human ‘need’ to be cared for, to form social bonds, and to seek out contact with other humans 
beings. Such needs are considered fundamental to what it means to be human. So, human beings 
are considered social creatures with a need to ‘belong’, to be accepted by their peers, to be valued, 
yet unique individuals, with common goals and interests compared to other group members 
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995). This social need to ‘belong’appears to be a strong motivating factor for 
why many people join groups, including groups in the online world (Chiu, Cheung & Lee, 2008). 
However, group membership, online, is determined by more than just social factors. It is also 
determined by users’ access to the necessary technology to enable them to join and interact in such 
groups, and their usability skills for such technology (Daneback, Månsson & Ross, 2012). So, having 
addressed some of the issues surrounding what groups are, and what motivates individuals to join 
groups, the reasons why individuals join online groups specifically, and group behaviours online will 
now be discussed.  

 

Why do individuals join online groups?   

According to researchers such as Code and Zap (2009), and Kirwan and Power (2013) some of most 
common reasons for joining online groups include, firstly, the need to alleviate loneliness (whether 
that is temporary-such as moving to a new city, or chronic-such as being housebound for long 
periods of time, due to ill health, for example), and secondly, the attraction of the relative anonymity 
that such online groups provide, which may be especially appealing for shy individuals,such as those 
struggling with social anxiety disorders (Kirwan & Power, 2013), or those who wish to control the 
amount and type of self-disclosures they provide to other members of their social groups. People 
with social anxiety disorders, for example, who find it difficult to interact in groups in everyday real 
life, may find the online community a more attractive option for them in which to interact with 
others because they may feel safer, and more at ease expressing themselves online as they are not 
required to be physically present for such interactions to take place. Similarly, individuals’ anxieties 
regarding the reactions of others in their offline world, to their ‘different’ or ‘special’ interests, could 
result in such individuals being, or feeling, ostracised and isolated from their offline, real world, peer 
groups, thus accounting perhaps for their, and athird,motivation to seek out like-minded individuals 
online to converse with instead (Bargh & McKenna, 2004; Kirwan & Power, 2013; Walther, 2007). 
 
Afourth attraction to joining online groups is their ability to allow individuals to communicate 
remotely with other members of a group they share perhaps a common predicament or problem 
with, or when time to meet in-person is not possible due to time constraints, work/family 
commitments, or location difficulties, i.e., living in a remote place with little public transport 
services). There is no need to be in the same location, orface to face with group members, in order 
to communicate online in such situations. However, many visual cues, for example, body language, 
are often lost insuch online interactions (i.e., those that are type-based communications, via email or 
message boards).Such non-verbal cues in face to face exchanges are considered to add to the 
richness of the discourse taking place between the group members (Riva, 2002). The loss of visual 
contact between online group members can mean a loss of understanding of the discourse, in its 



meaning and context, by individuals who only have written words, and perhaps emoticons, on which 
to base their interpretations of what is being communicated. However, such typed responses also 
afford group members the luxury of re-reading their responses before sending them on to other 
group members, meaning that such responses may be ‘toned down’ or rephrased in a way that is 
not truly reflective of what would be said if the group members were engaged in a face to face 
exchange (Murgado-Armenteros, Torres-Ruiz, &Vega-Zamora, 2012). 
 
Despite the above cited limitation, of typed online group interactions losing their non-verbal cues, 
such online social communitiescontinue to grow in number and popularity (Kuss & Griffiths, 2011; 
Facebook, 2012; Van Belleghem, Thys & De Ruyck, 2012). Indeed, the growth of such online 
communities has resulted in researchers debating the previously held views of how social and 
psychological dynamics contribute to human relationships, communication, and community 
formation. For example, some early research supported the view that the relative anonymity of 
internet communication encourages self-expression and facilitates the formation of relationships 
outside of what might be considered ‘normal’ socially mediated communication (Wallace, 1999). 
 
 
A fifth attraction of online group membership is that the internet offers a way for individuals to 
present a ‘version’ of themselves totheir group. Identities online are, therefore, sometimes described 
as ‘fluid’ or dynamic in nature, that is, they are subject to change, depending on the demands of the 
online group membership. Indeed, Code and Zap (2009) described how individuals often join online 
groups because this affords them the capacity to experiment and develop their identities in their 
online groups. Such ‘impression management’ continues to be extensively researched by 
cyberpsychologists (Kirwan & Power, 2013).  

 
A sixth attraction of online group membership is perhaps the possibility of forming multi-national 
groups as again, cited above, physical contact is not needed to form such online relationships. This 
ability to communicate with individuals from other countries and cultures opens up a world of 
interesting exchanges between online group members. However, it is often the case that group 
members are less spontaneous, and more guarded in what they communicate in such multi-cultural 
group settings online, as there is perhaps greater uncertainty about the way an exchange in such an 
environment might be interpreted (Murgado-Armenteros et al., 2012). 
 
The online environment also removes environmental variables, such as room temperature, seating 
types and arrangements, noise levels, that is, the physical personal space, from the interaction, 
which may be a favourable feature of online group interactions for individuals who like to control 
such variables as much as possible. The offline world often places great emphasis on the physical 
appearance of individuals also, which is removed from interactions in many online settings. This can 
result in individuals forming bonds with other individuals they share common views and goals with, 
rather than being related to physical attractiveness, for example. Such relationships may then have 
greater opportunities to grow in the online world, which could greatly benefit the social bonds of the 
individuals concerned. Indeed some early research by Parks and Floyd(1995) reported that people 
felt the personal relationships they formed viathe Internet were close, meaningful, and rewarding. 
This viewwas supported by McKenna, Green and Gleason (2002) in their two year longitudinal study 
of randomly selected Internet newsgroup participants.McKenna et al. reported that 84% of 
theirparticipants claimed their Internet relationships were as important and ‘real’ to them as were 
their non-Internet relationships. 
 
 



Over-reliance on online group membership 

There are, however, implications for group members who display an over-reliance on their online 
social groups, such as their ‘friends’ on social media websites like Facebook, or their ‘followers’ on 
Twitter, for example. Melville (2010) reported that individuals may suffer symptoms of depression if 
they feel rejected by their online ‘friends’ also. Such individualsthen risked alienating themselves 
from their online groups, in a similar fashion to that which may occurwith members of groups in 
their offline world. Also, Kalpidou, Costin and Morris (2009) reported the longer such individuals 
spend with their online groups in the online world, the lower their self-esteem levels appeared to 
become in their real world. However, Kim, LaRose and Peng (2009) reported that individuals who 
scored low on their ability to function in real-world social settings declared thebeneficial use of 
online social groups in meeting their unfulfilled social offline group needs. These group members 
perceived theironline groups existed in a ‘safer’ environment for them. Kim et al. did also comment, 
however, thatthe difficulties individuals reported having in their offline social interactions, and how 
they felt about them, were not enhanced, or solved, by participating in online social groups. 
Therefore, reliance on the online world for social support may result in individuals becoming more 
socially withdrawn from the offline world, thus facilitating their social anxiety to a greater degree. 

 

Some researchers have specifically tested thepsychological impact of denying individuals time to 
interact ontheir social networking websites. For example, in their study, Sheldon, Abad and Hinsch 
(2011) denied students access to their Facebook accounts for a 48-hour period. These students 
actually displayed lower levels of aggression and procrastination, while also reporting greater levels 
of life-satisfaction, for the period they were denied access to their Facebook accounts. They did, 
however, display a re-bound effect in their extended use of Facebook following their 48-hour period 
of absence from their sites, in order, it would appear, to ‘make up’ for their reported feelings of 
being ‘disconnected’ from this online world during the 48-hour period of abstinence imposed during 
the study.  

 

Gentzler, Oberhauser, Westerman and Nadorf (2011) also reported that group members who spent 
more time interacting with their parents through social media groups displayed higher levels of 
loneliness and anxious attachment with their parents compared to those who interacted more with 
their parents in the offline, real world. The individuals, who reported spending more time with their 
parents in an offline environment, stated that their relationships with their parents were more 
intimate, supportive and satisfying for them, compared to the individuals who interacted more with 
their parents online.     

 

As previously cited, the internet and online social networks may provide socially shy individuals with 
a comfortable environment in which to communicate with others, while avoiding face-to-face 
interactions (Ebeling-Witte, Frank & Lester, 2007). However, is it true that such individuals are more 
confident and less self-conscious online? Brunet and Schmidt (2008) attempted to answer this 
question. They reported that the behaviour and confidence exhibited by shy individuals, who 
reported being more self-conscious in social settings, was context dependent, when they 
communicated online. For example, when there was a webcam operating, the self-conscious 
individuals provided less self-disclosure information compared to their less shy counterparts. 

 



To conclude this section, perhaps online groups can provide a peer-supportive forum and a positive 
environment in which to interact, for some group members, such as those who are shy or self-
conscious, or who have special interests. However, someonline groups can also be a negative source 
of social support, especially if they result in feelings of ‘disconnectedness’, or if they lead to anxious 
attachments to significant others, such as family and friends in the real world. Theycan also be 
damaging, if their online groups encourage, and foster, negative health related behaviours, such as 
disordered eating (Tierney, 2006). Such groups can also have a contagion-like effect on vulnerable 
group members (Lewis & Arbuthnott, 2012). 

 

Having addressed (i) some of the reasons why individuals are motivated to join online groups, and 
(ii) some key advantages and disadvantages of such online group membershipsfor individuals, the 
issues of (i) how people behave in groups online, compared to offline, and (ii) how such online 
groups maintain their membership numbers will now be discussed, considering issues such as group 
identity, roles, norms and social loafing in online groups.    

 

How do people behave in online groups? 
So, how does group behaviour online differ from group behaviour offline, if indeed any differences 
do exist? In order to answer such a question, the term group dynamics, should first be explained. 
According to Moran (2012), group dynamics is a term used to describe the way individuals act in 
groups, the factors thought to influence group behaviour and the processes thought to change 
group behaviour. Butfirst, what constitutes examples of online groups?In the online world, 
environments which constitute groups include social networks, such as Facebook, Twitter and 
Instagram, chat-rooms, e-mail lists, discussion boards, bulletin boards, news and discussion groups, 
list servers, as well as Massively Multiple Online Role Playing Games (MMORPG; Such large groups 
will be discussed in detail in Chapter 19).The main objective ofsuch online groupsis to provide 
members with a common cyberspace in which to share their experiences, to seek advice, and to 
communicate with others (Castelnuovo, Gaggioli, Mantovani &Riva, 2003). There are many 
similarities between such online groups, and their offline equivalents(i.e., clubs, societies, gym 
groups, political groups), such as the need of members for social connections and social support, as 
outlined earlier in this chapter. However, there are also some key differences between such groups 
online, compared to similar offline groups (Howard, 2014). So, do online groups serve a different 
purpose in a person’s life, compared to their offline groups? Do individuals fulfil different roles in 
online groups, when compared to their offline roles in their real-world lives? According to Chmiel et 
al. (2011), internet communication patterns do appear to differ when compared to those displayed 
in traditional, face to face settings. Therefore, the influence of cohesion, roles and norms on online 
group functioning, the types of leadership structures that existonline, and some of the negative 
features of online group behaviour, such as groupthink and social loafing,will now be discussed.  
 

 

Online group cohesion 
Similar to the concept of team cohesion in sporting and work related environments (Moran, 2012), 
group survival in the online world relies on groups sharing some form of task and social cohesion. 
This means that a group must help an individual to fulfil some objectives or goals (i.e., tasks), while 
also meeting some interpersonal (or social) needs of the individual, if that individual is to remain a 
member of the group. The extent to which the task, or social, element of this ‘bond’ between the 
group and its membersremains a topic of interest for researchers, and similar tothe sport, and 
organisational, psychology literature, the cyberpsychology literature seems to suggest that task 



needs are somewhat more important in maintaining the online group environment, than are social 
requirements. For example, Ren et al. (2012) specifically examined the impact of enhancing 
members’ attachment to their online communities, by manipulating levels of group identity or 
interpersonal bonds. The results of their study revealed that increasing group identity was a more 
effective way to enhance members’ attachment to their online communities,compared to increasing 
the interpersonal bonds between the members. This implies that members of groups seem to feel a 
stronger attachment to groups they can relate to more in terms of group objectives and 
characteristics, rather than those in which they have specifically close-knit social, or attraction based 
bonds with other members of the group. Therefore, group identity in online groups appears to fulfil 
an important function in online group growth and development. 

 

Group and collective identity, roles and norms 

The term group identity is a term used to describe the common characteristics and common goals, 
similar beliefs and standards that often exist between group members (Chen & Li, 2009). ‘Collective 
identity’ is a related term which refers to how people are similar to each other within a group, when 
the psychological connection between the individual self and the social group is considered (Abrams 
& Hogg, 2001).As with many groups, roles and norms emerge within online groups to allow them to 
function effectively. A role within any group refers to the ‘position’ a person may fillwithin that 
group, such as a ‘leadership’ role, similar to a ‘captain’s role’ within a team perhaps. Roles within 
groups can,therefore, be described asformal or informal. An example of a formal role would be a 
managerial roleor a captaincy role. Such roles are explicitly stated and clearly identified. An informal 
role could include the ‘joker’ role, or indeed, the ‘peacemaker’ role within the group. Norms differ 
from roles in groups as they typically refer to the rules a group puts in place in order to regulate the 
behaviour of the group members. Groups often develop their norms by observing the ‘normal’ or 
‘accepted’ behaviours of other groups (Borsari & Carey, 2003). For example, a norm within a work 
setting might be that all employees are expected to arrive to work on-time, with only special 
exceptions to this rule being tolerated. Penalties are often put in place to punish members of groups 
when they ‘break’ the rules, in order to motivate the members to conform to the group norms, and 
so that the group can exist in a harmonious way (Kirwan & Power, 2013). 

 

Depersonalization is a specific term within group dynamics used to describe the phenomenon where 
people conform to a group prototype and behave according togroup norms (Code & Zap, 2009). At 
times, in such groups, individuals relinquish their individual views, beliefs or needs, in order to 
accept the group’s views. When individuals find themselves being influenced in such a way by the 
opinions of other group members, the term‘groupthink’ may be used to describe the phenomenon. 

 

Groupthink 

As cited above, sometimes a kind of ‘groupthink’ can emerge in groups. Groupthink refers to 
changes in the cognitions of individuals in groups, especially when they are in contact with, or 
interacting with, other group members. The reasons why groupthink occurs has been examined 
extensively by many social psychologists (Bandura, 1986). Among young people who are likely to join 
online groups, peer pressure may be one reason why groupthink occurs. In 2008, boyd completed a 
qualitative study on American teenagers who joined online social networks. boyd reported that 
strong and direct peer pressure was placed on American teenagers to join online social networks, 
such as Facebook and Bebo. The teenagers interviewed in boyd’s study reported that, in addition to 



pressure from peers to join these groups, they also experienced feelings of isolation, and being ‘left 
out’, if they did not join such online communities.  

 

Perhaps different types of online groups are also more, or less, susceptible to features such as 
groupthink? Researchers haveattempted to characterise and generalise online group topographies 
(Baragh & McKenna, 2004). A limitation of this research has emerged, namely, whether different 
online groups communicate and interact in similar ways that makes them comparable, or is it 
possible that they differ significantly in the way they function? Howard (2014) attempted to address 
this limitation of some of the previous research examining online group formation and 
function(Baragh & McKenna, 2004),which had, overall, failed to examine the generalizability of 
online group features identified, such as group identity and social support issues. Howard(2014) 
specifically examined some of the overlapping qualities of online groups previously identified, by 
researchers such as McKenna and colleagues (see McKenna, 2004), qualities such as group identity, 
social support, self-presentation and well-being. Howard compared three types of online groups, 
namely a cancer support group (representing an online ‘support group’), a Harry Potter fan group 
(representing an online ‘avocation group’) and a Lesbian Gay Bisexual Transgender(LGBT) group 
(representing a ‘stigmatised group’). All three groups selected represented forum online groups 
only. The decision to include such groups alone was made in an attempt to maintain consistency in 
the comparisons made between the three types of online groups examined. Howard’s results 
indicated that online groups doindeed appear to differ in their properties, especially in relation to 
their group members’ group identity, social support and well-being features.Howard suggested that 
future research might attempt to uncover why group members vary in their characteristicsacross 
different types of online groups. Perhaps such research could also shed some light on the reasons 
why features, such as groupthink, emerge among some online groups more than others. 

 

Of course, group formation and function is influenced by many other factors. One such factor could 
be the leadership structure withingroups, which will now be discussed in relation to online groups. 

 

Leadership roles in online groups 
Formal, leadership roles have often been examined in the offline world (Moran, 2012). Based on the 
social identity theory of leadership (Hogg & Reid, 2002), individuals who exhibit more prototypical 
characteristics of a group typically emerge as the group’sleaders. Such individuals often exhibit a 
high degree of overlap between their own characteristics and the characteristics of the other group 
members (especially in relation to their goals, values and attitudes). While such incidences apply in 
the offline world, they could apply more strongly on the Internet where other influential factors for 
leadership are not as apparent,such as physical appearance, and the degree of interpersonal 
dominance potential leaders might have overother group members (Hogg & Reid, 2002). Regarding 
specific leadership research in online groups, the question of who governs online chat rooms, for 
example, has beenexamined (Bowker & Liu, 2001). However, overall, this area does not appear to 
have been researched in great depth in the past ten years and could now be considered in need of 
examination by current researchers.  

 

Social loafing 
Of course, some negative group interactions also exist in online groups, in the same way as they are 
present in offline groups, such as social loafing. This term refers to individuals’ decreased 



effortswhen they are working together as part of a group, compared to working alone on the task. In 
the offline world, such behaviour can have a significant negative effect on performance, especially 
within sporting, and work-based, groups (Moran, 2012). Online, social loafing in groups has been 
linked to variables such as increased group size (Blair et al., 2005), a finding also reported in 
groupsincreased in sizein the offline environment (Moran, 2012). Ways to minimise the occurrence 
of such behaviour, while maximising the contributions of group members remains a challenge for 
online groups, as it does for their offline counterparts. 

 

Having discussed matters related to online group cohesion, group identity, and negative aspects of 
group behaviour, such as groupthink and social loafing, the debate surrounding theability of the 
internet to either strengthen the bonds of groups or diminish face to face interactions will now be 
considered. 

 
There was some concern that online communication platforms would dilute traditional human 
relations (Arora, 2011). However, research findings from the early 2000ssuggested that, rather than 
weakening social bonds between groups and communities, online communities have the ability to 
add to the offline relationships enjoyed by members of groups (see Wellman, Boase & Chen, 
2002).Such online networks may add new layers of activities to offline groups and can, therefore, 
enhance their positive group interactions.Later research has also shown that some individuals do 
prefer and form stronger social bonds with online support group members, than they do with offline 
social group members, especially if they are left unsatisfied with the support they have or are 
receiving within their offline groups, for example, individuals not happy with health, or medically 
related, concerns or conditions (Eun Chung, 2013). 

 

Future directions for research in online groups 

Having reviewed some key issues related to online groups, their behaviours, and advantages for 
group members, a number of exciting areas for future research have emerged. For example, more 
research on the characteristics of members attracted to different types of online groups is a 
potential area for future research, as advocated by Howard (2014). More specific research 
examining the characteristics of online leaders is also warranted, to follow up on research by the 
likes of Bowker and Liu (2001). Such research could helpto increase the number of female leaders in 
the offline world also, for example, where female representation in power positions remains low, 
compared to their male counterparts (United Nations (UN) Women, 2014).  

Conclusion 
To conclude, this chapter has given an overview of groups online, what they are, why and how they 
exist, what their strengths and weaknesses are for group members, and how their continued study 
may contribute to the overall understanding of group dynamics, both in the online and offline world.  

Activity 
Create an online social support network group (on Facebook or Twitter) for young adolescents, 
focusing on a topical issue, such as cyberbullying or mental health issues, i.e., suicide prevention. Ask 
students to document in a final report, all activity on the site, such as the material posted, the 



membership numbers, the volume of traffic to the site and an analysis of the comments posted on 
the site. 

 

Discussion Questions 
1. Compare and contrast the behaviours of groups in online and offline environments.  
2. Discuss the increasing use of the internet as a source of social support for group members.   
3. Outline the dangers of an over-reliance on social networks, such as Facebook, Twitter and 

chat-rooms, for primary social support.  
4. Discuss the impact of individuals experimenting with their social identity online, both for the 

individual and the group as a whole.  

 

Recommended Reading List 
Lina Eklund’s study examined the link between online/offline group interactions, using social online 

gaming. The findings of the study demonstrate how on-and offline interactions are closely linked. 

Eklund, L. (2014). Bridging the online/offline divide: The example of digital gaming. 

Computers in Human Behaviour. DOI: 10.1016/j.chb.2014.06.018 

 

Howard’s study set out to examine the dynamics of three different online groups: a cancer support 

group, an LGBT forum and a Harry Potter fan forum. The results indicate that such groups do differ in 

their properties, such as their group members’ group identity.  

Howard, M.C. (2014). An epidemiological assessment of online groups and typology: What 

are the (dis)similarities of the online group types? Computers in Human Behavior, 31, 123-

133.  

 

This textbook is a comprehensive source of information on social aspects of the Internet. It provides 
detail on both the positive and negative influences of the online world. 

Amichai-Hamburger. (2013). The Social Net: Understanding our online behaviour. (2nd ed.). 
Oxford: Oxford University Press.   

 

Glossary of terms 
Collective identity - describes how people are similar to each other, when the psychological 
connection between the individual self and the social group the individual is a member of is 
considered.  

 



Groupthink - “The tendency for cohesive groups to become so concerned about group consolidation 
that they fail to critically and realistically evaluate their decisions and antecedent assumptions” 
(Park, 1990, p. 229).  

 

Group norms – the rules individuals are expected to obey as members of a particular group.  

 

Group roles - the parts that individuals play within a group, or the positions they fill within a group 
(formal or informal).  

 

Social loafing - describes the reduction in effort exerted by some individuals when they are 
performing as part of groups.   
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