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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Society is a composite of interacting people and groups. Received 13 May 2024
These groups play a significant role in maintaining social Accepted 23 August 2024

status, establishing group identity and social identity, and KEYWORDS

enforcing norms. As such, groups are essential for under- Group categorization; social
standing human behavior. Nevertheless, the study of groups identity; intergroup relations;
in everyday group life yields many diverse and sometimes dynamic identities; group
contradicting theories of group behavior, and researchers membership; dynamic social
tend to agree that we have yet to understand the emergence ontology

of groups out of aggregates of individuals. The current paper

aims to shed new light on the convoluted interrelation

between groups and individuals by focusing on individuals’

social identities and group categorization. It does so by

exploring the dynamic nature of the self and its implications

on identity and group membership, and introducing

a framework recognizing the fluidity of groups and group

categorization. Incorporating historical insights with contem-

porary theories, this paper argues for a flexible understand-

ing of group dynamics that surpasses rigid in-group and out-

group classifications, proposing instead that group affilia-

tions exist along a continuum that reflects the ever-

changing social landscape.

1. Introduction

Humans are inherently social beings who identify with various social
groups. These affiliations significantly shape their self-concept and affect
their social interactions (Slotter et al., 2015; J. C. Turner & Onorato, 1999).
Understanding the reciprocal influence between individuals and their
groups is critical for scholarly inquiry across disciplines as well as for
comprehending the mechanisms of social progress, the formation of socie-
ties, and the advancement of humankind. Yet, a thorough and detailed
understanding of what human groups are remains elusive amidst an
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expanding body of interdisciplinary research on group membership and
intergroup dynamics.

Anthropological research has categorized groups into several types,
including support cliques, sympathy groups, bands, cognitive groups, tribes,
and linguistic groups (Binford, 2001; Kottak, 2007; Steward, 1972). Some
anthropologists posit that the hierarchical structure of our societies is
a reflection of human psychological predispositions (Fuchs et al., 2014).
Sociologists typically view a group as individuals united by shared traits,
interactions, expectations, obligations, and a shared sense of identity. Social
psychologists take this further, characterizing a group as a social entity
where multiple individuals interact, driven by shared aspirations, hierar-
chies, roles, norms, values, and subject to repercussions if norms are brea-
ched (M. Sherif, 1954a; M. Sherif & Sherif, 1953). Economic experiments
often treat groups as small, homogeneous, and static units based on the
assumption that such models accurately represent the origins of human
groups (Carpenter, 2007; Goeree et al.,, 2002; Nosenzo et al., 2015).
Conversely, philosophers argue for a representation of human groups as
larger and more complex, transitioning from insular social bands to expan-
sive, multi-layered social networks much earlier in history than traditionally
assumed (K. Kish Bar-On & Lamm, 2024; Layton & O’Hara, 2010; Sterelny,
2021; Stiner, 2002).

The variety of perspectives indicates that the concept of a “group” is
complex and intertwined with other concepts, such as group membership,
social identity, norms, social hierarchy, identity salience, cooperation,
stereotypes, and self-concept. To better comprehend the nature of human
groups, this paper proposes an examination of the dynamic interplay among
the elements that influence group behavior. Rather than seeking a universal,
comprehensive, and fixed definition of human groups, it advocates that
groups be regarded as dynamic constructs shaped by the interplay of
individual identities and group memberships.

It has been argued that something has gone wrong with theories in social
science, and it is partially because we have a poor understanding of the
emergence of group properties out of aggregates of individuals (Epstein,
2015). According to philosopher Brian Epstein, understanding group
actions and intentions requires considering facts about nonmembers as
well as facts about group members. This approach recognizes that group
membership and classification are not static elements; instead, they con-
stantly change based on shifts in social identity and social context. Grasping
the dynamic nature of these cognitive processes, along with their interac-
tions with evolving social identities, is therefore essential for understanding
human groups. This paper aims to advance this understanding by investi-
gating the extent to which group classification is dynamic and how this
flexibility influences processes of group identification.
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In the following sections, I explain the historical motivation for adopt-
ing a dynamic perspective on groups and group interactions. Although
claims about the necessity of viewing groups as dynamic and complex
systems have existed since the early 2000s, these ideas have not been
integrated into a cohesive and constructive framework. My goal is to
create such a framework by combining the flexibility of group member-
ship with the dynamic nature of groups. I will explore how dynamic
social identities shape group affiliation and vice versa, and clarify how
this fluid understanding of groups softens the distinctions between in-
groups and out-groups. By adopting this flexible perspective, I show that
perceiving groups as dynamic entities, adaptable to shifts in membership,
may offer strategies to mitigate intergroup rivalry and perceived
polarization.

The discussion begins with an overview of sociological and psychological
perspectives on human groups in Section 2, starting with Cooley and
Parsons and moving to Sherif’s work, which bridges to Turner and
Tajfel’s social identity theory, and subsequently to Packer and van Bavel’s
concept of dynamic social identities. Section 3 focuses on social identity
theory, proposing a dynamic view of groups that emerges out of the idea of
dynamic social identities and evolves through changes in membership and
identity. Such an analysis entails a relaxed view of in-group out-group
classifications, as explored in Section 4, underscoring how a non-binary
view of group affiliation can enhance our understanding of human beha-
vior. Section 5 examines the philosophical implications of adopting
a dynamic view of groups and section 6 concludes by summarizing the
insights gained and suggesting avenues for further research.

Before moving forward, it’s important to delineate the scope of my
historical analysis and theoretical selections. The interconnectedness of
concepts like family, tribe, group, race, nation, and culture extends beyond
the complexities any singular theory or piece of research can encapsulate.
My examination will not encompass all these facets. Rather, I will concen-
trate on contemporary, scientific accounts of groups. Within this sphere,
I narrow my focus to sociological and social psychological theories,' which
lay the groundwork for the study of dynamic social identities, a pivotal
element of my approach.

2. A brief history of human groups

To better grasp the concept of a dynamic view of groups and its importance,
we should compare it with contemporary theories of social groups. There
are three central dynamic elements that influence groups: dynamic social
identities, dynamic group memberships, and dynamic categorization pro-
cesses. The historical analysis provided in this section underscores the
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evolution of the concept of groups over the past decade while highlighting
the absence of these dynamic elements in prevalent theories.

In 1902, Charles Horton Cooley, a pioneering American sociologist,
introduced one of the earliest and most renowned categorizations of social
groups, distinguishing between primary and secondary groups® (Cooley,
1902). He described a “primary group” as one characterized by direct, face-
to-face, enduring, and intimate personal relationships, like those found
within families or among close friends. These groups were termed “pri-
mary” because they are often among the first social units an individual
engages with, particularly during childhood, and are instrumental in shap-
ing one’s personal identity. As these groups are mostly based on familiar
relations, they are addressed as rather stable entities in an individual’s life.
Secondary groups are typically larger, with impersonal, task-oriented rela-
tionships, where interactions are less personal and often transient. These
groups usually form later in life and might be more dynamic in terms of the
strength of social interactions within them, yet they exert a smaller influence
on an individual’s sense of self. Cooley believed that the mind is inherently
social, and that society is essentially a construct of the mind (Cooley, 1902,
pp. 37-45, 81). While later schools of thought have moved away from this
idea, the primary-secondary group distinction coined by Cooley persisted
and was elaborated upon by one of his notable critics, Talcott Parsons.

Talcott Parsons’s seminal text “The Social Structure of the Family” echoes
Cooley’s distinction between primary and secondary socializations (T.
Parsons, 1959). Parsons identifies five criteria that distinguish primary
from secondary groups: primary group relations are diffuse, ascription-
based (based on who or what you are), particularistic, other-oriented or
group-oriented, and affective or emotion-laden. In contrast, secondary
groups exhibit relations that are more specific or delimited, achievement-
based (based on what you do or have done), universalistic, self-oriented, and
emotionally neutral (T. Parsons, 1951, 1959). The definition of primary and
secondary groups as occupying opposite ends of the same criteria spectrum,
without any indication of movement across this spectrum or a sense of
continuum in the definition itself (e.g., some relations may be primary in
one context but secondary in another, or shift between these contexts),
suggests that Parsons viewed these group criteria as relatively stable, with
little change in affiliations between primary and secondary groups. Aside
from extending Cooley’s distinction of groups, Parsons disagreed with
Cooley’s reduction-to-individualism approach, with their views diverging
sharply, particularly on the conceptualization of ideas without empirical
grounding (see Gutman, 1958).

A shift toward an interactionist perspective on groups and individuals,
diverging from Cooley’s conceptualization, was proposed by social psychol-
ogist Muzafer Sherif. Sherif contended that a group is formed when
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individuals unite in response to a shared issue or mutual motives that are
best addressed collectively (M. Sherif, 1954a; M. Sherif & Sherif, 1953, 1956,
1965). Contrasting with Cooley’s stance on groups as mental constructs,
Sherif maintained that groups have an existence that is, to a degree, inde-
pendent of the mental states of their members. Furthermore, groups can
only be comprehensively understood in relation to other parts of a larger
social system and within their specific sociocultural contexts (M. Sherif,
1954b). To understand groups, one must first appreciate the motives and
needs of the group members, influenced by their sense of belonging, social
status, and interactions with group members and other groups. However,
Sherif does not address changes in individuals’ sense of belonging, social
status, and interactions, nor how such changes might affect group members’
motives and affiliation with the group.

In psychology, the idea that group behavior results from the interplay
between an individual and their environment was initially proposed by Kurt
Lewin, a German-American psychologist, marking the foundation of the
interactionist perspective (Lewin, 1947). This viewpoint, also endorsed by
Muzafer Sherif and Solomon Asch, advocates for an understanding of how
an individual’s psychological traits are shaped by social structures, rather
than reducing the individual-society dynamic to one or more elements.

Lewin is often recognized as the founder of social psychology due to his
pioneering work utilizing scientific methods and experimentation to exam-
ine social behavior. Building on Lewin’s work, social psychologists Henri
Tajfel and John Turner developed a theory of social identity in the 1970s (H.
Tajfel, 1978; H. Tajfel & Turner, 2001; J. Turner, 1975). Social identity
theory provides an understanding that there is a difference between how
an individual might identify himself and behave aside from the group and
how he might behave once he is with the group (Haslam et al., 2012). Their
theory suggests that once social identities are established, they tend to
remain relatively stable as they become integral parts of the self-concept.
This stable aspect of social identity theory helps explain persistent group
behaviors, such as in-group favoritism and intergroup bias, but it overlooks
how social identities can shift rapidly depending on context, individual
goals, and situational factors.

Turner and Tajfel’s work established one of the most important char-
acterizations of groups: the classification of in-group and out-group.
They theorized that our inclination to stereotype arises from
a tendency to categorize things, which leads us to magnify differences
between groups and similarities within them. When applied to people,
these categorizations become what we refer to as the in-group (us) and
the out-group (them). Through various experiments on intergroup dis-
crimination (known as minimal group experiments), Tajfel and collea-
gues found out that people tend to immediately identify and establish in-
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group and out-group attitudes even in random, meaningless, and tem-
porary group assignments (H. Tajfel, 1970; H. Tajfel & Turner, 2001).
The central hypothesis of social identity theory is that individuals see
their in-group as different from other groups, view their in-group mem-
bers as similar to them, and seek to find negative aspects of their out-
group to enhance their self-esteem.

The distinction between in-group and out-group diverges from Cooley’s
and Parsons’ models in two notable ways. Firstly, in-group and out-group
attitudes stem from social categorization processes and identification with
a group rather than from familial relations or the frequency of interactions.
Family bonds and frequent meetings might fuel a sense of group affiliation,
but they do not solely define one’s in-group. It’s possible to view family
members as part of an out-group despite regular contact and familial ties.
Secondly, contrary to Cooley’s “emotionally neutral” secondary groups,
emotions are integral to in-group and out-group dynamics. Positive emo-
tions such as a sense of belonging and identification are linked to in-group
perceptions, while negative emotions like competitiveness and a desire for
superiority are associated with out-group perspectives.3

This selective historical overview highlights two key points. First, it
emphasizes the need to understand groups as entities deeply interwoven
with their members’ social identities and sense of belonging. Second, it
underscores the absence of dynamic elements in traditional views. For
instance, Cooley and Parsons consider categorization processes as static,
with some group classifications fixed by definition (such as those based on
familial relations). Sherif views groups as more complex than Cooley but
still regards them as relatively fixed entities with stable relations to other
fixed entities (such as other groups and individuals). Turner and Tajfel’s
framework assumes that once an identity is established, it remains relatively
fixed, overlooking how identities can change or evolve over time. Since
groups are closely tied to social identity, their in-group and out-group
definitions are typically seen as two distinct, fixed, and polarized categories.

However, a growing body of evidence suggests that in-group and out-
group classifications are not static but dynamic processes, influenced by
various factors like social identity, cultural norms, personal experiences,
and situational context (M. Hogg et al., 2017). Experiments have shown
that when a particular group identity becomes salient, the seemingly rigid
categorization can shift, leading to former out-group members being
reassessed as part of the in-group (J. Van Bavel & Cunningham, 2011,
2012). This indicates that group classifications can be malleable, subject
to the prevailing context.

In the following sections, I expand on this idea of group fluidity and
propose a view that regards groups as dynamic constructs, whose features
and prototypes change with group-membership changes. Such a perspective
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entails a non-binary approach to the categorization of in-groups and out-
groups, which I will further develop in section 4.

3. Dynamic identities and dynamic groups

Social identity theory explains how social identities affect people’s attitudes
and behaviors regarding their ingroups and outgroups. Social identities are
most influential when individuals consider membership in a particular
group central to their self-concept, which makes them feel strong emotional
ties to the group. Affiliation with a group confers self-esteem, which helps to
sustain the social identity (J. Turner & Reynolds, 2010). Hence, social
identities and groups are two entities in close and reciprocal relations,
constantly influencing each other.

As a whole, Tajfel and Turner’s theory of social identity primarily centers
on the diverse facets of identity, encompassing social identity, group iden-
tity, and personal identity. In their approach to social identity and group
behavior, social identity is considered a relatively stable component with
limited potential for change due to its deep integration with an individual’s
personality. As such, people’s self-representations, preferences, and goals
are generally stable, serving as a baseline for cataloging and explaining
interesting deviations (Gigerenzer, 2002; Mischel & Shoda, 1995; Packer &
Van Bavel, 2015; Simon, 1982; Tversky & Kahneman, 1986). Later develop-
ments to social identity theory have suggested that self-categorization is
flexible and context-dependent, but the very essence of identity - the self -
does not change (J. C. Turner et al., 1994).

Dominic Packer and Jay Van Bavel challenge this traditional static view of
self-representation, advocating for an understanding of self-concept as
a dynamic process, oscillating between the individual and the collective
based on group association (Packer & Van Bavel, 2015). They argue that
social identities are dynamically constructed and reshaped within the con-
text of group affiliation. This view recognizes that individuals navigate
multiple identities based on varied dimensions such as age, gender, race,
occupation, nationality, ethnicity, religiosity and more, and these identities
can rapidly gain or lose prominence, leading to an “online and ad hoc
construction of self” (Packer & Van Bavel, 2015, p. 228).

Dynamic social identity, as proposed by Packer and Van Bavel, builds on
classic social identity theory by acknowledging that social identities are
malleable and responsive to varying situational and environmental contexts.
They posit that the same mental mechanisms that construct the individual’s
self-concept are also active in the formation of social identities. As indivi-
duals transition between groups, their self-representation swiftly adapts,
aligning with the traits and context of the new group (Packer & Van
Bavel, 2015, pp. 231-33).
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Packer and Van Bavel primarily focus on the dynamic nature of self-
concept and its effect on social identity. While they acknowledge the
implications of this dynamic approach for understanding transformations
within groups and broader social systems, they do not account for the
effects that dynamic social identities may have on the group itself. In
contrast, I focus on how dynamic social identities influence group char-
acteristics (such as size, complexity level, number of norms, and social
hierarchies), group categorization processes (the cognitive processes of
classifying groups into different categories), and group membership (the
feeling of attachment to one or more groups). Building upon Packer and
Van Bavel’s approach, I propose a framework in which groups are seen
as dynamic social entities. I extend their theory to include not only
dynamic social identities but also dynamic interactions between indivi-
duals, their social identities, their categorization processes, and their
group belonging. Together, these elements combine to provide
a dynamic view of the group itself.

The need for a more fluid perspective of group dynamics dates back
several decades. Traditional social psychology perceived groups as static,
context-free entities made up of generic individuals. Although Kurt Lewin is
celebrated as the pioneer of small group research, his theoretical focus on
individuals’ subjective perceptions shifted attention toward the individual
within group settings, detracting from the group as an independent entity of
interest. During the 1980s, the rise of social cognition approaches to study-
ing groups further entrenched the notion that groups are abstractions in
individuals’ minds rather than collective entities composed of interacting
members (Griffith et al., 1993; Moreland et al., 1994). This perspective
fostered a reductionist approach to groups, whereby concepts originally
considered to be intrinsic to group-level constructs, such as cohesiveness,
were reinterpreted at the interpersonal level (M. Hogg, 1987). Consequently,
the theoretical entity of a group, as one that influences and is influenced by
individuals’ interactions, has largely disappeared.

Many group experiments concentrate on a methodological abstraction
that lacks any foothold in real life, as they investigate artificially constructed
groups that have no counterparts in the actual social world (Manson, 1993).
These studies often treat groups as isolated entities, devoid of historical or
future context, and composed of generic, interchangeable individuals
(Bordia et al., 1999). In contrast, it has been argued that groups should be
viewed as complex, adaptive, evolving systems that interact with both
smaller entities, like individual members, and larger ones, like organizations
(McGrath et al., 2000). My framework responds to this critique by putting
these views together, for the first time, into a cohesive and non-reductionist
perspective of groups, highlighting the dynamic interactions between
groups, social identities, and group membership.
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The idea here is that shifts in individuals’ group memberships and
social identities not only affect the individuals and other group members
but also influence the group and its defining characteristics. For example,
changes in group membership affect group hierarchy and ranking sys-
tems. Studies have shown that close relationships and group member-
ships involve the dynamic construction of collective self-representation
(Aron et al, 1991; J. Van Bavel & Cunningham, 2011). Therefore, when
a group member decides to leave a group, it affects his collective self-
representation, but it also changes the relationships between remaining
members and induces changes to social hierarchies and social roles
within the group. If the departing member was a central figure in the
group, a leader, or a person of a high social ranking, his vacancy would
require a substitution by another group member and could potentially
lead to the group’s disbandment. Consequently, a group experiencing
changes in membership will inevitably undergo transformations in its
hierarchical structure.

Changes in individuals’ group membership can also influence the group’s
size and complexity levels, turning a large group smaller (when several
members leave at once) or a simple group more complex (when new
members join and more norms are created), and vice versa. Introduction
of new members or role changes within the group can affect group dynamics
and individuals’ feelings of belonging, which may cause them to feel less
committed to the group or alter their group membership. As a result of these
processes, the group size, social hierarchy, and level of complexity can
change.

The connection between group membership and social identity is critical
for understanding the dynamic nature of groups. From an individual’s
viewpoint, the elements that change during his social interactions are his
group memberships and social identities. These elements might change
several times a day, sometimes even on an hourly basis. The constant and
simultaneous shifts in group affiliations across many individuals, taking into
account that individuals usually belong to different and sometimes over-
lapping groups, render the groups themselves dynamic entities. Their char-
acteristics — such as size, complexity, hierarchical structure, role allocation,
and norm quantity4—are in a state of constant interactive flux. Figure 1
illustrates these dynamic interconnections.

By developing Packer and van Bavel’s theory of dynamic social identities
further and exploring its impact on the structure of human groups, we arrive
at an understanding of groups as dynamic entities that change with shifts in
group memberships and social identities. It begins with the premise that
changes in people’s social identities influence their group affiliations. These
shifts, in turn, instigate transformations within the group’s characteristics.
A similar process also occurs from the opposite direction: changes in the
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Dynamic Group Membership Dynamic Social Identities

\ ' 4

Characteristics of human groups:

Large _ Small
Complex < MEGSHplexity Simple
Hierarchical -v Less Hierarchical
Many < S Norms Few
Many _ Few

Figure 1. A dynamic view of groups. Note: This figure describes the interactions between group
membership, social identity, and the characteristics of human groups. Dynamic group member-
ships (represented by people belonging to different and sometimes overlapping groups that
often change) affect and are affected by dynamic social identities (which are constructed within
the group context and change according to the social context). Both affect the characteristics of
human groups and are affected by them. As people change their group memberships and
group identities, each of these characteristics moves along the continuum. Hence any changes
in group memberships can change a group from small to large, simple to complex, hierarchical
to less hierarchical (or nonhierarchical), and so on.

group’s characteristics may attract certain members, distance others, and
even draw individuals from outside the group. As a result, individuals
change their group memberships, which affects their social identities. Put
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differently, the dynamic nature of the self and its impact on social identity
affects the dynamic nature of human groups and group identity.

It’s critical to clarify that a dynamic view of groups does not entail that
groups can be reduced to their dynamic characteristics. As previously
discussed in section 2, groups have their own distinct norms, cultures,
values, and objectives; they have a standalone existence independent of
their fluctuating characteristics or their members, and they interact within
a network of other systems. Groups cannot be understood without under-
standing the inclinations, motivations, and feelings of belonging of group
members, all of which are affected by their social identities (Beckwith, 2019;
Greenaway et al., 2016; K. Kish Bar-On & Lamm, 2023). While the dynamic
aspects of social identities and group membership significantly influence the
group’s characteristics, groups also include less dynamic qualities.

Some group features, such as goals and culture, may have more complex
relations with dynamic social identities and may not change as frequently
and rapidly as other characteristics. For instance, a group bound by a shared
goal may exhibit stability in its objectives yet remain dynamic in other traits
like its size and complexity. Therefore, even as members come and go,
affecting its size, hierarchy, and complexity levels, the foundational goals
of the group may persist. Such enduring elements do not diminish the idea
of groups as dynamic entities; rather, they underscore the necessity to regard
groups as heterogeneous and continuously evolving constructs, which is
critical for a nuanced understanding of psychological diversity and social
complexity.

Viewing groups as dynamic and evolving entities has important implica-
tions on the classification of in-groups and out-groups. The foundational
idea of social identity theory is that individuals organize their social percep-
tion through categorical distinctions, simplifying a range of variables into
discrete, and sometimes even binary, classes. This categorization tends to
understate the differences within groups while emphasizing the differences
between them. However, adopting a dynamic perspective of groups pro-
poses a non-binary, spectrum-based approach to the categorization of in-
group and out-group: all groups reside on a continuum, constantly shifting
in their levels of proximity to us. We can perceive someone as belonging to
a group that is more or less similar to our group, but those similarity levels
are dynamic and change with changes in social context.

Embracing a non-binary understanding of groups holds the potential to
mitigate intergroup rivalry and social polarization. Conceptually, it
encourages us to view others’ group associations as less rigid, identifying
them as members of a “dynamic group with variable proximity to us” rather
than strictly as an “out-group.” This effect operates in both directions, as
individuals who perceive others as less polarized, actively seek similarities,
which reduces the immediate categorization of others as out-group
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members. In the next section, I will examine how conventional, binary
classifications of groups influence prominent psychological phenomena
such as metaperceptions and perceived polarization, and explore evidence
supporting the advantages of a dynamic, spectrum-based approach to group
affiliation.

4. The malleability of in-groups and out-groups

The purpose of this section is twofold. First, it highlights the problematic
nature of rigid in-group out-group classification, drawing on studies related
to meta-perceptions and the phenomenon of perceived polarization. Then,
it seeks to show that treating group affiliation as a firm, inflexible category
(where an individual is seen as either a member or a nonmember of a group,
thus classifying any group as either an in-group or an out-group with no
changes and no middle ground) does not consistently align with actual
human behavior and the complex nature of psychological science, and is,
therefore, a concept in need of revision.

Let us commence from the recognized premise that social categorization
is not a static state but a fluid and dynamic process where a multitude of
categories can be relevant to oneself and others (Blaylock et al., 2024).
Various theories have proposed that our cognitive perception of two distinct
groups (“us” versus “them”) can transition into a unified group (“us”),
channeling the same cognitive and motivational processes that originally
fostered intergroup biases toward former outgroup members. Differing
from models that suggest moving from subgroup identification to
a common ingroup identity (Gaertner & Dovidio, 2012), or that advocate
for enhancing the salience of multiple categories at once to diminish in-
group and out-group differentiation (Crisp & Hewstone, 2007), the
approach I am proposing considers these categories as dynamic and con-
tinuous. My objective is not to revise an established mental representation of
a group, but to conceptualize groups as inherently fluid in relation to us
right from the outset. Through this lens, individuals not in our immediate
in-group are not immediately assigned as out-group members but as
belonging to a “group at a certain degree of closeness to us” depending on
commonalities with each person. This perspective diffuses the stark bound-
aries traditionally drawn between in-groups and out-groups, fostering
a spectrum of group categorizations that does not necessarily induce the
animosity and negative feelings often associated with an out-group.

A central psychological phenomenon impacted by fixed in-group and
out-group distinctions is an individual’s self-perceptions and perceptions of
others. Metaperceptions, or beliefs about how we are viewed by others, serve
as implicit guides we use to navigate our social environments. These meta-
perceptions influence our actions, the quality of our interpersonal
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connections, and our sense of self (Felson & Reed, 1986; Lemay & Dudley,
2009). In contemplating how we are perceived, we often factor in character-
istics tied to our own group memberships as well as the group affiliations of
those we believe are perceiving us (Frey & Tropp, 2006). The in-group/out-
group classification is pivotal in such cognitive processes, prompting
immediate self-categorization and classification of others within these
groupings. When someone categorizes his perceiver as an out-group mem-
ber, it tends to negatively affect their beliefs regarding how they are per-
ceived by that person.

Perceptions regarding how individuals believe they are viewed by others
that are influenced by group affiliations, are known as meta-stereotypes
(Vorauer et al., 2000). Evidence suggest that meta-stereotypes often do
more damage than good to our understanding of the social world, as people
often anticipate that out-group members will perceive them through
a negative, stereotypical lens (Miller & Malloy, 2003). Research in inter-
group relations indicates that group labels tend to amplify inaccuracies in
social judgments by invoking stereotypes, which lead individuals to deviate
from their more precise initial judgments (Lau et al., 2016; J. Lees & Cikara,
2020). Such evaluations are largely the result of categorizing in-groups and
out-groups as two separate, static, and contrasting categories.

Group labels, characterized as in-group and out-group distinctions, give
rise to intergroup bias and prejudice (Ashburn-Nardo et al., 2001; Otten &
Wentura, 1999). Intergroup bias is the consistent inclination to appraise
one’s own group - or its members — more positively than an out-group or its
members (Allport, 1954; Brewer, 1979). This propensity to favor one’s
group can manifest as in-group favoritism or as out-group derogation. Self-
categorization as an in-group member leads to a blending of one’s identity
with the prototypical traits of that group, thereby intensifying perceived
similarities with fellow in-group members (Hewstone et al., 2002). Trust,
positive regard, cooperation, and empathy are typically reserved for in-
group members only, which can lead to initial discriminatory practices,
unjust reactions to out-group members, and negative perceptions about the
other side.

There is a growing body of evidence suggesting that our perceptions of
opposing views are often excessively negative. We tend to believe that “the
other side” holds more negative feelings toward us than it actually does
(Hawkins et al.,, 2019; J. Lees & Cikara, 2021; Moore-Berg et al., 2020;
Ruggeri et al., 2021). Such inaccuracies contribute to the intensification of
intergroup conflict and the emergence of perceived polarization. Perceived
polarization is when individuals overestimate the severity of divisions,
particularly in political or ideological contexts, within a society or group.
Researchers propose that polarization should be viewed as the degree to
which an individual perceives differences in the values and objectives of
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political adversaries,” with perceived polarization assessed by measuring the
estimated difference between the stances of different social groups (Ahler,
2014; Lupu, 2015; Westfall et al., 2015). Perceived polarization occurs when
individuals perceive political or social groups as widely separated in their
policy positions. Therefore, if someone believes that political parties’ posi-
tions on issues are vastly different, they are perceiving polarization, regard-
less of the actual extent of disagreement or the true distance between the
parties’ positions (Yang et al., 2016).

Put differently, perceived polarization refers to presumed disparities that,
in reality, do not exist. It encompasses the differences we erroneously think
are there between us and others, based on their racial, cultural, sexual,
gender, socioeconomic or religious identities. This significant discrepancy
between our perceptions and the actual state of affairs underscores the
shortcomings of our innate cognitive mechanisms. We are prone to see an
unfamiliar group as a monolithic entity instead of recognizing its internal
diversity. Consequently, we often perceive out-groups as more homoge-
nous, extreme, and different from us than is actually the case. Our tendency
to exaggerate the extremity of the other side largely arises from the inclina-
tion to categorize in-groups and out-groups as entirely opposing, distinct,
and fixed entities.

The encouraging aspect of this discussion is that, while our inclination to
categorize others into in-groups and out-groups is firmly entrenched in our
social selves, research indicates that these divisions are changeable. Insights
from psychology and neurobiology reveal that the process of in-group and
out-group categorization is deeply rooted in our evolutionary history and
that group distinction is not just a social construct but is also influenced by
our biology (Fiske, 2010; Over, 2016; Sapolsky, 2017). Yet, these studies also
highlight the malleability of such categories. Our in-group and out-group
distinctions are not fixed; they are subject to change depending on the
context, demonstrating that our social perceptions and biases are not
immutable (Sapolsky, 2017, pp. 426-444).

The idea that group classification is dynamic and can change rapidly is
reinforced by numerous studies, confirming that new group memberships
can begin to alter perceptual processes almost instantaneously, within mere
milliseconds of perception (Ratner & Amodio, 2013). This research under-
scores the idea that the significance of different social categories, and the
categorization of groups as in-groups or out-groups, is contingent upon the
specific social context. In one scenario, a group might be regarded as an in-
group, but in a different context, the same group could be viewed as an out-
group. This flexibility stems from the existence of multiple social identities,
each varying in relevance depending on the particular social environment.
As social identities shift, they can move certain groups closer or farther in
relation to one’s own group across the spectrum of group categorization,
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essentially redefining group boundaries and associations based on social
context.

Related studies indicate that individuals often initially identify those of
a different race as members of an out-group; however, when a common
social identity is highlighted (such as both individuals being lawyers, or
sharing a particular hobby), the perception shifts, and the former out-group
individual is reclassified as part of the in-group (Bernstein et al., 2007; J. Van
Bavel & Cunningham, 2012). Along similar lines, if racial categories become
an impediment during interactions, individuals may seek out a shared group
identity, like identifying mutually as Americans or as members of a political
party, rather than focusing on race or ethnicity (J. J. Van Bavel &
Cunningham, 2009). This suggests that people willingly search for simila-
rities with others, which reduces the immediate categorization of others as
out-group members. Concentrating on shared identities makes people less
likely to accentuate differences, thus moving away from a fixed binary group
classification.

The evidence presented thus far supports the necessity of adopting
a dynamic view of groups, as warranted by psychological research. This
research demonstrates that group categorization processes are significantly
more malleable than those described by Cooley, Parsons, and Sherif, and
that these processes incorporate a far more dynamic notion of social identity
than what Turner and Tajfel proposed. By highlighting the reciprocal effects
that social identities have on group categorization, membership, and classi-
fication, the evidence points to a dynamic perspective on groups that goes
beyond Packer and van Bavel’s original analysis of dynamic social identities.

In addition to the evidential support for adopting a dynamic view of
groups, there is also a practical reason for doing so. A dynamic realization of
groups paves the way for actively addressing and reducing the harmful
effects of in-group/out-group divisions, such as prejudice, discrimination,
and conflict. By adopting a dynamic, non-binary framework of groups and
combining it with education, increased social interaction, and a conscious
effort to recognize and overcome these innate tendencies, we can create
a more nuanced strategy for diminishing intergroup hostility and polariza-
tion. Figure 2 illustrates a more practical and useful everyday application of
the proposed dynamic conceptual framework by comparing traditional in-
group out-group classification and a non-binary framework of group
categorization.

Up to this point, the discussion has highlighted several key insights: (1)
historically, groups have been viewed as relatively stable entities, (2) there is
substantial contemporary evidence supporting the dynamic nature of
groups, at least to some extent, (3) this evidence suggests that we possess
the capability to transition our social categorization toward flexible, spec-
trum-based classifications even in immediate perceptual processes, and (4)
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Figure 2. A spectrum-based view of group affiliation. Note:An individual encountering people
from different groups would traditionally classify only those who are similar to him as his in-
group members, and all the others as out-group members regardless of whether he shares
some similarities with them (top). In a non-binary perspective, the individual would categorize
people as belonging to groups with variable proximity to him, based on similarities to each
individual (bottom). Those who are most similar to him will be categorized as his closest group
(shortest distance between individual and group on the continuum). Those who are less similar
to him, will not be immediately categorized as an unfamiliar uniform group, but will be
affiliated with different groups across a spectrum of proximity, based on their common features.

there are tangible advantages to embracing a non-binary perspective of
group dynamics. On a practical level, such a perspective can influence our
metaperceptions regarding the views of others, thereby diminishing out-
group hostility, reducing perceived polarization, and combating discrimina-
tion. Therefore, a non-binary conceptualization of groups not only
enhances our understanding of certain psychological processes but can
also refine our interventions and techniques in evaluating and alleviating
undesirable social behaviors.

On a conceptual level, It could be contended that adding yet another
conceptual model to the already diverse array of theories about human
groups might overcomplicate the field of psychology, which grapples
with an abundance of theoretical perspectives and loosely defined con-
cepts and constructs (Flake & Fried, 2020; Meehl, 1967; Muthukrishna &
Henrich, 2019; Oberauer & Lewandowsky, 2019). I believe that this
multiplicity and dissatisfaction are intrinsic to the endeavor of under-
standing complex social reality; the variety and heterogeneity of theories
mirrors the genuine complexity found in psychological phenomena like
group behavior and social categorization (De Boeck et al., 2023; Koch,
1992). However, this does not imply that any new theory should be
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accepted solely because human behavior is complex. Instead, it under-
scores that dynamic factors are everywhere, even within existing theories,
and these theories can be slightly adjusted to reflect a more detailed
perspective than they currently offer.

In the following section, I explore how incorporating a dynamic con-
ceptualization of groups into prevalent theories in the philosophy of social
science can help address the complexity of human nature. The fundamental
idea is that a dynamic conceptualization of groups better captures the
nuanced, intricate, and often imperceptible nature of social interactions
and intergroup dynamics. The real-world complexity and the layered nature
of group interactions cannot be adequately represented by rigid, binary, or
unitary categorizations, as such definitions inherently lack the capacity to
encompass the full scope of complexity and compositeness. Consequently,
not only psychological theories but also philosophical perspectives that
engage with individuals, groups, and their interactions may need to be
revised.

5. Towards a dynamic social ontology

Adopting a dynamic view of human groups can help clarify the complex and
multifaceted philosophical discussions surrounding group agency and social
ontology. Specifically, such a dynamic perspective can steer the conversation
toward a dynamic approach not only to human groups but also to social
ontology as a research domain. In this section, I will focus on two central
issues within the debate on social ontology and highlight the advantages that
the proposed dynamic view can offer.

The first issue is whether groups can be reduced to simple ontological
entities. Some scholars argue that group agency can be reduced to shared
intentions, which are nonsocial mental states of individuals. This perspec-
tive builds on the view that social facts are composed exclusively of the
psychological states of individual people (Mill, 1843; Popper, 1945; Watkins,
1952). According to these theories, the beliefs, intentions, and attitudes of
a group depend solely on the attitudes of its members (Bratman, 1993;
Gilbert, 1989; Tuomela & Miller, 1988). Conversely, those who oppose
reducing group agency to individuals’ mental states argue that groups are
collective units of agency whose attitudes may be discontinuous with the
attitudes of their members (Pettit, 2002). They maintain that group agents
are real and that group agency cannot be reduced to the beliefs or mental
states of individuals.

The problem with non-reductionist accounts, such as those proposed by
Pettit and List, is that they claim to adhere to a version of methodological
individualism, which is crucial to their perspective as it explains how
aggregates of individual attitudes produce group attitudes without resorting
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to spiritual explanations. As such, their non-reductionist approach uses at
least some reductive elements by holding on to methodological
individualism.

A dynamic view of groups offers a different way to address the issue,
suggesting that both individual attitudes and group attitudes are dynamic
and constantly interact. Following the dynamic approach advocated in this
paper, there isn’t a one-directional causality from individual attitudes to
group attitudes (or vice versa), but rather a continuous process of mutual
interactions between individuals, social identities, and groups.
Methodological individualism is no longer necessary to explain how indi-
vidual attitudes produce group attitudes, since a dynamic view of groups
describes both attitudes as created and shaped by an ongoing process of
mutual influence among social identities, group membership, and group
categorization. By applying a dynamic view of groups to a non-reductionist
account, we achieve an extended theory that is fully exempt from reduction-
ism while portraying a more nuanced picture of the complexity of the social
world.

The second issue I want to highlight is the challenge of understanding
how fundamental ontological elements interact and affect each other,
whether they are groups, individuals, or mental states. Regardless of the
ontological perspective we adopt, interactions play a crucial role in both
reductionist and non-reductionist approaches. However, neither approach
adequately accounts for the emergence and nature of these interactions or
considers the possibility that interactions themselves could be a subject of
ontological investigation.®

One way to address these issues is to embrace a pluralistic approach to
social ontology. Ontological pluralism can refer to various ontological
frameworks, such as methodological individualism, irreducible group
agency, and reducible mental states, all regarded as valid ontological
accounts. Alternatively, it can denote an ontology that eschews reductionist
or unificationist objectives. Helen Longino advocates for this latter inter-
pretation, analyzing interactions as a distinct ontological category, not
reducible to properties of its participants (Longino, 2020). Her treatment
of social behavior as interaction builds on the idea that interactions are
independent, self-sustained ontological entities.

However, the challenge with Longino’s account is that interactions,
being embedded in social contexts, cannot be fully understood without
considering their interacting elements. Understanding the nature and
origin of social interactions requires knowing who the involved entities
are, the relationships between them, whether they are part of the same
group or different groups, if they follow similar or different norms, and
if they share one or more social identities, among other factors. By
treating interactions as independent, context-deprived entities, one
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cannot fully understand the reasons and motivations behind group
behavior, nor the complexity of human nature and its ontological
elements.

A dynamic view of groups can enhance Longino’s account by redefining
interactions as dynamic yet non-reducible ontological entities, thereby
bringing us one step closer to addressing the complexity of human nature.
The dynamic view proposed here assumes that dynamic social identities and
dynamic group classification processes are grounded in social interactions.
Without social interactions, nothing happens; in this sense, interactions are
the fundamental elements of the social world. However, interactions are
never context-deprived, and their essence and influence evolve with changes
in the interacting entities (whether individuals, groups, identities, emotions,
or other factors). By integrating this dynamic view with Longino’s account,
we obtain a more comprehensive ontological perspective that includes
dynamic social interactions and the objects of those interactions: dynamic
groups and dynamic social identities. This threefold dynamic approach to
interactions, identities, and groups treats them as flexible elements while
maintaining ontological pluralism by not reducing any of them to other
ontological elements.

This kind of dynamic framing can assist in integrating the complexity and
dynamics of human behavior with ontology as a metaphysical framework.
The idea here is to embrace a notion of dynamic social ontology, which
builds on the dynamic of human groups alongside dynamic social identities.
A central characteristic of human behavior is that it is not fixed; people
change their behaviors, beliefs, groups, identities, norms, and commitments
based on changes in social contexts. Dynamic ontology is a concept that
refers to the idea that the fundamental nature of reality changes over time. It
considers being and reality not in a traditional metaphysical way - that is,
not as a ground, an origin, a cause — but as a movement, a flux, a dynamic
process.

The dynamic social ontology proposed here derives from applying
dynamic ontology to social behavior. It emphasizes two main points: (1)
ontological entities such as individuals, groups, and interactions are con-
stantly changing and influencing (or being influenced by) other ontological
entities, and (2) we can decide on the ontology as we go along. We do not
need to set up the ontology upfront, and then proceed to test if human
nature corresponds; we can change the ontology during our investigation of
human behavior, and end up having several ontologies, each corresponding
to a certain phase in a psychological experiment.

Consider, for example, a study showing that individuals behave according
to their group identity only when in a group context. In this scenario, one
might argue that individuals and their interactions are the basic ontological
entities (ontological individualism). Now, suppose that a different study
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suggests that an individual’s group identity persists even when they leave the
group context, as they continue to adhere to group norms. In this case, one
might adopt a non-reductionist ontological account of group agency, recog-
nizing an essence to the group that exists (group norms, identity) even when
the group does not. Dynamic social ontology allows us to adjust ontological
assumptions as new results emerge and to hold multiple ontological views
simultaneously. As new evidence arises, we can again revise our ontological
assumptions based on these discoveries in human behavior.

To conclude, blurring group boundaries and adopting a non-binary
approach to human groups redefines how we think about groups in general.
As groups constantly change based on changes in group memberships and
social identities, the ontological status of groups experiences these changes
as well. Dynamic social ontology allows groups to changes, but more
importantly, it allows the ontology itself to change. We no longer have to
commit ourselves to one, specific notion of human groups or group cate-
gories. We can adopt different ontologies with different categories, each
pertaining to explain a different aspect of human behavior, in order to better
account for the complex and multilayered nature of social life.

6. Discussion and concluding remarks

The complex relationship between groups and individuals encompasses
social identity and group identity as two leading mechanisms that affect
social behavior. The current paper aimed to take a step toward clarifying this
convoluted connection from its historical conception. It showed that the
idea of understanding groups as dependent on their members’ social status
and feelings of belonging was already mentioned by Sherif in the 1950s, and
the idea to view groups as dynamic and complex systems was put forward by
McGrath, Arrow, and Berdahl in the 2000s. However, these ideas were never
put together into a coherent standpoint. My goal here is to offer such
a standpoint by integrating the primacy of group membership with the
dynamic nature of groups. I do so by proposing a dynamic perspective of
groups as entities that change with changes in group memberships, which
calls for a flexible notion of in-group/out-group categorization.

Packer and van Bavel’s theory of dynamically constructed social identities
maintained that individuals categorize themselves according to multiple
dimensions, and their identities shift and reconstruct the self. In a similar
vein, I suggest that groups are categorized by multiple characteristics whose
level of magnitude is affected by changes in group belonging, thereby
reconstructing the characteristics of the group. If Packer and van Bavel’s
conclusion is “change the context, change the self” (Packer & Van Bavel,
2015, p. 238), my variation on it would be “change group memberships,
change the group.”
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This dynamic viewpoint challenges traditional in-group and out-
group categorizations, advocating for a non-binary approach to group
classification. It suggests that all groups exist on a continuum, con-
stantly shifting in proximity levels. Individuals may see others as part
of a group more or less akin to their own, with these levels dynami-
cally changing based on social context. Embracing this non-binary
stance encourages us to view others’ group affiliations as fluid, iden-
tifying them as part of a “dynamic group with some proximity to me”
rather than simply as an “out-group.” This shift operates bidirection-
ally; perceiving others as less polarized prompts individuals to actively
seek similarities, reducing immediate categorization as out-group
members.

Such a perspective offers new ways of investigation for behavioral
scientists who study group membership, cooperation, and group con-
flict by offering them a conceptual framework that encapsulates the
dynamics between group membership and group characteristics. For
instance, in economic research investigating the impact of group size
on cooperation, mutual monitoring, and punishment, varying outcomes
emerge when group size changes (Carpenter, 2007; Nosenzo et al,
2015). The concept of dynamic group characteristics underscores that
merely identifying differences in cooperation levels between small and
large groups does not portray the whole picture. Comprehensive under-
standing necessitates insights into the processes driving these differ-
ences, their initiators, implications for group members, and the
dynamics during transitions between small and large groups. Using
a dynamic framework of groups, these kinds of experiments will not
only account for whether there is a difference in cooperation or conflict
levels amid groups but also provide a comprehensive picture of how
perceptions about group membership change during transitions
between groups.

There is still work to be done to properly apply and adjust the idea
of groups as dynamic entities to laboratory conditions and field experi-
ments, considering how it may affect the results of previous and future
studies. I have suggested a flexible notion of groups that builds on the
dynamic nature of social identity. Nevertheless, here too, the dynamic
theory of groups, identities, and their interactions remains to be devel-
oped, building on a dynamic social ontology of the kind suggested
above. This paper highlights the importance of dynamic groups and
shows that a flexible categorization of in-groups and out-groups should
at least be taken into consideration when studying, analyzing, and
defining human groups. As such, it is the first step toward a larger
interdisciplinary endeavor to understand human behavior and group
relations.
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Notes

1. It’s crucial to recognize that sociologists and social psychologists follow different
traditions and objectives in their study of groups. Sociologists examine the roots
and development of groups within the tapestry of real-world cultures and societies,
engaging in fieldwork and naturalistic experiments. On the other hand, social
psychologists approach groups as theoretical constructs in controlled laboratory
settings to delve deeper into cognitive processes. While sociologists aim to provide
a rich contextual understanding of group behavior, social psychologists use groups
as a means to probe into the workings of the mind. The interplay between these
distinct methodologies has significantly influenced the historical evolution of both
disciplines.

2. Cooley himself did not use the term “secondary group”; the term emerged later, but
the distinction is affiliated with him (Britannica, 2022).

3. In this context, I address emotions in a preliminary manner: by merely noting that
emotions are absent in Cooley’s framework but integral to the in-group/out-group
classification. The specific function of emotions and the debate on whether they
give rise to a sense of “groupness” or are a result of it is a topic with a rich
intellectual history. This discourse spans from the foundational theories of
Durkheim and Le Bon (Durkheim, 1912; Le Bon, 1896) to contemporary exam-
inations of group emotionality, shared emotions and emotional interactions (for
instance, Goldenberg, 2023; Halperin et al., 2011; Krueger & Szanto, 2016;
Tomasello, 2009; Zahavi, 2015).

4. Although human groups possess a multitude of distinct attributes, the majority of
definitions typically emphasize these five traits as their core characteristics (Blau &
Scott, 1962; Cartwright & Zander, 1968; M. Sherif & Sherif, 1965).

5. Scholars have studied polarization in various forms, and in general, polarization has
been understood on both individual and societal level and in both cognitive (issue
polarization) and an affective (affective polarization) ways. To complement these
conceptualizations of polarization, scholars have begun paying attention to the con-
cept of perceived polarization. For a detailed overview of the different kinds of
polarization see (Iyengar et al., 2019).

6. For example, Pettit and List maintain that group agency requires nothing but the
emergence of coordinated, psychologically intelligible dispositions in individual
members, but they do not account for how such a coordination emerges, or how it
even becomes possible or rational (Pettit and List 2011). Bratman claims that shared
intention consists primarily of individuals and their interrelations, but he does not
explain what is the nature of such interrelations or how did they arise (Bratman,
1993).
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