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How do groups grow beyond the boundaries of active membership? This is the 

central question in this dissertation. From past research, we learned about how 

groups can be formed through processes within the group. However, there is, to 

our knowledge, no empirical work on how groups expand. Yet, there are many 

instances when actions of a small group of interacting individuals seem to affect 

bystanders socially. Think for example about a protest on the street, a concert, 

a performance, or a sports competition. In all these examples, audiences can 

get psychologically drawn into the actions of the core group (protesters, 

performers, athletes). It seems that when a group is able to express a sense of 

togetherness, solidarity can emerge among performers and observers alike. The 

psychological processes underpinning this phenomenon are unclear; under 

what circumstances does solidarity transfer from group to observer, and under 

what circumstances does it not? This dissertation aims to apply the insights 

from the literature on within-group processes to understand how observers 

become psychologically involved with the actions of a small group of actors. 

We1 believe that studying how solidarity can transfer from group to bystanders 

can inform us about how groups can extend beyond the boundaries of their 

active members. 

 In this dissertation, we focus on how acting as a group socially affects 

observers. In doing so, we are not interested in the content of group interactions, 

but merely the physical manifestation of a group; i.e., the nonverbal interactions 

between and joint movement of members of a group. There are two reasons for 

doing this. First, communication is for a large part nonverbal (Burgoon, Stern, & 

Dillman, 1995; Chartrand & Lakin, 2013; Knapp, Hall, & Horgan, 2014). Nonverbal 

behaviours often contain many social cues and people are known to be very 

adept at reading body language. We therefore believe that when observing a 

nonverbally interacting group, people would be able to extract substantial social 

information from this. Second, the relationship between a core group of actors 

and non-participating observers has not been studied before. As we were at the 

start of this line of research, we wanted to begin at the basis. Language adds a 

layer of complexity to how interacting groups are experienced by observers. We 

believe it was best to avoid such complexities in our initial investigation. Taken 

1 As this dissertation is a collaborative effort, I will refer to ‘we’, and not ‘I’, in the remainder of 
this introduction.



10 C H A P T E R  1

together, through physical interactions we would be able to manipulate group 

dynamics, free from any meaning from language. 

 To understand how observers who have no part in the interactions of the 

core group can come to feel psychologically part of the group, we first need 

to understand how core members identify with the group. Secondly, we will 

discuss how groups can be formed through nonverbal interactions. Thirdly, 

we bridge previous findings and the current work by considering how within-

group processes may influence group growth, i.e., how non-participating 

observers can become psychologically part of the core group. Lastly, we will 

elaborate on the social contexts in which we chose to investigate the group-

observer connection, namely performing arts and sports.

Being Part of a Group
Before we consider how groups expand, we need to understand how core 

members identify with a group. Over the last decades there has been ample of 

research on how group membership of very large groups can impact individuals’ 

perceptions and behaviours. Earlier work on such group processes in large 

groups has mostly been informed by the social identity approach (Hornsey, 

2008; Tajfel, 1978; Tajfel & Turner, 1986; Turner, 1985; Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, 

& Wetherell, 1987). This approach proposes that one’s membership of very large 

groups can influence behaviour and thought processes because the individual 

derives aspects of their self-concept from this group. Such theories explain 

how people identify with groups because they self-categorise as members of 

overarching categories: they experience having a shared identity (as a woman, 

a Dutch person or a range of other category memberships). In later theorizing 

about the formation of such shared identities, the role of the individual within 

the group became more central. Here, it was considered that the group’s shared 

identity can be defined by the individual members rather than the other way 

around (interactive model of identity formation; Postmes, Haslam, & Swaab, 

2005). This theory explains how people can come to identify with small groups 

(and develop a shared identity) through dynamic processes of interaction and 

interdependencies. In the following we will discuss such processes in large and 

small groups in more depth.
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Identification with large categories: social identity approaches

Most people are part of multiple groups that are formed around people who 

share socially meaningful commonalities. Think for example about group 

memberships that are based on nationality, ethnicity, profession, gender, or 

political preference. These group memberships inform us about who we, 

as individuals, are. This in turn, may guide social cognition as well as social 

behaviour. Social identity theory (Tajfel, 1978; Tajfel & Turner, 1986) captured 

the idea that such group memberships have implications for the self and the 

identity. Initial empirical work on social identities showed that people are able 

to categorize themselves into groups based on arbitrary and even meaningless 

characteristics (i.e., minimal group paradigm, Tajfel, Billig, Bundy, & Flament, 

1971). That is, if you divide a group of people into two groups based on fake 

information about for example their art preference, group members start 

behaving in favour of their group and in opposition of other groups, even in 

the absence of any interpersonal connections. A key element in this work is 

that social identities are a response to perceived similarities within one’s own 

group but perceived differences from other relevant groups. Once classified as 

a group, people tend to favour their ingroup, “us”, over the outgroup, “them”, 

through processes of positive distinctiveness.

 Social identity theory assumes there is, next to one’s social identity, also one’s 

personal identity. Whereas with the social identity the self is derived from group 

characteristics, the personal identity is informed by personal characteristics. 

That is to say, when we derive the self from our social identity, we may consider 

what it means to be part of the group. For example, what it means to be Dutch 

is determined by the group, which in turn informs the self (e.g., we are stingy). 

When we derive the self from a personal identity however, we consider personal 

characteristics to determine the self (I am light-hearted). According to social 

identity theory, people’s social behaviour varies along a continuum between 

interpersonal behaviour, determined by people’s personal characteristics, and 

intergroup behaviour, determined by their salient social identity. Importantly, 

as people do not live in a social vacuum, it is implausible that there is a part of 

the self that is entirely uninformed by others. At the same time, behaviour that 

is only informed by one’s salient social identity is also not likely: People’s social 

behaviour is likely to be driven by the interaction between the two extremes. 
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 Whereas social identity theory focuses on the intergroup relations, self-

categorization theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986; Turner, 1985; Turner et al., 1987) focuses 

more on how different contexts can activate different level of self-categorization. 

Rather than assuming that interpersonal and intergroup processes are on one 

continuum, like social identity theory does, self-categorization theory assumes 

there is a hierarchy of three different forms of identity experience that change 

as a function of the level of self-categorization. The human identity is the global 

identity of the self as a human being. The social identity is based on the self 

as embedded into an ingroup, contrasted to particular outgroups. The personal 

identity is based on the self in comparison to others. The level that is situationally 

salient determines which aspect of identity becomes self-relevant within that 

situation. That is, the activation of a certain identity is dependent on the context 

one is in. When one is, for example, the only woman in a room of men, and being 

a woman is self-relevant, this may make her gender identity salient, which, in turn, 

may inform subsequent cognition and behaviour. Self-categorization theory 

assumed that certain identities come with information on what a typical group 

member is like; i.e., prototypes. Both the experience as well as the perception of 

this identity can be informed by these prototypes. When one self-categorizes 

as a group member, this can lead them to conform to prototypical behaviour 

and/or adopt prototypical attitudes. Conversely, when judging groups, one can 

simplify the perception by ignoring the notion of the individual in the group, and 

merely seeing a group in terms of prototypical group characteristics, whether 

they actually apply to the individual or not (i.e., stereotyping). By minimizing 

interpersonal differences within a group, it becomes easier to judge a group 

because one only needs to respond to the group’s overarching qualities. 

 Although both the theories acknowledge a personal identity, this seems to 

be undermined in the presence of a social identity. Social identity theory sees 

the interpersonal versus intergroup processes as two ends of a spectrum. This 

means that there is a negative interdependence between the two; more of one 

means less of the other. Self-categorization theory sees the personal identity 

and social identity as functionally antagonistic; both cannot be active at the 

same time. This implies that for slightly different reasons, both theories assume 

that you can either identify as an individual or a group member, but not as both 

at the same time.
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Identification with small groups: individual distinctiveness in groups

Because of the focus on higher-order categorical groups, the social identity 

approach does not consider interpersonal relationships within small groups. 

When we think of groups, we do not just classify groups as deriving from 

sharing an overarching identity. We often form groups with people based on 

interpersonal connections, think for example about friends or colleagues. Here 

interpersonal relations are at the foreground whereas intergroup relations 

become irrelevant. The interactive model of identity formation (Postmes, Haslam, 

et al., 2005; Postmes, Spears, Lee, & Novak, 2005) recognized that there are two 

pathways to group formation. There is indeed a pathway to group formation that 

relies on social categories and shared similarities between group members. This 

pathway is characterized by top-down processes; group members deduce their 

identity from an overarching notion of what the group stands for, or what the 

prototypical member ought to be. However, the interactive model of identity 

formation proposed that there is another pathway to group formation that 

cannot be explained by the traditional social identity approach. The interactive 

model of identity formation introduces the idea that groups can also be formed 

from the bottom up. Through interactions between interpersonally distinct 

individuals, people can induce a group identity. Whereas with the deductive 

pathway to group formation individuality is pushed to the background, with 

the inductive pathway the individual is central to the formation of the group. 

Integrating these deductive and inductive processes to group formation into 

one comprehensive theory relieved the antagonistic tension between the self 

and the group. The interactive model of identity formation acknowledges that 

individual and group can coexist in different forms in which the individual is 

more or less central. This allowed for a more complete understanding of group 

phenomena.

 Both the deductive and inductive pathways to identity formation can 

result in group members experiencing a sense of belonging, identification 

with the group, and the feeling of social unity (in this dissertation we use the 

term solidarity to capture all three components; see also Koudenburg, Postmes, 

& Gordijn, 2017). However, the role of the individual is very different in each 

pathway. The deductive pathway is characterised by similarities between 

members of the ingroup in contrast to outgroups (a process that is essentially 
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similar to traditional social identity approaches, cf. Tajfel & Turner, 1986; Turner 

et al., 1987). People do not need to interact with or even know other group 

members. The “group” is ideational: a social and psychological construct that can 

exert a significant psychological influence on thoughts and actions. As these 

groups are formed through focusing on commonalities between members and 

conforming to the group prototype, there is no room for individual differences; 

the group exists as a function of the similarities between members. Because 

of these similarities, the group is often not affected when a member leaves 

the group (i.e., if one would decide to leave the Netherlands this would not 

affect Dutch people). Nonetheless, these groups can elicit strong feelings of 

togetherness. Think for instance about how you can experience national pride 

when your country wins the FIFA World Cup. In such cases, experiencing a 

collective identity can make you experience togetherness and strength. 

 Conversely, groups formed through the inductive pathway revolve around 

material (or “real”) interactions and interdependencies. Here, outgroups are 

less relevant (Gaertner, Iuzzini, Witt, & Oriña, 2006). In such groups, feelings 

of identification emerge through cooperation within which individual roles, 

distinctiveness and even dissimilarity are integrated (Jans, Postmes, & Van der 

Zee, 2011; Postmes et al., 2005; 2005). Think for example of a village in which 

each inhabitant has a unique profession. This community works as a function 

of each individual’s different but complementary role. When the mailman 

would leave the village, the group as a whole is affected; mail is not delivered 

anymore. In fact, research shows that individual distinctiveness and mutual 

indispensability are key predictors in the social unity that arises in such groups 

(Jans et al., 2011; Jans, Postmes, & Van der Zee, 2012; Koudenburg, Postmes, 

Gordijn, & Van Mourik Broekman, 2015). That is, the complementary nature of 

individuals in these groups is essential for the sense of solidarity experienced by 

its members. 

Embodiment of Groups
Because this dissertation focused on the physical manifestation of we-ness, 

we will look at how social interactions can shape groups. More specifically, 

we want to explore how groups are embodied. Here, we refer to mechanical 

and organic solidarity to reflect the physical and behavioural manifestation of 
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respectively deductive and inductive group formation (see Koudenburg et al., 

2017, 2015). The manner in which individuals coordinate their interaction can 

correspond to either mechanical (based on similarities) or organic (based on 

complementarity) principles. 

Similarity in interactions

Past research on how people interact has found a relationship between similarity 

between interaction partners’ behaviour (e.g., interactional synchrony) and 

social bonding. Mechanisms of adapting and mirroring behaviour are believed 

to contribute to socialization processes (De Waal, 2008; Hatfield, Cacioppo, 

& Rapson, 1994). This physical coordination makes it possible to experience 

and converge towards other people’s physical and affective state (Barsalou, 

Niedenthal, Barbey, & Ruppert, 2003; Bernieri & Rosenthal, 1991; Burgoon et 

al., 1995; De Waal, 2008; Foster, 2008; Hatfield et al., 1994; Hawk, Fischer, & Van 

Kleef, 2011; Knoblich & Sebanz, 2006). Copying actions of others can lead to 

the experience of blurring boundaries between self and others (Smith, 2008; 

Wheatley, Kang, Parkinson, & Looser, 2012). This can also happen when people 

synchronize their behaviour, i.e., when they match behaviour exactly in time. 

People who behave in synchrony with others experience social unity, cooperate 

more with their co-actors, and behave more pro-socially (Miles, Nind, & Macrae, 

2009a; Reddish, Bulbulia, & Fischer, 2014; Reddish, Fischer, & Bulbulia, 2013; 

Reddish, Tong, Jong, Lanman, & Whitehouse, 2016; Valdesolo & Desteno, 2011; 

Valdesolo, Ouyang, & Desteno, 2010; Wiltermuth & Heath, 2009). 

 There are many example of synchrony, or similarity of behaviour. Think for 

example about mirroring someone’s posture or walking in synchrony with a 

friend; often you are unaware that this happens. However, there are also more 

explicit expressions of synchrony. Rituals, sports, or performing arts can include 

(elements of ) synchrony specifically because of its strong social impact. For 

instance, marching in an army, can convey unity and strength to opponents, 

but also make the individual soldier feel less vulnerable because they are 

part of a group (McNeill, 1995). Cheering in sync during a football match or a 

demonstration can be a way to experience and express togetherness. 

 It is important to note that not all the behaviour described above has to 

be exact similarity of behaviour. Indeed, when marching in the army the exact 
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synchrony is essential for the group to feel socially and physically strengthened. 

However, many interactions are not necessarily about pure synchrony, but 

more about similarity of actions, intentions, or behavioural patterns (see also 

Campbell, 1958). For example, people in a room may all be standing in one 

corner facing the same direction. When entering such a room, you may copy 

this behaviour. This is not synchrony per se, but behaving similarly according to 

what is automatically perceived to be the norm. 

Complementarity in interactions

There are also forms of interaction in which similarity of behaviour is not 

present or constructive. Sometimes actions or roles of individuals are actually 

different but complementary. For instance, everyday conversations depend on 

interaction partners smoothly interchanging the role of speaker and listener. 

Only when this speech coordination runs smoothly it results in feelings 

of we-ness, whereas failure to coordinate hampers the development of a 

positive relationship (Koudenburg, Postmes, & Gordijn, 2011, 2013). During 

such everyday interactions these behaviours, and in particular coordinating 

these behaviours with interaction partners, are important for forming and 

maintaining relationships (see also Bernieri, Davis, Rosenthal, & Knee, 1994; 

Bernieri & Rosenthal, 1991; Burgoon et al., 1995; Kendon, 1970; Koudenburg et 

al., 2015; Lakin & Chartrand, 2003). 

 There are also examples of complementarity of co-action outside the context 

of everyday interaction. In team sports like football, individual team members 

will each behave in complementary ways such that the team together forms a 

functional whole. It is essential that the individual actions are well-coordinated 

to produce the best outcome for the team (Duarte, Araújo, Correia, & Davids, 

2012). When this happens well, this will, just like synchrony, make individuals 

feel part of a strong and cohesive group. However, unlike synchrony, these co-

actions are based on interdependency between individuals. The groups as a 

whole will not function the same with a member less; each group member is 

essential to the group.
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Prior research on similarity versus complementary in group interactions: 
different pathways to solidarity

In the research that preceded this dissertation we aimed to show that these 

distinct forms in which people can coordinate their interactions would lead to 

group formation based on the principles that underlie deductive and inductive 

identity formation processes (Koudenburg et al., 2015). In other words, 

expressions of mechanical solidarity (similarity of behaviour) would lead to 

the experience of solidarity through deductive processes, while expressions of 

organic solidarity (complementarity of behaviour) would lead to the experience 

of solidarity through inductive processes (see also Figure 1, Chapter 3). As 

predicted, our research showed that both mechanical and organic types of 

interactional dynamics lead to the experience of solidarity. However, we learned 

that different types of interactional dynamics within a group can elicit feelings 

of solidarity through different pathways that match deductive and inductive 

processes (Koudenburg et al., 2015). 

 In this research, groups of participants were asked to sing or speak in 

synchrony (expressing mechanical solidarity) or by taking turns (expressing 

organic solidarity) or they were asked to speak or sing individually. After this, 

we measured whether participants experienced solidarity with the other 

participants (with whom they vocally coordinated) by measuring entitativity 

(feeling that the group is an entity), identification, and belonging. Additionally, 

we measured whether individuals felt that they were personally valuable to 

the group and whether they perceived that the other participants in their 

group were personally valuable. We found that participant who had vocally 

coordinated (either in synchrony or by taking turns) experienced more 

solidarity with the other participants in their group than participant who had 

performed solo. Furthermore, participant who took turns speaking or singing 

felt more personally valuable to the group and perceived that other group 

members were more personally valuable compared to participants who had 

vocally synchronized. Most importantly, this mutual personal value mediated 

the relationship between turn-taking behaviour and the experienced solidarity. 

In other words, because participants in the complementarity condition felt 

mutually valuable i.e., they experienced themselves and other participants 

to be valuable to the group, they experienced a high sense of solidarity. This 
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was not the case for the participants who had synchronized; they experienced 

equal levels of solidarity as participants in the complementary condition, but 

not because they felt personally valuable. 

 In sum, the way actions between individuals are coordinated can result in 

group formation based on distinct principles. These principles reflect the two 

different pathways that were distinguished in previous work on group formation 

(Postmes, Haslam, et al., 2005). That is to say, coordinated actions among a group 

of people can, via the psychological processes of deduction or induction, lead 

to the experience of solidarity. This initial research about how interactions can 

lead to group formation served as the cornerstone of this dissertation. 

Group Growth
So far, the literature assumes that the process underlying deductively formed 

groups and inductively formed groups are distinct: Deductively formed groups 

are based on similarities but do not require members to know or interact with 

one another whereas inductive groups are precisely based on interdependencies 

and interactions. The qualitative difference between these groups should have 

consequences for group growth. In deductively formed groups, members do 

not need to interact; in fact, often members of these groups do not personally 

know one another (think for example about nationality or gender). Because 

interactions are not a prerequisite, these groups can be very large. However, 

such groups may have the limitation that they can only grow when members 

share the social identity of the target group (e.g., sharing nationality or gender). 

Because inductively formed groups are reliant on interactions between 

individuals in the group, there should be a limit to the size of the group. Because 

of limited brain capacity, humans are believed to be unable to maintain 

interpersonal relationships with more than 150 people (Dunbar, 1992, 1993; 

Hill & Dunbar, 2003). Because social networks have such restrictions, one would 

assume that inductively formed groups cannot grow beyond this number. 

However, in this dissertation we argue that one does not have to be part of 

the interaction of the core group to experience a psychological connection 

with them. We believe it can be achieved by observing expressions of solidarity, 

either mechanical or organic. 
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The goal of this dissertation is to take the first step towards looking at such 

group growth processes. We explore the idea that both mechanical and organic 

processes may enable group growth. We do this by extrapolating from within 

group processes, in particular the distinction between the two pathways to 

solidarity, to explain how bystanders can be socially affected by groups in their 

environment. Thus far, research has focused on looking at group formation 

among core group members. This dissertation looks at how and when (and 

when not) observers get drawn into the solidarity expressed by the core 

group. Moreover, the social impact of observing people interact may extend 

beyond the mere development of a psychological bond between individual 

observer and the group; the observers as a group may be affected. Through 

collectively sharing a social experience with fellow observers, the observers as 

a group can feel, and perhaps even act, in line with the solidarity displayed by 

the core group. This way the psychological group boundaries grow beyond the 

interacting target group to include mutually connected observers.

 When we look at the process of group growth through the transfer of 

solidarity from the interacting group to non-participating observers, we 

distinguish four elements that we would like to consider. Firstly, the observer 

needs to be able to socially interpret the interactions within the target group; 

i.e., social perception (Figure 1a). Secondly, the observer needs to experience 

some form of a relationship with the target group they are observing (Figure 

1b). Thirdly, when observers are collectively exposed to an interacting target 

group, this could also affect the relationships among observers (Figure 1c). 

Finally, when both target group and observers experience the transfer of 

solidarity, it could affect the overarching sense of solidarity experienced by all; a 

new social structure may emerge (Figure 1d). Below we will elaborate on each 

of these elements. 

Social perception

During interactions, we do not simply send signals through nonverbal channels, 

we are also sensitive to receiving and interpreting nonverbal signals. This 

happens when we are part of an interaction, but naturally, we can also use this 

skill when observing others interact. Indeed, research confirms that humans 

can make social inferences when merely observing others interact (Bernieri 
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et al., 1994; Ip, Chiu, & Wan, 2006; Lakens, 2010; Lakens & Stel, 2011). It thus 

appears that when we watch others interact we are just as sensitive to reading 

body language and making relational inferences based on this as when we are 

part of the interaction. So, the coordination of behaviour between interaction 

partners is not only informative for the interaction partners involved, passive 

bystanders also use observations of co-action between others to determine 

whether these individuals belong together or form a social unit (Figure 1a). The 

way a target group is socially perceived should be different for mechanical and 

organic expressions of solidarity. In particular, we believe that groups expressing 

mechanical solidarity would be perceived as unified, whereas groups expressing 

organic solidarity would be perceived as unified as well as individualized. We 

believe that these social perceptions are the first step in the development of a 

relationship between observer and target group. 

Figure 1. Schematic overview of the group growth
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Relations with the target group

Once observers have interpreted the interactions from the core group, we 

believe they will be able to internalize the social relations from the target group 

(Figure 1b). There is research showing that people are able to develop parasocial 

relationships with for example characters on television (Giles, 2002). However, 

this research is not so much focused on the transfer of solidarity, but more on the 

relationship individuals experience with other (fictitious) individuals. However, 

given that people are able to interpret interactions from others, we believe that 

it should also be possible to experience solidarity with the interacting group. 

Moreover, we would predict that the way in which a target group interacts 

(i.e., expressing mechanical or organic solidarity) should affect the solidarity 

observers experience. That is, we predict that both expression of mechanical 

and organic solidarity can lead to the experience of solidarity among observers, 

but that they should be experienced through distinct pathways corresponding 

to deductive and inductive identity formation. Furthermore, the relations 

observers develop with an interacting target group, may be dependent on the 

shared social identity between observer and target group. Solidarity from the 

core group may not be transferable when observers perceive the target group 

to be outgroup.

Consequences for the social structure

Lastly, we assume that observing others interact together can affect the 

relationships experienced among the members of the audience (Figure 1c), 

and ultimately could affect the relationship experienced among target group 

and observers as a whole (Figure 1d). This is particularly interesting in contexts 

in which actors and observers come together in the same physical space. Think 

for example about a concert or other types of performances. It seems very likely 

that well-coordinated interactions among performers will affect performers 

and audience alike.

 There is related evidence that identification processes can play a role in 

crowd situations at for example festivals or cultural rituals. The idea behind this 

is that when groups of people come together at a collective event, they are 

able to experience a shared sense of togetherness (collective effervescence; 

Durkheim, 1995). Empirical work on this notion has focused on how 
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identification with the crowd will lead to increased physical immersion in this 

crowd or to a more positive experience at the event (Hopkins et al., 2016; Novelli, 

Drury, Reicher, Stott, & Reicher, 2013), and how participating in such events can 

increase identification, a sense of social integration, prosocial behaviour, and 

cooperation (Fischer, Callander, Reddish, & Bulbulia, 2013b; Páez, Rimé, Basabe, 

Wlodarczyk, & Zumeta, 2015; Xygalatas et al., 2013). There is also some evidence 

that merely observing others participate in such events can affect observers in 

a similar way as participants (Konvalinka et al., 2011). However, in this research 

they only tested synchronization of heart rates between participants and 

observers who were related to the participants. Although this research about 

crowd identification suggest that it is indeed possible for people to experience 

solidarity at collective events, it focuses mostly on people who participate in an 

event and not on how a nucleus of actively participating people can affect a larger 

crowd of non-participating observers. However, the research is a first indication 

that it may be possible for solidarity to spread through large crowds by merely 

having likeminded people come together and act together in the same space. 

Observer-Group Processes in Different Social Contexts
In this dissertation, we explore how situations in which groups and observers 

come together can affect the solidarity experienced between observers and the 

target group. We chose performing arts and team sports as two social contexts 

in which “passively” observing others coordinate their (inter-)actions is natural. 

Also, we chose these contexts because we expected that it would be relevant 

to investigate the relationship between observer and group in these contexts.

Performing arts: dance and music

Dance, music, and more broadly performing arts are part of societies since 

human existence (Brown, 1991; Spencer, 1985). Performing arts can be used 

in cultural rituals to enhance a sense of community and to reflect a culture’s 

values and beliefs (Beeman, 1993; Evans-Pritchard, 1928; Ingold, 1994). For 

example, tribes may dance and make music to celebrate birth, death, or 

marriage, perform musical or theatrical rituals to prepare for war, or perform just 

to entertain. Many of these performing traditions are still manifested in modern 

societies. We know that these activities can bring a community together; 
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performing such rituals can strengthen bonds between people within the 

community (Beeman, 1993; Fischer et al., 2013b; Spencer, 1985; Xygalatas et al., 

2013). Not only active participants can experience this sense of togetherness, 

audiences also get entrained by the performance, merely by observing the 

others (Beeman, 1993). 

 The purpose of performing arts are to engage and entertain the audience. 

In the anthropological literature, performing arts are seen as a meaningful 

reflection of society and the expression of cultural values: 

“Spectacle is a public display of a society’s central meaningful elements. (....) 

The meaningfulness of a spectacle is usually proportionate to the degree 

to which elements displayed to the public seem to represent key elements 

in the public’s cultural and emotional life. It is almost as if the mere event 

of displaying these symbolic representative elements in a special framed 

context is enough to elicit strong positive emotional responses from the 

observing public” (Beeman, 1993, p. 380). 

He later states: 

“Theatre does even more than engage participants and spectators in the 

immediate context of the theatrical event. It evokes and solidifies a network 

of social and cognitive relationships existing in a triangular relationship 

between performer, spectator, and the world at large” (Beeman, 1993, p. 

386). 

There is thus a great expressive power emanating from interactions displayed 

on a stage. This expressive power may lead audience members to get 

psychologically engaged in the performance. 

 If performing arts psychologically engage the audience and the audience 

is sensitive to understanding the interactions displayed, we wonder how 

the coordination between performers on stage affects the perception and 

experience of solidarity in the audience. In this dissertation, we hope to shed 

light, more generally, on group formation and group growth phenomena (the 

process of group expansion by inclusion of psychologically involved observers) 

and, more specifically on the role that performing arts, such as dance and music, 

have in constructing social dynamics and facilitating social bonding among 

audiences and performers. On top of this, working together with performing 

artists will provide valuable insight into their understanding and experience of 
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the performer-audience relationship. Learning how they “manipulate” audiences 

can help us discern what makes audiences socially engage. 

Team sports

Like performing arts, engaging in sports is universal (Guttmann, 1986). In the 

same vein, sports events are likely to have a social impact on its observers, just 

as performing arts. One important distinction between most sports and most 

performing arts is that sports often have a competitive element. That is, fans 

watch ‘their’ team compete against another team. Because of the intergroup 

dynamics in sports, the social identity approach might be more relevant in 

explaining why observers, or fans, can come to experience a bond with ‘their’ 

team while watching them (Rees, Haslam, Coffee, & Lavallee, 2015). Indeed, 

research shows that sports fans are able to identify strongly with their team 

which can have positive consequences for their sociality and health (Branscombe 

& Wann, 1991; Wann, 2006). Furthermore, sports fans can experience great 

camaraderie among fellow fans of the same team, and this sense of belonging 

and camaraderie appears essential to the appeal of watching and following 

sports. When watching a live game (on location), audiences can cheer in 

unison and this seems to result in an intense experience of solidarity among 

the audience, which in turn can boost the athletes’ performance. In sum, there 

are reasons to believe that the social component as well as the competitive 

element in team sports are central to draw in audiences in such a way that a 

strong bond is formed between team and observers. 

 Because of the intergroup dynamics in team sports, this context is especially 

interesting for us to investigate. Namely, it offers us the possibility to explore 

the boundary conditions of identification processes between observers and 

groups. In such competitive contexts, observers usually watch and support 

teams with which they share a social identity. Thus, when observing a team, 

prior shared identities may start playing a vital role in the experience of solidarity. 

It is therefore possible that observers experience less solidarity in line with an 

interacting team when this is the opponent, i.e., when observers do not share a 

social identity with this team. By investigating the relationships that observers 

develop with in- and outgroup teams, we potentially uncover when solidarity 

does not transfer from the interacting group to the passive observer.
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Overview of the Chapters
Each of the empirical chapters in this dissertation is written as separate 

empirical paper for scientific publication. As a result, there is some overlap in 

the theoretical background described in each of the chapters. Below we outline 

the content of each of the empirical chapters.

Chapter 2

In the first empirical chapter of this dissertation we investigated the relationship 

audience members developed with a group of performers during live dance 

performances. We were interested in whether audiences would (a) be able to 

recognize different expressions of solidarity, (b) be able to experience solidarity in 

line with a target group, and (c) whether this would affect solidarity experienced 

among the audience.  We worked together with choreographers and dancers 

to develop different dance performances that would reflect mechanical and 

organic solidarity, or in which dancers performed as independent individuals. 

Two consecutive years at a performing arts festival we presented each of these 

three performances to different audiences who were unaware of the purpose of 

the research. In order to study how the interactions between dancers affected 

audiences in a standardised manner, each performance was performed with 

the same performers, music, light, and costumes. Subsequently, we measured 

through questionnaires whether audiences were able to recognize the social 

structure among the dancers (social perception, Figure 1a) by measuring 

perception of entitativity and perception of personal value. Furthermore, we 

measured the solidarity audience members experienced with the dance 

group (Figure 1b), among the audience (Figure 1c), and among both audience 

and performers (Figure 1d) with measures of entitativity, identification, and 

belonging. Here we hypothesised that when the performers expressed 

solidarity (versus when they acted independently), audiences would be able 

to experience solidarity with the performers. Moreover, we expected that 

mechanical and organic solidarity would be experienced differently because the 

role of the individual performer would be different in each. That is, we expected 

that audiences would experience solidarity with the dancers who expressed 

mechanical solidarity because they would observe unity among the dancers. 

However, we expected that audiences would experience solidarity with the 
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dancers who expressed organic solidarity not only because they perceived 

unity among the dancers, but also because they perceived each individual 

dancer to be valuable to the group. In Experiment 3, we aimed to replicate the 

findings from the two field experiments in the lab by having participants watch 

videos of the dance performance. Here we could retest our hypotheses under 

conditions of greater experimental control.

 Lastly, in order to investigate how the transfer of solidary affected the 

relationships among audiences as a group (Figure 1c), we also observed post-

performance audience behaviour. In Experiment 2b, we observed group 

behaviour during a cooperation task in which we looked at the emergence of 

structure among audiences. Here, we were able to study group behaviour as a 

consequence of being exposed to expressions of solidarity and see how new 

social structures emerge as a result.

 To sum up, in this initial set of studies, we were able to test how social 

perception (Figure 1a) can determine the relationship you develop with the 

target group (Figure 1b), and with the audience (Figure 1c). This first empirical 

work focused on testing our hypothesis under ecological valid conditions; in 

the field with professional performers. However, because the performers were 

involved in the research, we could only look at audience responses, not how 

performers were affected. 

Chapter 3

In the next empirical chapter, we shift the focus of the research to investigate 

social effects of performances on both performers and observers. In two lab-

based experiments we investigated this effect among non-expert performers, 

who had no prior experience or training in performing in front of others. We 

invited groups of participants to the lab and assigned them to be either actors 

or observers. Actors were asked to perform in an “airband”: playing imaginary 

instruments to music. We manipulated mechanical and organic solidarity 

through similarity of actions versus individual distinctiveness of actions. That 

is, actors in the mechanical solidarity condition all played air-guitars, whereas 

actors in the organic solidarity condition were free to choose any unique “air-

instrument” (i.e., an instrument that was not chosen by any of the other actors). 

In the control condition actors either did not act (Experiment 1) or performed 

solo’s (Experiment 2). Observers were always instructed to merely watch the 
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actors perform. After the performance, we measured the relations among 

the actors and the observers and compared whether observers experienced 

solidarity (entitativity, identification, and belonging) to the same extent as 

actors. Here we predicted that expression of mechanical and organic solidarity 

(compared to the control condition) would lead to the experience of solidarity 

among actors and observers alike. Furthermore, we predicted that expression 

of organic solidarity would lead to the experience of solidarity because actors 

would feel more personally valuable to the group.

 In Experiment 2 we also investigated post-performance behaviour among 

the groups of both actors and observers. Here we observed how groups 

warmed up in preparation for an ostensible competition against other groups. 

We looked how active groups were during this group task, i.e., how much effort 

they exerted in the warm up task. Here we expected that sharing the experience 

of the performance together, either as actors or observers, would affect how the 

group as a whole would interact. 

Chapter 4

In the last set of studies, we explored the boundary conditions of the transfer 

of solidarity. Specifically, we were interested whether and how sharing a social 

identity (or not) with the target group of interest, would affect social perception 

and the relationship observers develop with a target group. Because we wanted 

to investigate the observations of a target group within an intergroup context, 

we chose a sports context. In three studies, we showed participants videos of 

an amateur football team warming up in synchrony (expressing mechanical 

solidarity) versus asynchrony (lack of expressing solidarity). Participants 

were told that the team was either ingroup or outgroup. We measured how 

participants perceived the target group by measuring perceived entitativity 

and competence, and how they socially related to the target group by assessing 

their levels of identification, support, and belonging. 

 Together, these chapters explore how groups can expand when previously 

unacquainted observers can come to feel psychologically included in the 

solidarity expressed by an active group. With that, we hope to provide a better 

understanding of how people are affected by their social surroundings and 

how this can potentially (re)shape social structures in society. 
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