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GROUP NORMS AND THE ACTIVE MINORITY*
James G. March

Carnegie Institute of Technology

As has frequently been observed, one of
the most characteristic features of
life in voluntary social organizations

is the emergence within the organization of
an active minority that operates as a leader-
ship group.1 Consequently, recent research
attention in the several disciplines that are di-

♦Paper read at the annual meeting of the
American Sociological Society, September, 1954. It
is based on research carried out while the writer
held a Social Science Research Council fellowship.
The writer is indebted to Robert A. Dahl, and
Fred L. Strodtbeck for assistance with the project
and to Herbert A. Simon for his comments on an
earlier draft of this paper.

1 See B. Barber, "Participation and Mass Apathy

rectly concerned with organizational behavior
has been directed to an examination of the
active minority, its characteristics and its
influence position.2 At the same time, there
in Associations" in A. W. Gouldner (ed.), Studies
inLeadership, New York:

19S0,

p. 484; R. Michels,
Political Parties, Glencoe: 1949 (first printed in
1915), pp. 365-408; G. Strauss and L. R. Sayles,
"Patterns of Participation in Local Unions," In-
dustrial and Labor Relations Review, 6 (1952),
pp. 31-43; D. B. Truman, The Governmental
Process, New York: 1951, pp. 139-155.

2 For a sample, see K. Chowdhry and T. M.
Newcomb, "The Relative Abilities of Leaders and
Non-Leaders to Estimate Opinions of Their Own
Groups," Journal of Abnormal and Social Psy-
chology, 47 (1952), pp. 51-57; R. Lippitt, N.
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a universe consisting of the 169 married
members of the local organization. After an
introduction in the organizational bulletin
and with the aid of follow-up letters, a total
of 32 members of the sample completed the
questionnaire. Seven others returned the
questionnaire uncompleted, indicating ex-
plicitly that they were too inactive in the
League to feel competent to answer. One
member of the sample had moved; the re-
maining ten did not respond.

8,000 dollars, and the percentage of the total
membership that voted for Eisenhower for
President in 1952 was 45.10

has been an expansion of research aimed
at an exploration of the impact of group
norms upon individual behavior.3

Homans formulated these observations
into the hypothesis that "the higher the rank
of a person within a group, the more nearly
his activities conform to the norms of the
group." s He found further support for
the hypothesis in the research of Whyte and
Newcomb. Whyte, in his study of a street
gang, frequently noted that the leader of
the gang and his lieutenants fulfilled their
obligations with much greater regularity
than did the persons of lesser status within
the group. In a group that valued skill at
bowling and Realpolitik, the leaders were
thebest bowlersand the toughest politicians'
Newcomb's study of attitudes and leader-
ship in a college community indicated that
in a group distinguished by, and cognizant
of, its radical reputation, leadership was
closely related to the degree of radicalism. 7

On this basis, it was predicted that the
more active members of the organization
would tend to have higher annual incomes,
to be better educated, to feel more politically
independent of their husbands, and to be
less Republican than the less active members.
No distinction was made between attitude
variables (such as political independence, or
Republicanism) and "performance" varia-
bles (education, income and the like).
Groups define their requirements either in
terms of conformity of opinion or in terms
of achievement, and the literature has dealt
with both types of norm. Although there
are some interesting hypotheses that might
be tested with regard to differences between
the two, no attempt has been made to do so
here.

The analysis reported in this paper has
two goals: (1) To test a basic hypothesis
concerning the relationship between group
norms and the active minority by using
data from a local League of Women Voters
organization.(2) To utilize the same data to
suggest a beginning to a theory of group-
approval functions. Clearly, the sample of completed ques-

tionnaires was biased in the direction of
overrepresenting the more active members
of the organization; but, as will be indicated
below, it was possible to correct this bias
by means of an activity scale and the weight-
ing of the least active group. Moreover, for
most purposes reported here, a sample
stratified by activitywas desired rather than
a completely random one.

A recurrent proposition in the literature
of group research identifies a tendency
toward fulfillment of group norms as a dif-
ferentiating characteristic of the active mi-
nority. In their classic study of the Bank
Wiring Room at Western Electric, Roethlis-
berger and Dickson assembled information
on (among other things) the work norms
of the group, the actual production and ac-
tivities of the individual members of the
group, and the structure of leadership and
friendship within the group.4 Among the
workers, 6,000 connections was considered
to represent a reasonable work load for a
single day. Individual production varied
substantially around that norm, but the
individuals who consistently came closest to
satisfying this (and other) norms were
found to rank high in the group (according
to sociometric indices).

More recently, Mathews has shown how
relatively slight differences between the atti-
tudes of party representatives in the United
States Senate in 1949 were accentuated by
the choice of leaders. Senate Democratic
leaders were found to be more "Demo-
cratic" than the Democrats in the Senate
as a whole, and Senate Republican leaders
more "Republican" than the Republicans
in the Senate as a whole.8

According to the hypothesis previously
advanced, whatever characteristics distin-
guished the group as a whole from the
community would also distinguish the ac-
tive members of the organization from the
inactive. Thus, we would expect that if the
League as a whole were more radical than
the community, the active members within
the League would be more radical than the
inactive members. To test the hypothesis,
four characteristics that differentiated the
group from the community were identified.

To examine the predictions, it was neces-
sary to secure a means of ranking the mem-
bers of the organization according to ac-
tivity. For this purpose a Guttman scale was
developed from four questions on the extent
of participation in League activities. The
four criteria and their contributions to the
scale are indicated below:

Criteria Scale Types
PROCEDURES

0 12 3 4
Polansky, S. Rosen, "The Dynamics of Power,"
Human Relations, 5 (1952), pp. 37-64; J. B.
McConaughy, "Certain Personality Factors of
State Legislators in South

Carolina,"

American
Political Science Review, 44 (1950), pp. 897-903;
P. H. Mussen and A. B. Wysznski, "Personality
and Political Participation," Human Relations, 5
(1952), pp. 65-82; R. M. Stogdill, "Leadership,
Membership, and Organization,"' Psychological
Bulletin, 47 (1950), pp. 1-14. See also the RADIR
studies on elites.

In connection with a study of husband-
wife interaction over political issues in the
spring of 1953,9 an opportunity was offered
to test the Homans hypothesis, using a local
League of Women Voters organization in
an eastern suburban town. The goal was to
examine, by means of a written question-
naire, the extent ofkey norm-satisfaction ex-
hibited by the more active members of the
organization as contrasted with the less
active.

1.Attended two or more of
First, it seemed reasonable to assume one

basic feature of the League group from its
very nature. That feature was the relative
independence of League members from the
political attitudes of their husbands. Spe-
cifically it was assumed, without explicit
proof, that if one asked the women of the
community to list the individuals with whom
they would wish to talk before making up
their minds on a series of political issues,
the League members would be significantly
less likely to list their husbands than would
other women.

last six group meetings. No Yes Yes Yes Yes
2.DistributedLeague hand-

bills, testified

before,

or
attended a meeting of an
agency of the govern-
ment under League aus-
pices No No Yes Yes Yes

3.Attended (as a committee« member) one or more of
the last five meetings of

8 L. Festinger, "Wish, Expectations, and Group
Standards as Factors Influencing Level of As-
piration," Journal of Abnormal and Social Psy-
chology, 37 (1942), pp. 184-200; F. E. Hartung,
"Common and Discrete Group Values," Journal of
Social Psychology, 38 (1953), pp. 3-22; H. H.
Kelley and E. H. Volkart, "The Resistance to
Change of Group-Anchored Attitudes," American
Sociological Review, 17 (1952), pp. 453-465; S. A.

Stouffer,

"An Analysis of Conflicting Social Norms,"
American Sociological Review, 14 (1949), pp. 707-
-717; S. A. Stouffer and J. Toby, "Role Conflict
and Personality," American Journal of Sociology,
56 (1951), pp. 395-406.

any League committee No No No Yes Yes
4.Been an officer or direc-

tor of the League in theA random sample of 50 was chosen from last two years No No No No Yes

BG. C. Homans, The Human Group, New
York: 1950, p. 141.

10 The Community as a whole voted 66 per
cent for Eisenhower. The League voting figures
are adjusted to accommodate the bias introduced
by the failure of some of the less active members
to reply to the questionnaire. The actual figure
for Eisenhower supporters among the 32 re-
spondents was 34 per cent. Lest this be considered
an "egg-head" phenomenon, it may be stated
that Dewey, in 1948, did no better among these
league members.

In addition, it was established on the
basis of questionnaire responses that the
League members were better educated, had
higher incomes, and were less likely to be
Republican than the bulk of the community
from which they were drawn. The median
number of years of formal education was
16; the median annual family income was

«W. F. Whyte, Street Corner Society, Chicago:
1943, p. 259.

iT. M. Newcomb, Personality and Social
Change, New York: 1943, pp. 65-73.

B D. R. Matthews, United States Senators: A
Study of the Recruitment of Political Leaders,
unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Princeton, 1953.

9 J. G. March, "Husband-Wife Interaction over
Political Issues," Public Opinion Quarterly, 17

4F. J. Roethlisberger and W. J. Dickson,
Management and the Worker, Cambridge: 1939,
pp. 412-423. (1953), No. 4.
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The scale types were numbered from a
least active 0 (No, No, No, No) to a most
active 4 (Yes, Yes, Yes, Yes), and the co-
efficient of reproductibility of the responses
was .95. 11 The distribution among the five
scale types within the sample of 32 was

A similar equality with regard to the
median value of the number of years of
formal education is found. For both the
active members and the inactive members
the median age is the same—16 years.
However, there are significant differences in
dispersion between the two groups. Table 1

tionship to you (for example, 'brother.'
'neighbor,' 'radio announcer'), the three per-
sons whose opinions you would value most
highly on this issue. Be sure that each of the
individuals you list is an actual person whom
you can name, not a hypothetical person."

(chi-squareequals approximately .02), it was
possible to combine them into a single com-
parison of political traits in active and in-
active members. Since the group as a whole
was less Republican and less likely to seek
the opinion of their husbands on political
questions, we can treat these as character-
istics differentiating the group from the com-
munity—or group norms—and examine the
null hypothesis that there is no difference
between the extent to which the political
traits of active members on the one hand
and inactive members of the other support
the political norms of the group. Table 4

»

Scale Type 0: 12 The question was open-ended, the object
being to avoid suggesting the husband as a
possibility in order to record the extent of
spontaneous perception of the desirability of
husband consultation. Since this question
was posed three times, there were three op-
portunities for each respondent to record
"husband" as an answer.

l: 7 i

2: 6 Table 1. Number

of

Years op Formal Education
of Active and Inactive Members

4
3: 4
4: 3

YearsofFormal Education
Assuming that the 17 questionnaires that
were not completed would have fallen into
Scale Type 0, we can make the estimate that
approximately 60 per cent of the members
took virtually no part in the organization's
activities. Theprimary interest in this study,
however, is not in the relative size of the
active minority and the inactive majority
but in their characteristics from the point
of view of the extent to which they satisfy
the norms of the group, and for this purpose
no assumptions need be made about the non-
respondents.

14-18 Less Than 14 or
More Than 18

Active members 13
Inactive members 12

0
6

13
18* Table 2 indicates the number of active

25 6 31* Table 4. Support

of

Group Political Norms by

Active and Inactive MembersTable 2. Spontaneous Perception

of

the De-
sirabilitiy

of

Husband Consultation
Amonc Active and Inactive Members

* There is no information on one inactive
member. Group Political Norms

Support Non-Support
indicates the number of relatively active
and relatively inactive members who deviated
more than two years from the median (those
who had less than two years of college or
more than two years of post-graduate study) .
Whereas none of the active members had
more than 18 years of formal education or
less than 14, one-third of the inactive mem-
bers fell into one or the other of those ex-
tremes. The probability of this difference oc-
curring by chance is .03.

1S

Husband's Opinion Desired
Traits of ac-

Yes No tivemembers 18
Traits of in-

8 26
Active members 5 8

6
13 active members 15 23 38

For purposes of analysis, the sample was
dichotomized into one group of 13 "Active"
members (Scale Types 2-4) and a second
group of 19 "Inactive" members (Scale
Types 0-1 ) . This dichotomization forms the
basis for the measurement of the activity
variable in the findings reported below.

Inactive members 13 19
33 31 6418 14 32

combines Table 2 and Table 3 in this way.and inactive members who indicated a desire
to seek the opinion of their husbands on any
of the three questions. Whereas only 38 per
cent of the active members recorded "hus-
band" as a response to at least one of the
questions, 68 per cent of the inactive mem-
bers did so.

The indicated differences between the
traits of active and inactive members are
significant at the .05 level of significance
by the chi-square test of independence (chi-
square=4.44). Consequently, we can reject
the null hypothesis that the support of
group political norms is independent of the
activity of the member. 1*

The felt political independence of the
organizationmembers was evaluated by re-
sponses in three places on the questionnaire
where it would have been possible to indi-
cate husband's influence. Three attitude
questions were asked (one concerning the
Taft-Hartley Act, one concerning the United
Nations, one concerning local government).
After each, the following questionwas asked:

FINDINGS

Each respondent was asked to indicate
the annual income of her family. As has
already been indicated, the median income
for the entire group was found to be 8,000
dollars. The median for the more active
group was 9,000 dollars, for the less active
group—7,000. The indicated differences in
median value are not statistically significant,
and there is no difference in the form of the
income distribution within the two sub-
groups.12

Similarly, when the distribution of re-
sponses to the question of party support in
the 1952 Presidential election are compared
(Table 3), it is found that 53 per cent of DISCUSSION

Earlier in this paper it was predicted that
the active members of this organization
would (as a group) be better educated, have
higher incomes, be less Republican, and feel

i
Table 3. Party

of

Preference in the 1952 Presi-
dential Election Among Active and

Inactive Members
"Before you finally made up your mind on

this question, whose opinionwould you want
to know? Identify, by describing their rela- «

Party ofPreference
14 Independently (and apparently simultane-

ously) McWilliams

found,

in two other League of
Women Voters organizations, that the "more in-
volved" members were significantly more likely to
be "politically minded" than the less involved,but
that this was not true in a non-politically oriented
group such as a local Eagles organization. It is
noteworthy that the McWilliams index of member
involvement is based upon a series of items testing
the same types of activities as the present activity
scale. See R. O. McWilliams, A Study of the Re-
lationship of Political Behavior to Social Group
Membership, unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Uni-
versity of Michigan, 1953, especially Chapter 4.

Republican Otherand .975 limits are 9 and 20 runs respectively.
Since the number of runs in the case of income
is 15, there is no reason to reject the null hy-
pothesis of randomness.

11 Menzel has suggested a refined coefficient for
judging the scalability. H. Menzel, "A New Co-
efficient for Scalogram Analysis," Public Opinion
Quarterly, 17 (1953), pp. 268-280. The present scale
has a Menzel coefficient of .74, well above the
apparent level of acceptability.

Activemembers
Inactive members

3 10 13
10 9 19

13 The probabilities are computed exactly from
the contingency table. See P. R. Rider, Introduc-
tion to Modern Statistical Methods, New York:
1939, p. 114. The run test used in the case of
incomes is inapplicable here because of the fre-
quency of ties in the values. In addition, it is less
appropriate for testing dispersion alone where
equality of central value can be assumed.

13 19 32

the inactive members voted Republican, but
only 23 per cent of the active members did
so.

12 The test for significance is a run test. See
F. Swed and C. Eisenhart, "Tables for Testing
the Randomness of Grouping in a Sequence of
Alternatives," Annals of Mathematical Statistics,
14 (1943), pp. 66-87. In the present case, the .025 Since the responses summarized in Table

2 and Table 3 were found to be independent
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more independent of their husbands than
would the inactive members (as a group).
These predictions were based upon the ob-
servation that all of these characteristics dis-
tinguished the organization as a whole from
the remainder of the community from which
it was drawn and, consequently, could be
considered to be norms of the organization.

that were originally outlined appear to have
been based upon a conception of a norm as
an unattainable-ideal. In such a norm, group
approval is pictured as a monotonically-in-
creasing continuous function of an individual
characteristic. Figure 1 indicates roughly

example) we may have some reservations the Roethlisberger and Dickson studies indi-about so describing the group norms in- cated that deviations on both sides of thevolved, but at least in some circumstances work norms were disvalued. Both findingsthis is a valid model. In the case of the would fit the preferred-value model.League of Women Voters group studied, the In addition, some norms that are mani-data on political attitudes are consistent festly of the unattainable-ideal type may bewith the unattainable-ideal model; although, basically a segmentation of the preferred-as is suggested below, it may also be de- value norm in which the range of valuesscribed—and perhaps more correctly—in that have been achieved are all less than
terms of a special case of another model. the preferred-value. Thus in the LeagueA second model of a group-approvalfunc- organization, there is some evidence fromtion seems to be indicated by the data pre- personal conversations with members thatsented above on educational level and ac- there may be a limit to the extent of "un-tivity within the League of Women Voters Republicanism" to be positively valued. Andorganization. Instead of thinking of a norm in Newcomb's Bennington study, it is notas an unattainable-ideal, we can conceive clear whether there was some limit beyondit to be a preferred-value. In this case, devia- which one lost favor by becoming moretions from the norm are measured in both radical.

1
)

The data presented above indicate sup-
port for the hypothesis with regard to the
political attitudes (party affiliation and po-
litical independence) of the group, but do
not appear to support the specific hypotheses
with regard to education and income. In
the case of income, there appears to be no
difference either of central value or in the
form of the distribution of family incomes
among the active members and the inactive
members. The data on education, on the
other hand, indicate that although there
is no difference in the median amount of
education in the two subgroups, there is a
significant difference in dispersion.

These results suggests that we should ex-
amine our conception of the characteristics
of a group norm and the form of the func-
tion relating group approval to a variable
valued by the group.15 The hypotheses

Characteristic
1
I
0.<

1o
8.a.
<

Figure 1. An unattainable-idealnorm.

the type of function underlying such a
prediction.16 a9o

klo
a
3o
oAthough it is difficult to classify with

certainty a norm as one of this type, we
can recognize certain varieties of individual
characteristics that in some groups approxi-
mate this model of a norm. Thus, the faster
a man can run, the more acceptance and
approval he is likely to secure from a group
of track enthusiasts; the more saintly a man
is, the greater will be the approval of a
priestly group; the more brilliant a man is,
the more approval he will gain in an aca-
demic group. The data in each of these
cases are limited and (at least in the latter

15 We consider two major mechanisms by which
members of a voluntary group such as the one
studied here become distinguished in terms of ac-
tivity, either one or both of which can be utilized
to explain the relationship between group norms
and the active minority. On the one hand, there
is self-selection. Within certain limits, one can be-
come as active as one wants to become in the
League of Women Voters group studied here. The
usual complaint is not that there are too many
persons seeking to be leaders but too few. Since we
would predict that the intensity of the desire to be
active in a group is a function of the extent of con-
gruence between individual and group norms, self-
selection could be used to explain the basic
Homans hypothesis. This is particularly true when
(as in this case) differences in available leisure
time among the members do not appear to make
significant contribution to the recorded differences
in activity. At the same time, self-selection is
supplemented by, and partly dependent upon,
group-selection. On the one hand, the group partici-
pates in the determination of activity through the
choice of formal leaders. On the other hand, it is
doubtful whether many group members would
react to an attitude of group disapproval with a
desire to be active in the group, or having such
a desire, would maintain it in the face of suchan attitude. In view of this hypothesized high
(but not perfect) correlation between self-selection
and group-selection, it is possible to utilize the

Characteristic Characteristic
Figure 2. A Preferred-value Norm. Figure 3. An attainable-ideal norm.

\
1

directions rather than in just one as in the
previous model. Group approval can be rep-
resented as a continuous function, monotoni-
cally-increasing up to the preferred-value
and thereafter monotonically decreasing.
Figure 2 indicates the form of this type of
norm.

A third type of norm that seems important
enough to be mentioned is one that can be
called an attainable-ideal. Here the group-
approval function is defined to be continuous
and monotonically-increasing up to a point
and constant thereafter, such as in Figure 3.

Consider a football team in possession of
the ball on the opponents' twenty-yard line.
A halfback at this point will gain approval
as a function of the distance he can carry
the ball before being tackled. In general,
the farther he runs, the more approval he
will gain; but after twenty yards, the ap-
proval function is a constant. The halfback
is no greater a hero if he runs twenty-five
yards than he is if he runs twenty-one.

data on activity and norms to explore tentatively
the relationship between individual characteristics
valued by the group and group approval.

16 The approximate nature of the figure should
be emphasized. Since the only restrictions on thefunction are that it be continuous and have a posi-
tive slope at every point, there are a considerable
number of quite different functions that wouldsatisfy the definition. Note also that this repre-
sents a partialling out of only that part of group
approval that is related to a given characteristic.The complete group approval function would have
to account for all of the group norms and their
relative importance. These general remarks alsoapply to the remainder of the discussion.

In the organization studied here, the
average deviation from the median number
of years of formal education was more than
twice as large among the inactive members
than it was among the active members; and
the frequency of deviations of more than
two years from the median of 16 was sig-
nificantly greater among the actives than
among the inactives (see Table 1). Similarly,

GROUP NORMS AND THE ACTIVE MINORITY 739
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need for developing techniques for doing so.
How do we measure group approval? To
what extentcan group-approval functions be
defined in such a way as to exhibit stability
over time? Do group norms exist that cannot

utilized in the models suggested here? If
such norms exist, what type of conceptual
model can fruitfully be applied in their
analysis? These are some of the unanswered
questions that have high priority in the

None of the norms examined above in the
case of the League of Women Voters group
appear tofit this model, but a priori it is of
sufficient importance for inclusion as a major
type of norm function.

tening around the norm. In addition, no one
in the sample had less than 12 years of
formal education. This suggests that the
function should show a constant low value
up to the 12 year mark and a discontinuity
at that point.

possible further development of a theory
of group-approval functions.All three of the above models have been

defined by continuous functions; but there
is no reason to assume that all group-ap-
proval functions will, in fact, be continuous.
The most striking discontinuities are those
associated with membership criteria. In the
local League studied here, although age is
apparently not related to activity within the
group, no one under the age of twenty-one
is a member. In effect, we have a two-step
attainable-ideal function with a disconti-
nuity at age twenty-one.

be portrayed in the two-dimensional space
Since the information on political attitudes

is dichotomized into attribute data, it is
not feasible to propose a picture of the rele-
vant norms involved. It has already been
suggested that they may be best represented
as a segment of a preferred-value norm, but
the values that are assumed by the inde-
pendent variable are thus far defined only
in terms of attribute possession and group
percentages. Further analysis is notpractica-
ble with the present data.

The three basic norm types constitute a
beginning to a theory of norms. It is possible,
for example, to describe the education norm
of the League of Women Voters group in
these terms.17 In Table 1 it was indicated
that the inactive members were more likely
to deviate more than two years from the
median number of years of formal education
than were the active members. In Table 5

SUMMARY

AND CONCLUSIONS

The hypothesis that the more active mem-
bers of an organization will tend to exhibit
a higher degreeof conformity to group norms
than will the less active members has been
tested in a local League of Women Voters
organization. General support for the hy-
pothesis has been revealed, but the failure
of specific hypotheses has motivated a con-
sideration of the theory of norms. Three
models of group-approval functions have
been presented and discussed representing
an unattainable-ideal norm, a preferred-
value norm, and an attainable-ideal norm.

Table 5. Deviation

from

Median Number or
Years

of

Education by Active and
Inactive Members

Number of Years ofDeviation

0 1 2 More Than 2

In the judgment of the present writer,
this type of theoretical formulation in the
examination of group norms has considerable
advantage over the attempt to deal with the
concept of a norm without a conception of
the characteristics of the group-approval
function. For example, it can be used fruit-
fully in the study of role conflict. Consider
the probable outcome of a conflict of roles
involving sharply peaked preferred-value
group norms as contrasted with the probable
outcome where the function is relatively
flat.18

Active
members 5 5 3

Inactive
0 13

members 5 5 2 6
6

18*
31*10 10 5

* There is no information on one inactive
member.

more complete information on deviations is
provided. It can be seen that the differences
between the two subgroups are concentrated
in the "more than 2" category. This suggests
that there is a range of tolerance around
the education norm and that the group-ap-
proval function would basically be of the
preferred-value type with considerable flat-

In addition, it should be observed that
when attention is focused upon the desira-
bility of defining group-approval functions,

« From this point, the writer is assuming what
was originally to be proved (i.e., that the active
members fulfill group norms to a greater extent
than do inactive members). Nonetheless, the exer-

i8 See S. A.

Stouffer,

"An Analysis of Conflict-
ing Social Norms," American Sociological Review,
14 (1949), pp. 707-717, especially the closing para-
graph.cise has some merit.

*
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