
I’d like to see it go forward in harmony—irre-
spective of our race, colour, creed, religion,
political points of views, etc., etc. I’d like every-
one to move forward and to discuss these things
and see where we come out at the end of the day.
I’d like to think that we would all come out
friends. And I’d like to think that we’ll all come
out a little bit more tolerant and educated
towards our fellow men. (PBp—addressing other

participants in the BBC Prison Study)

It takes strong leaders to implement order, and I
know it’s harsh at first, like in Russia when Stalin
took over. It did bring the people together. I know
it became an oppressive state, but that was the
normal breakdown of things. But it moved things
forward and, you know, that’s the way life is.
(PBp—speaking to the experimenters later in the

study)

This paper seeks to explore three theoreti-
cal propositions related to the process of
leadership: (1) that leadership of a group

depends upon members of that group sharing
a consensual social identity, (2) that leaders
can play an important part in developing a
shared and consensual social identity, and (3)
that the relationship between these first two
facets is rooted in social reality.

In this way, our concern lies in the dynam-
ic relationship between leadership, social
identity, and social reality. We are particularly
interested in the way that this relationship
evolves over time, and in how and why identi-
ty and leadership projects change. A key ques-
tion raised by our research is why groups that
have previously embraced democratic identi-
ties and democratic leadership lose faith in
these structures and instead turn towards more
autocratic solutions. In concrete terms we can
look at the two statements with which this
paper is prefaced—both of which were articu-
lated by the same participant in our study
(PBp)—and ask “What trajectory takes a per-
son from the first leadership vision to the
second?”

Interest in the interplay between these
various elements, particularly the relationship
between agency and structure in models of
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leadership, has escalated dramatically in
recent years. For instance, within the literature
on social movements, it is increasingly recog-
nized that leaders do not simply respond to
existing identities and opportunities, but that
they “offer frames, tactics, and organizational
vehicles that allow participants to construct a
collective identity and participate in collective
action at various levels” (Morris and
Staggenborg 2004:180)—thereby also recon-
figuring the opportunity structure. In this way,
leaders are critical to the success of social
movements. Within that body of psychological
research informed by social identity and self-
categorization theories (Tajfel and Turner
1979; Turner et al. 1987, 1994), there is also
an emerging consensus on some core ideas
about leadership (e.g., see Haslam 2004; Hogg
and van Knippenberg 2004; Turner and
Haslam 2001). In particular, a large body of
evidence suggests (a) that leadership is contin-
gent upon leaders being perceived as proto-
typical of a social identity that they share with
followers (Hogg 2001; Turner 1991), (b) that
in order to be influential and effective, leaders
need to represent and define social identity in
context (Haslam and Platow 2001; Platow et
al. 1997; Platow and van Knippenberg 2001),
and (c) that in order to satisfy these demands,
leaders need to be active entrepreneurs of
social identity (Reicher and Hopkins 1996,
2003; Reicher, Haslam and Hopkins 2005).

While the corpus of empirical work used
to advance these claims is quite large and
growing all the time, (e.g., see Ellemers, de
Gilder, and Haslam 2004; Haslam 2004; van
Knippenberg and Hogg 2003), this research
has focused mainly on the capacity for leaders
to receive support or to exert influence as a
function of the extent to which their behavior
embodies characteristics of a pre-existing
identity shared by putative followers (the
research participants) in a particular setting.
To select just one study as an example, in
Platow et al.’s (1997) research, the indepen-
dent variable was the apparent decision by a
(male) leader to allocate resources to people
who did or did not share national identity with
research participants at a New Zealand univer-
sity. The dependent variable was the extent to
which those participants supported the leader

(Experiments 1 to 3) and were willing to go
along with his policy suggestions (Experiment
3). As predicted, support and influence
depended on the extent to which the leader
had displayed ingroup favoritism (i.e., allocat-
ing more resources to New Zealanders) rather
than even-handedness, and was thus perceived
by participants to embody relevant ingroup
norms.

Although research of this form has gar-
nered impressive support for hypotheses
derived from the social identity approach to
leadership, it also has a number of significant
limitations. First, while confirming that lead-
ers’ influence derives from the relative proto-
typicality and normativity of their messages
with respect to a given identity, there is a rela-
tive neglect in the implicit and logically prior
assumption that the very possibility of leader-
ship depends upon the existence (or creation)
of a shared social identity (Haslam, Postmes,
and Ellemers 2003; Haslam and Reicher
2007). In experimental studies, such identities
(e.g., as a New Zealander or a student of a par-
ticular university) exist (or are assumed to
exist) a priori and are mechanically invoked
for experimental purposes. In practice,
though, it is clear that leaders ‘on the ground’
typically have the practical task of creating or
manipulating such identities in order to affirm
their own leadership and for that leadership to
succeed. How shared social identity is
achieved and the extent to which it proves
effective remain core empirical questions.

Second, while it is explicitly assumed that
leaders are active agents in the process of pro-
moting their own prototypicality (e.g., Reicher
and Hopkins 1996), the actual behavior stud-
ied in experimental research tends, almost
exclusively, to be that of followers. Indeed,
because the behavior of leaders is usually
manipulated by the experimenter, it is general-
ly passive, static, and taken-for-granted rather
than in any sense active. The need to retain
control over relevant theoretical variables and
to eliminate potential experimental confounds
account for this empirical strategy and make
good sense in these terms. Nevertheless, the
consequence is an analytic imbalance such
that leadership is understood more through the
behavior of followers than through the activi-
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ties of leaders. Indeed, one somewhat ironic
result is that much of the research that rou-
tinely provides insights into leadership might
more appropriately be seen as helping to
understand followership (Hollander 1995).

Of course, there is an ample literature
across the social sciences examining what
leaders do and, more particularly, how they
shape identities (e.g. Ahmed 1997; Barker,
Johnson and Lavalette 2001; Morris and
Staggenborg 2004). Within the social identity
tradition, Reicher and Hopkins (1996, 2003;
Reicher et al. 2005) have drawn particular
inspiration from Besson’s (1990) notion that
leaders are ‘entrepreneurs of identity’.
Through detailed examination of politicians’
speeches, their work draws on social identity
and self-categorization theories to examine
the processes through which social identity
shapes collective action. In particular, this
investigation shows how the identity entrepre-
neurship of political leaders centers around
the rhetorical ability to construe social cate-
gories that affirm their own leadership creden-
tials. This point is illustrated in speeches
delivered by Margaret Thatcher and Neil
Kinnock to the British political parties that
they were leaders of during the British
Miners’ Strike of 1984–5. These speeches
were analyzed, and in both cases the language
employed served to construe the events sur-
rounding the strike so that (a) the leader’s
party could be seen as representative of a pos-
itively defined ingroup which, unlike the neg-
atively defined outgroup, encompassed almost
the entire population (e.g., ‘a moderate and
responsible majority .|.|. fighting for great and
good causes’ opposed to an ‘organized revolu-
tionary minority’ of ‘thugs and bullies’;
Reicher and Hopkins 1996:360–361) and (b)
the policies that the leader advocated (e.g.,
conflict with the miners) were consonant with
the definition of that ingroup identity.

However, in stark contrast to experimental
research, the work of Reicher and Hopkins
relies predominantly on observational and
qualitative data rather than controlled manipu-
lation and quantitative measurement. This
contributes to an analytic skew which has
complementary properties to those of experi-
mental studies. Here there is an analysis of

leaders’ behavior, but little or no analysis of its
impact on followers, which is assumed rather
than assessed. There is also an examination of
the ways in which leader–follower identities
are negotiated in an ongoing fashion, but no
attempt (or capacity) to control the theoretical
variables that bring those identities into play.

Considered together, these two approach-
es to leadership research successfully explore
the two sides of the leadership process. On the
one hand, it is apparent that leadership and fol-
lowership flow from shared identity, while, on
the other hand, leaders work to create and
manage social identity. Yet while the integrat-
ed understanding that this work contributes to
is widely accepted, it is clear that, to date, the
two sides of this analysis have been examined
in isolation and in very different ways.
Significantly, then, no prior research has stud-
ied these two sides of the process simultane-
ously in order to explore the dynamic inter-
play between active leadership and responsive
followership.

As a consequence, there is a need for
research which attempts such integration: not
only to ensure that the two sides of the analy-
sis are empirically compatible, but also to gain
potential insights that may be concealed
through their analytic estrangement. At a the-
oretical level, such research is important in
order to understand the dialectic relationship
between (a) leadership as constrained by exist-
ing social identities and (b) leadership as
creative of social identities. At a methodolog-
ical level, this work requires the development
of an empirical strategy to accommodate both
quantitative and qualitative analysis. The strat-
egy should also attempt to marry the benefits
of experimental manipulation with those of
fine-grained analysis of leader and follower
behavior.

In order to fully understand this recipro-
cal relationship between social identity and
leadership, it is necessary to add another
term to the analysis: social reality (Oakes,
Haslam, and Turner 1994; Reicher 2001).
Social identity relates to the organization of
reality, both in the sense that it (a) reflects
existing forms of social organization and (b)
envisages desired forms of social organiza-
tion (seen, for example, in the way that
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nationalism is both a reflection of the world
of nations and a political project that allows
new nations to be created). Hence in social
identity definition, there is always a balance
between existing constraints and future pos-
sibilities (Drury and Reicher 2005; Reicher
1996, 2001; Reicher, Drury, Hopkins, and
Stott 2001).

Critically, leadership is bound up with this
balance as it concerns the way that social iden-
tity is harnessed to create new social and
material realities. Although much research
focuses either on what we think of leaders or
on how leaders affect what we think, leader-
ship is, above all, a practical matter. It is pri-
marily about getting people to do things. The
way in which people are moved to action is by
offering a vision of who they are and how their
world should be. If, in the short term, the suc-
cess of a leader depends upon followers
accepting this vision as valid, then, in the long
term, success depends upon it being realized
in practice. Would-be leaders can only create
new identities to the extent that they can mobi-
lize potential followers to create new social
realities in their image. The balance between
constraint and creativity is therefore a negoti-
ation between having to accommodate exist-
ing social practices and having the ability to
fashion new social practices (Advares-Yorno,
Postmes, and Haslam, forthcoming).

Put together, the above points make a case
for wanting to conduct research to study the
dynamics of leadership, social identity, and
social reality as they develop over time. Yet
whatever the conceptual validity of such a pro-
ject, it is very difficult to realize in practical
terms. Indeed, one major reason why research
into such dynamics has rarely been attempted
is that the logistical demands of setting up a
study to examine them are quite daunting.
Amongst other things, such a study would ide-
ally (a) examine active not just reactive
processes (e.g., by looking at ongoing behav-
ior rather than just one-shot responses), (b)
allow for the possibility of both individual and
collective action, and (c) explore intra- and
inter-group dynamics as they evolve over
time.1 Indeed, it is worth noting that the

demands of conducting such research (as well
as the attendant difficulties of analyzing and
publishing data) have meant that studies with
these features are increasingly rare. In contrast
to ‘classic’ studies of yesteryear (e.g., Haney,
Banks and Zimbardo 1973; Sherif 1956), con-
temporary research demonstrates little study
of interaction, let alone diachronic investiga-
tion of patterns of interaction as they unfold
(Haslam and McGarty 2001; Levine 2003).

Nevertheless, the present authors, in col-
laboration with the British Broadcasting
Company, conducted a study with the unique
ability to provide such analysis and integrate
the study of leadership with a broad and inten-
sive examination of group functioning (the
BBC; Haslam and Reicher 2005; 2006a;
Reicher and Haslam 2006a; 2006b). One dis-
tinctive feature of the study was that partici-
pants were unobtrusively filmed throughout,
with key footage subsequently edited and
broadcast by the BBC in the form of four one-
hour television documentaries, entitled The
Experiment (Koppel and Mirsky 2002).

In the study 15 participants were random-
ly assigned to either a high- or low-status
group in a closed institutional environment (as
guards or prisoners in a specially constructed
‘prison’). Their behavior was studied closely
over a period of eight days. The goal of the
research was to provide an integrated test of
social identity theory in the form of an exper-
imental case study. This goal was achieved by
manipulating factors that were predicted to
influence the prisoners’ degree of social iden-
tification and examining their impact on the
behavior of both groups, as well as on the
functioning of the social system as a whole.

At the start of the study, participants were
led to believe that the boundaries between
high- and low-status groups were permeable
and that, subject to appropriate conduct, pro-
motion from prisoner to guard was possible.
In line with a core prediction of social identi-
ty theory (Tajfel and Turner 1979), at this
stage prisoners were expected to pursue a
strategy of individual mobility and attempt to
enhance their status by working individually

the last experimental case study that explored the unfold-
ing relationship between group dynamics and leadership.1 Sherif’s (1956) Boys’ Camp Studies were probably
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to gain favor with the guards and prove them-
selves worthy of promotion (Ellemers 1993;
Wright, Taylor, and Moghaddam 1990).

However, following this, opportunities for
promotion were ruled out (i.e., group bound-
aries were made impermeable). It was expect-
ed that this would increase prisoners’ sense of
shared social identity and encourage them to
develop a more collective response to their sit-
uation. Finally, a trade union leader was intro-
duced as a new prisoner (and subsequently
withdrawn) in the expectation that he would
propose an alternative vision of existing con-
ditions. Specifically, it was anticipated that he
would encourage the prisoners to redefine
their current situation as illegitimate and
unstable (i.e., providing a set of cognitive and
practical alternatives that would lead them to
see their status position as insecure; Tajfel and
Turner 1979), and unite the prisoners around a
collective identity and a plan for social
change. These predictions accord with a body
of previous research which has demonstrated
(a) that because their identity tends (in the
absence of boundary permeability) to be
defined oppositionally, low-status groups are
more likely to develop shared identity than
high-status groups (e.g., Melucci 1995; Simon
and Brown 1987), (b) that social identification
is a necessary precursor to collective action
(and tends to be enhanced by factors of the
form manipulated in our study; e.g., Kelly and
Breinlinger 1996; Simon and Klandermans
2001; Stryker, Owens, and White 2000;
Veenstra and Haslam, 2000; Wright et al.
1990), and (c) that legitimacy is critical to
processes of social identification and leader
endorsement (e.g., Tyler 2006).

Results on social psychological and clini-
cal measures have been reported elsewhere
(Haslam and Reicher 2006b, 2006c; Reicher
and Haslam 2006b). In the present paper,
though, we focus on the ways in which leader-
ship did (and did not) emerge in the study and
on the inter-relationship between (a) leader-
ship, (b) social identity, and (c) features of
social and structural context.

It is important to acknowledge from the
outset that our use of experimental case study
methodology necessarily places certain limits
upon the conclusions we can draw with regard

to these issues. Most notably, the wealth of
variables involved makes it impossible to draw
definitive support for specific hypotheses and
to rule out alternative explanations of particu-
lar findings. Nonetheless, and particularly in
the light of the lacunae we have identified in
the literature, we believe that this disadvan-
tage is more than offset by the advantages of
the case study method. First, it is still possible
to establish whether data are (or are not) con-
sonant with our claims and hence to discon-
firm them. For instance, if leadership is
argued to be dependent upon shared social
identity (as it is above), then this argument
would clearly be undermined if the study were
to yield evidence of leadership in the absence
of shared social identity (Popper 1972).
Second, a case study can provide detailed
insights into the manner in which factors
(such as social identity) impact upon social
action. In this way, the case study generates
hypotheses that can subsequently be tested in
more systematic analysis (an aspect of the
research process which tends to be neglected
and undervalued; Blumer 1969). Finally, case
studies have the capacity to shed light on com-
plex inter-relationships between factors and to
examine how these relationships develop over
time. In light of the fact that static research
methods tend to (re)produce static and one-
sided theoretical models, we have already
noted the importance of such a dynamic
analysis for the understanding of leadership.

With these strengths and limitations in
mind, our analysis explores three propositions
derived from the theoretical position outlined
above:

Proposition 1: The emergence of leadership is
related to the development of a shared social
identity.

Proposition 2: Leadership serves to facilitate the
development of shared social identity.

Proposition 3: The success of leaders relates (i)
to their ability to convince others to accept their
proposals as valid expressions of group identity,
and (ii) to their ability to create a social reality
which corresponds to their definition of social
identity.

As well as allowing data relating to these
propositions to be collected on multiple occa-
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sions, a distinctive feature of the study was
that it was possible to obtain data on a broad
range of measures. In particular, in addition to
self-report measures (e.g., of social identifica-
tion, perceived leadership, and preferred lead-
ership style), participants were under round-
the-clock surveillance, and this made it possi-
ble to triangulate psychometric data with data
obtained from behavioral observation (both by
the researchers and by independent viewers).
Amongst other things, we hoped that this
might bring to light some novel leadership-
related consequences of social identity
dynamics.

METHOD

Ethics

The study aimed to create a system of
intergroup inequality that was meaningful, but
not harmful either physically or mentally to
participants. In order to ensure that this was
the case, a range of safeguards were built into
the study. These included (a) three-phase clin-
ical, medical, and background screening to
ensure that participants were neither psycho-
logically vulnerable nor liable to put others at
risk, (b) round-the-clock monitoring of partic-
ipants by clinical psychologists, (c) paramedic
and security guards on call at all times, and (d)
an independent five-person ethics committee
monitoring proceedings throughout with the
power to change or terminate the study at any
time. This panel was chaired by a British
Member of Parliament and included a senior
academic psychologist, the chief adviser of
the BBC’s independent Editorial Policy Unit,
and representatives from the Howard League
for Penal Reform and the Holocaust Memorial
and Education Centre.

Participants, Procedure, 
and Description of Key Events

Participants in the study were 15 adult
men drawn from a larger pool of 332 appli-
cants in order to ensure diversity of age, social
class, and ethnic background. They were ran-
domly divided into two groups: 5 as guards,
10 as prisoners.

The study created a hierarchical institu-
tion in which people would live for up to 10
days. It was conducted within a purpose-built
prison-like environment that had been con-
structed inside Elstree Film Studios in North
London. Prisoners were assigned to lockable
three-person cells that were located off a cen-
tral atrium with an adjoining communal show-
er. A lockable partition separated the prisoners
from the guards’ quarters, comprised of a dor-
mitory, bathroom, and mess room. The envi-
ronment was designed in such a way that par-
ticipants could be unobtrusively observed and
heard (and video- and audio-recorded) wher-
ever they were at all times. Comprehensive
details of the procedures are available in
Haslam and Reicher (2006c) or from the
authors. The following description outlines
key features of the study pertaining to issues
of social identity and leadership.

At the start of the study, the boundaries
between guard and prisoner groups were per-
meable. Specifically, participants were told
that group assignment was not fixed and that
it was likely that one of the prisoners (the one
who guards perceived to be most suitable)
would be promoted to the guard group. This
promotion took place on Day 3. After this, fur-
ther promotion was ruled out, making group
boundaries impermeable. As predicted, this
had the effect of increasing the sense of shared
identity among the prisoners as well as their
collective resistance to the guards and their
regime. Unexpectedly, prior to this point, sev-
eral guards were wary of assuming and exert-
ing their authority and were ambivalent about
their assigned identity. As a consequence, the
guards did not develop a strong sense of
shared social identity. This ambivalence
became more pronounced once promotion
was ruled out and the prisoners’ resistance
increased.

On Day 5 a new prisoner (DMp)
2 with a

professional background as a senior negotia-
tor in a large British Trades Union was intro-
duced into the prison. The participants were
not told anything about him prior to his intro-
duction to the study. However, once he

2
p indicates a prisoner, g indicates a guard.
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arrived, he was expected to introduce a new
way of thinking about intergroup relations (a
set of cognitive and practical alternatives;
Tajfel and Turner 1979) that would encourage
the prisoners to see the status relations
between prisoners and guards as insecure
(i.e., illegitimate and unstable).

On the morning of Day 6, DMp was with-
drawn from the study because we were inter-
ested in the impact of the ideas he had intro-
duced upon the subsequent dynamics of the
study. After he left, the prisoners’ resistance
increased to the point where, on Day 7, pris-
oners in Cell 2 broke out of their cells and into
the guards’ quarters. At this point, the prisoner-
guard system was no longer viable and the
participants proposed the formation of a ‘self-
governing, self-disciplining Commune’ in
which they all worked together as a single
group. This was accepted by the experi-
menters and the Commune lasted for a day
and a half until the termination of the study
(for a video record of key events see Koppel
and Mirsky 2002; for a detailed written
account see Haslam and Reicher 2006c,
Reicher and Haslam 2006a).

Every day during the study, participants
completed a battery of psychometric mea-
sures. However, to minimize response fatigue,
different measures were completed on differ-
ent days.

Leadership Measures

In addition to behavioral observation,
there were two key psychometric measures of
leadership process. The first was a single-item
measure of perceived leadership among each
of the prison groups (Do you think there is a
leader (or leaders) among the prisoners? Do
you think there is a leader (or leaders) among
the guards?). This was administered on Day 2
and Day 6.

The second was a four-item measure of
belief in authoritarian leadership (A good
leader can’t afford to sit around talking; A
leader should always be a good listener
(reversed); A good leader will persuade rather
than bully (reversed); A leader will act more
like a friend than a boss (reversed)). This was
administered on Day 2, Day 4, and Day 6.

The Impact of Interventions 
on Social Identification

The impact of the above manipulations on
participants’ social identification with their
ingroup was assessed by means of a six-item
measure (e.g., ‘I identify with the [prison-
ers/guards]; after Doosje, Ellemers, and
Spears 1995). Participants responded to all
items on seven-point scales with appropriately
labeled end-points (1 = ‘do not agree at all’ to
7 = ‘agree completely’). As reported else-
where (Reicher and Haslam 2006a), social
identification varied interactively as a func-
tion of group and phase, F(5,55) = 3.05, p <
.05, �2 = .22. As predicted, social identifica-
tion among the prisoners increased linearly as
the study progressed, t(7) = 2.46, p < .05. On
the other hand, identification among the
guards declined as the study progressed, but
non-significantly, t(4) = –.77, ns.

RESULTS

The following results are organized as a
function of the three propositions developed
in the introduction. Data from different
sources (qualitative, quantitative, and observa-
tional) will be brought together in relation to
each of these propositions.

P1. Shared Social Identity 
and the Emergence of Leadership

The consequences for leadership of hav-
ing (vs. not having) a sense of shared social
identity are clearly illustrated in the following
two extracts. The first is taken from a meeting
between prisoners and guards on Day 5.
Earlier that day, a prisoner (PBp) had stolen a
set of the guards’ keys. The new prisoner,
DMp, had been elected as the prisoners’ repre-
sentative (along with JEp as his deputy) and
was negotiating the return of the keys in return
for certain concessions:

Extract 1

DMp: We’re giving you the opportunity to avoid

a one-to-one personal confrontation. By doing
this collectively I’m going to get you the keys. I
didn’t steal the keys, now you’ve got to believe
me on that.
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TAg: We should have looked after the keys, but

we got a bit too trusting and because of that one
of your lads—one of your lads, as in one of your
members—nicked the keys. And now you’re
basically saying to us: ‘we’ll give you the keys
back, if you give us something in return’.

DMp: Alright. OK. Let’s tell you our position on

that: nobody has got your keys. Is that what you
want? Because that’s the position that’s going to
prevail if I go out of here and I say, you know,
there’s no broad agreement on this. And it’ll not
be the keys tomorrow, it’ll be something else.

Throughout this extract, DMp talks confident-
ly for his group and is persuasive that what he
says is what the group will do (or not do): if he
says that the guards’ refusal to cooperate will
lead to retention of the keys and to continued
subversion by the prisoners, then that will hap-
pen. As a consequence, despite being in a
numerical minority in the room, DMp (and the
position of the prisoners) prevails. This is a
simple and obvious example of leadership, a
leadership whose effectiveness derives from
the presumption of group consensus.

In contrast, the second extract exemplifies
what happened when the guards met to plan
their upcoming negotiations with DMp and to
decide who would speak for them in the meet-
ing:

Extract 2

TMg: I think [BGg] or [FCg] would be a good

spokesman because of their nature .|.|.

TQg: I would like to be considered as well—I see

it as my dream job.

TMg: Yeah and me as well, but I know I’m going

to just rack on for ages and I think that with my
personality, I think, I mean no disrespect to any-
one here and even to myself, but I know my per-
sonality, I’d .|.|.

TQg: I think I’m just born to do that.

TMg: OK then why don’t we just, why don’t we

have a ballot and decide on it that way?

TQg: You say a first and a second?

TMg: Yeah. Write down first, write down second

on the same sheet. The first gets two points, sec-

ond gets one point. We add up the points. Now
obviously it doesn’t mean that anyone’s the
leader of anyone else .|.|.

TQg: No it’s a spokesman, it’s a courier.

TAg: OK then, write it down. Is it a secret?

Here, not only do the guards disagree about
who should be leader, they also disagree about
the very idea of leadership. Rather than being
a group, the guards are simply a collection of
competing personalities, each advocating dif-
ferent positions and unable to secure the sup-
port of others. As a result, no one is prepared
to allow anyone to instruct others or to sup-
pose that they can speak for others. Indeed, no
one can represent the group because there is
no idea of a shared group to be represented.

The disempowering effects of this lack of
group identity are clear in the next extract
where all the guards met together with a single
prisoner, JEp. Just after the promotion, at
lunch on Day 4, JEp had initiated a confronta-
tion between prisoners and guards by throwing
his food to the floor. Later that afternoon, the
guards summoned him to their quarters:

Extract 3

TMg: We’ve had our disciplinary meeting and it’s

been decided that you’ll spend tomorrow one-
and-a-half hours in the isolation cell.

TQg: Or you can take it tonight, if you want to do

it tonight.

JEp: And if I refuse?

[Several guards start speaking and talking over
each other]

TMg: If you refuse .|.|.

TQg: If you refuse .|.|.

BGg: If you refuse .|.|.

TMg: If you refuse, then we take you back to your

cell .|.|.

TQg: We’ll take you back to your cell .|.|.

JEp: First of all, first of all, can I say, who is han-

dling this disciplinary meeting? Because I’m
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speaking to three different people here and I’m
not sure as to who .|.|.

[Several guards start speaking and talking over
each other]

BGg: No it has to be .|.|.

TQg: No there is a consensus .|.|.

BGg: Mr E., by consensus of opinion .|.|.

JEp:Yeah if I’m going to be asked a question, can

I have one person answer it please?

BGg: I’m not asking the questions. One of the

rules on our side is the fact that there is no dis-
play of aggression or physical violence. You did
display aggression.

JEp: Can I suggest something before I leave?

Because I think it’s a very valid point.

TAg: Very quickly please.

JEp: It’s been very confusing, this disciplinary

meeting.

TAg: Of course, it’s our first one.

JEp: Can I suggest something—that maybe if

you’re going to ask any questions, one of you ask
them, if you’ve got any questions that maybe you
make a note of them and one person ask them.
Because this has been a nightmare for me.

TQg: We understand if it’s .|.|.

JEp: This has been an absolute nightmare. I’m

listening to you [points to TQg], I’m listening to

you [points to TMg], [IBg] hasn’t said anything,

and it’s difficult to deal with.

In this extract, each individual guard has a dif-
ferent notion of how the guards as a group
should be acting; each fears what the others
will do and seeks to preempt their actions.
Thus, different guards constantly interrupt
each other, drown each other out, and make
differing suggestions. As a consequence, their
numbers work against them rather than for
them. The lone prisoner, JEp, is able to take
control of the meeting and dictate to the
guards rather than vice-versa.

However, it isn’t just that the guards do
not have leadership while the prisoners do.

The prisoners also become increasingly aware
of the guards’ lack of leadership. This is quite
explicit in Extract 4 below, which is part of an
interaction between DMp and his cellmates
very shortly after he entered the prison on Day
5:

Extract 4

DMp: What is the hierarchy? All of the guards

are of equal status, are they?

FCp: At the moment, yeah. They haven’t orga-

nized themselves into a leader and pack or any-
thing.

DMp: Who do you negotiate with if you want

something?

FCp: Any of them.

DMp: [quizically] Any of them?

These observational data can be corrobo-
rated further by quantitative analysis.
Specifically, we can turn to data concerning
both (a) participants’ and (b) observers’ per-
ceptions of leadership amongst prisoners and
guards. To look at participants’ perceptions
first, responses on the measure of perceived
group leadership were subjected to a 2
(assigned group) � 2 (phase) � 2 (rated
group) analysis of variance with repeated
measures on the last two factors.3 This analy-
sis revealed a significant and large effect4 for
rated group, F(1,11) = 7.97, p < .02, �2 = .42.
This was qualified by a significant and large
interaction between rated group and assigned
group, F(1,11) = 7.97, p < .02, �2 = .42, and a

3 Given the interaction between participants, it could be
argued that the group rather than the individual group
member should be the unit of analysis here. For this rea-
son, the present data were also analyzed using methods
developed by McGarty and Smithson (2005) that do not
require independence of observations. These analyses
confirmed the reliability of the various patterns reported
here.

4 Given the small number of participants, the study
inevitably has a low level of statistical power. In light of
this, statistical significance was considered in conjunction
with effect size (Cohen 1977). For all analyses effects
were only considered meaningful when, as well as being
significant at conventional levels (� = .05), effect size was
large by Cohen’s (1977, p. 283) criteria (i.e., �2 > .14).
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marginally significant but large interaction
between rated group and phase, F(1,11) =
3.99, p = .07, �2 = .27.

Means are presented in Figure 1. Tests of
simple effects to decompose the interaction
between rated group and assigned group
revealed that this arose from the fact that, in
the study as a whole, the prisoners perceived
more leadership among the guards than
among the prisoners (Ms = 3.75, 2.62, respec-
tively), t(8) = 4.28, p < .01, but there was no
such effect for the guards (Ms = 2.70, 2.70,
respectively), t(8) = 0.00, p = 1.

More relevant to our claim that leadership
depends upon shared social identification,
similar tests were conducted to decompose the
interaction between rated group and phase.
These indicated that this arose from the fact
that there was a significant difference in the
perceived leadership of the guards and the
prisoners on Day 2 (Ms = 3.64, 2.21, respec-
tively), t(13) = 3.07, p < .01, but no such dif-
ference on Day 6 (indeed the pattern here had
slightly reversed (Ms = 2.86, 3.00, respective-
ly), t(13) = 0.33, p = .7). As Figure 1 demon-
strates, this second interaction mirrored
changes in the two groups’ social identifica-
tion over time. As the guards’ sense of shared

social identity declined, this was reflected in a
decline in the sense that they had a leader; as
the prisoners’ sense of shared identity
increased, the sense that they had a leader also
increased.

Second, we examined the extent to which
independent observers felt that the groups had
leaders. A questionnaire was distributed to 10
viewers who had watched the four episodes of
The Experiment, asking them to evaluate the
leadership behavior of the guards and prison-
ers at different phases of the study.
Specifically, these observers were asked to
indicate the extent to which on Day 2 and Day
6 (a) the guards/prisoners had a sense of
shared group identity, (b) there was evidence
of leadership among the guards/prisoners, (c)
the guards/prisoners were effective as a group,
and (d) the guards/prisoners appeared to favor
a hard-line authoritarian approach to leader-
ship (relevant to P3 below).

Means are presented in Table 1. Scores on
each measure were subjected to 2 (group) � 2
(phase) analysis of variance with repeated
measures on both factors. These analyses
revealed a significant and large main effect for
phase on the measure of perceived group iden-
tity; F(1,9) = 18.6, p < .01, �2 = .67. They also

Figure 1. Perceived group leadership as a function of assigned group, judged group and study phase
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revealed a significant and large main effect for
group on measures of perceived group identi-
ty, leadership, and group efficacy; Fs(1,9) =
13.9, 27.0, 13.5, respectively; all ps < .01; �2s
= .61, .75, .60, respectively. However, qualify-
ing these effects, there was also a significant
and large interaction between phase and group
on measures of perceived group identity, lead-
ership, and group efficacy; Fs(1,9) = 72.1,
96.0, 53.6, respectively; all ps < .001; �2s =
.89, .91, .86, respectively.

As can be seen from Table 1, follow-up
tests to decompose these interactions indicat-
ed that they arose from the same pattern of
differences on each measure. Specifically,
compared to Day 2 and to the prisoners on
Day 6, the guards on Day 6 were observed to
have a weaker sense of shared social identity,
to display less leadership, and to be less effec-
tive as a group.

In summary, alongside the observational
data, psychometric data from both participants
and observers supports the idea that, as the
prisoners gained a sense of shared social iden-
tity, so leadership of their group became
increasingly apparent. However, as a corollary,
as the guards’ sense of identity declined, so
too did their leadership.

P2. Leadership and the Emergence of 
Shared Social Identity

From the preceding section it is clear how
a changing structural context—notably the
promotion and the creation of impermeable
boundaries between prisoners and guards and
the associated increase in prisoners’ shared
social identity—created the conditions for
leadership amongst the prisoners. More
specifically, Extract 1 illustrates the way in
which DMp was able to emerge as a leader in

these conditions. Now let us consider what
DMp actually did both to achieve and to exer-
cise leadership.

Within a short time of his arrival, it
became clear that DMp sought to replace a
social system based on antagonism between
prisoners and guards with one organized
around the participants as a whole challenging
the experimenters. This goal was based on a
desire to turn a social system that was con-
flict-ridden, dysfunctional and unsafe into one
that was functional and safe. This was
because, as DMp later indicated in debrief-
ing:5

When I entered the prison I felt intimidated and
worried about my own safety as well as that of
everyone else. There were some dangerous char-
acters threatening to run amok and the whole
place needed to be brought into some sort of
order. But, as things stood, the guards clearly
weren’t in a position to do this—so the whole
system needed to be rethought and reorganized.
To do this I also realized I needed to deal with
the experimenters, as they were a major source of
power.

As DMp saw it, this goal was consistent with
the ideology of progressive social change that
informed his union work but involved translat-
ing the skills and knowledge that he had
acquired to the novel situation with which he
was now confronted (a process which Morris
(2000) calls ‘frame lifting’).

In order to bring about this change, DMp
needed to encourage participants to see them-
selves in terms of a new set of categories and
to imagine a world based on those new cate-

Table 1. Television viewers’ perceptions of leadership-related processes as a function of group and study phase

Group: Guards Prisoners

Study phase: Day 2 Day 6 Day 2 Day 6

Measure:
(a) Perceived group identity 3.80ab 2.30ac 2.50bd 5.60cd

(b) Perceived leadership 3.60ab 1.90ac 2.70bd 5.80cd

(c) Perceived group efficacy 4.00ab 1.80ac 2.70bd 5.50cd

(d) Perceived belief in authoritarian leadership 2.00a 3.50a 2.30b 4.60b

Note: Cells in the same row with the same superscript are significantly different (p < .05, two-tailed)

5 These observations were based on field notes made
after DMp’s withdrawal from the study and confirmed in
a subsequent interview with the participant (April 11,
2006).
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gories. The nature of this vision was incipient
in a couple of early interactions between DMp
and his cellmates, FCp and DDp. First, he ini-
tiated a discussion about the clothes they were
wearing (orange singlets and baggy orange
trousers) and suggested that they looked like
the uniforms of local government employees.
The others picked up on the analogy and
extended it, suggesting that perhaps they
looked like miners and other groups of work-
ers. Next DMp raised the issue of the heat in
the prison and asked why people put up with
it. When FCp and DDp responded that it was
just part of the study which they had agreed to
participate in, DMp challenged this, saying
that whatever else he might have agreed to, the
heat was not part of it.

DMp’s vision, and the social categories
around which it was organized, were spelt out
much more clearly in a conversation he had
soon afterwards with a guard, TQg, during one
of the daily work periods:

Extract 5

DMp: We used to represent people in the pris-

ons—in the catering staff and whatever—and
I’ve been inside a prison but it certainly wasn’t as
hot as this.

TQg: Yes, this is hot, it is. We, we—and as a

Union man you may be thinking about the regs
[regulations] on the old health and safety. We
have .|.|.

DMp: Very much so.

TQg: We have, we have made that point very

clear on a number of occasions—not least
because we are wearing this [TQg indicates his

guard uniform] and that mess room is an
absolute sauna.

DMp: If this was a real life situation .|.|.

TQg: Yes.

DMp: .|.|. and you were working in this condition,

then you as an employee could well go to the
employer and say ‘the condition is unacceptable,
I’m not prepared to work in it’. Now let’s treat
this as a real life situation. You and I—your
group and the group I’m in—both have this
problem of the heat. And if I’ve got to sleep in

this, there is no way I will. And, you know, I
won’t bear it. And I think collectively we should
do something about it to the people who are run-
ning the experiment. Now you know in a normal,
day-to-day, real life situation, that’s what would
happen.

TQg: Well, I am most impressed with your new-

found kind of angle on this, which possibly
shouldn’t come as a surprise to me. But I think
that is a very, very valid point you are making
and I’m going to go along with it completely.

The categories that DMp was working to
create, and encouraging others to embrace,
were those of workers (both prisoners and
guards) vs. management (the experimenters
and the BBC); the shared vision he was seek-
ing to promote was of a workers’ struggle for
enhanced conditions. The difficulty with
achieving this vision, of course, was that, at
this time, any sense of unity seemed distant
given the increasing antagonism between pris-
oners and guards and the lack of any institu-
tional basis for bringing them together as a
common category. DMp was well aware of this
and of the fact that, in order to achieve his ulti-
mate ambition, he first had to overcome the
existing guard–prisoner divide. His opportuni-
ty to do so came through PBp’s theft of the
guards’ keys which we noted above. The pris-
oners met as a group in order to decide how to
exploit the opportunity that this gave them.
Where PBp wanted to use his individual act to
win a one-off concession (hot drinks every
day), DMp proposed an alternative approach:

Extract 6

PBp: What the issue is, they want the fucking

keys back and all I am saying is I want to use the
keys as a lever to move us forward as a group.

DMp: Can I make a suggestion? What we should

do is, we should suggest to them—and I suggest-
ed this to a couple of lads before, and the guards,
and they were nodding—we should have a forum
that meets once a day between us, all of us, the
guards and us, and in the forum we’ll discuss the
grievances we’ve got.

There are three critical differences
between DMp’s position and that of PBp
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(which effectively prevailed before DMp’s
arrival) that largely account for the former’s
success in this context. First, despite PBp’s
claims to want to ‘move us forward as a
group’ his approach comes across to other
prisoners as individualist where DMp’s is col-
lectivist (see Extract 8 below, where JEp com-
ments to PBp “I’m not being funny mate, but
your grabbing the keys affects us all .|.|. that’s
not the way we want to do things .|.|. we want
to do things as a team here”). This is apparent
in the substance of the proposals: whereas PBp
advocates an exclusive approach based on
individual acts of heroic subversion, DMp
advocates an inclusive approach in which
everyone works together to advance the group
position. However, it is equally apparent in the
different language used by the two men: PBp
stresses ‘what I am saying’ and ‘what I want’
whereas DMp refers to ‘what we should do,’
‘we should suggest to them,’ ‘we should have
a forum’ and so on (see Donnellon, 1996).

Second, PBp’s approach is conflictual
while DMp’s approach is consensual. Heroic
subversion involves constant acts aimed
against the guards whereas the forum involves
prisoners and guards working together in a
common enterprise (though one which, as
noted above, was based on a recognition of
conflict and the need to manage that conflict).
Indeed, in DMp’s contribution, there is a grad-
ual elision between ‘we’ as referring to the
prisoners and ‘we’ referring to the participants
as a whole such that, by the end (‘in the forum
we’ll discuss the grievances we’ve got’) it is
not entirely clear to which he is referring.
Thus, even as DMp provides a clear formula-
tion of prisoner identity and prisoner norms,
he provides a bridge towards a broader partic-
ipant identity.

Third, PBp advocates an uncertain and
erratic way forward that is dependent upon
unpredictable acts. DMp proposes a clear
structure to implement his cooperative version
of guard/prisoner identity and a process by
which to achieve that structure. Hence, in
addition to a vision of how the group should
be, DMp lays out a practical path to realizing
that vision.

Overall, then, DMp may have benefited
from conditions conducive for social identity

and leadership to emerge amongst the prison-
ers (as outlined in relation to Proposition 1
above). Yet, however necessary these were,
they are not sufficient to explain (a) how an
agreed sense of selfhood emerged, (b) the
form that it took, or (c) the fact that DMp’s
definitions prevailed. Indeed, far from emerg-
ing spontaneously, identity definitions were
carefully and effortfully crafted by DMp.
Moreover, far from being bound by present
conditions, the mark of DMp’s leadership was
his ability to imagine and organize towards
alternative futures. This involved (a) envision-
ing and working toward a new form of social
organization and a new set of social categories
(participants vs. experimenters) and (b) recon-
ceptualizing the existing organization of cate-
gories (cooperative prisoners in a consensual
relationship with guards) as a bridge towards
that new world.

DMp’s position supports the idea that
effective leadership helps create and marshal a
shared sense of social identity. As a corollary,
it is striking that there was no point in the
study when any guard was acknowledged by
his peers as being authorized to define the
group position (as illustrated in Extract 2
above). All statements of belief were those of
individuals qua individuals, and many took
the form of disagreements between individu-
als (as in Extract 3). Even on the one occasion
where the guards did elect a spokesperson
(prior to the meeting with DMp), they still dis-
agreed with and undermined him. The sense
that no one was in a position to define a group
norm, let alone enforce it, was eloquently
expressed in one of the guards’ private com-
ments to the experimenters:

Extract 7

FCg: Is it worth me saying to the prisoners ‘We

are going to start implementing security and vio-
lation issues’ if no one’s going to challenge the
prisoners? .|.|. I can’t challenge everyone all the
time.

As we can also see from this extract, this dual
sense of the futility of attempted leadership
and the impossibility of consensus led to a
certain sense of bitterness and hopelessness
(see Haslam and Reicher 2006b).
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P3. Leadership success and the realization of
social identity in practice

Immediately after DMp’s proposal to
establish the forum in Extract 6, there was a
period of discussion between the prisoners as
to how to proceed:

Extract 8

PBp: I’ll be honest, right. I don’t want to be part

of any forum. Because I know it won’t work.
We’ll be pissing in the wind. We’ll be sitting here
for fucking hours arguing with each other about
shit. And nothing will be done. All I want to do
is: ‘Give me a fucking answer. Do you want hot
drinks or not? Yes or no’ That’s all, right. Now
I’m going to try to do them a deal with the keys.
End of story. I’m not interested in solving the
problems of the world, I want to solve the prob-
lem of the hot tea because [JEp] requested it.

JEp: So what you are saying is then, [PBp] that

you do not wish to discuss it in a forum, you just
want to go in there .|.|.

PBp: I don’t want to be part of it. I don’t want to

be part of a forum. I know we’re all here because
we’re wearing the same uniform but we’re all
here as individuals. And I am here as an individ-
ual individual.

JEp: Yeah but your grabbing the keys .|.|.

PBp: I’ll do what I can to help you guys, but I’m

not going to .|.|.

JEp: [PBp] I’m not being funny mate, but your

grabbing the keys affects us all. If you want to go
in there and, you know, nick the keys, that is fine.
You know, I stand behind you. But if you want to
do a deal right now with them, that’s not the way
we want to do things.

PBp: Yeah, but the only thing I was interested in

negotiating for was a hot drink.

JEp: The majority—we want to do things as a

team here.

In this way the collective position cham-
pioned by DMp clearly prevails. PBp is mar-
ginalized and DMp is elected unopposed as the
prisoners’ representative to go and negotiate
with the guards for a forum in exchange for
the return of the keys. On the one hand, DMp’s

success derives from the fact that he alone has
based his proposal on group identity—as what
‘we’ should do rather than what ‘I’ want to do
(as in Extract 6). Picking up on this, JEp now
clearly articulates the desire of the prisoners to
act collectively (‘as a team’).

Moreover, and in line with previous
research, it would appear that another dimen-
sion of DMp’s success lies in his ‘initiation of
structure’ (Fleishman and Peters 1962). That
is, he not only proposes that the prisoners act
collectively but he also works to provide them
with a means for doing so. More precisely,
though, we would refer to this as the initiation
of identity-embedding structure. To be effec-
tive, both the structure and the process that
achieves it must be seen as related to identity-
based norms and values rather than as an inde-
pendent elements. It is not just ‘any old struc-
ture’ that needs to be initiated, rather one that
can serve as a vehicle for the realization and
advancement of collective identity.

As noted above, DMp was withdrawn
from the study at the end of Day 5. This first
led to the abandonment of any cooperation
between prisoners and guards and to an
increase in acts of insubordination and subver-
sion by the prisoners. There was growing dis-
illusionment on the part of the guards, who
were now deprived of the workable structure
DMp was helping to create. This culminated in
a revolt by the prisoners in Cell 2, leading to a
collapse of the prison system. The prison sys-
tem was then replaced by a Commune in
which participants agreed to organize them-
selves on a cooperative and voluntary basis.
The democratic and harmonious character of
the Commune is indicated by the first of the
two statements from PBp, with which this
paper is prefaced. However, that system too
quickly fell into crisis. In part, this occurred
due to internal dissent. Members of the
Commune were not prepared to exercise disci-
pline in order to deal with it; in part, the sys-
tem failed because the ‘Communards’ (false-
ly) believed that the experimenters disap-
proved of the system and would not allow it to
survive, and that, in the face of this, they were
powerless to respond.

In this context, the ‘Communards’ began
to lose faith in their system. One committed
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supporter commented that things were even
worse than before, since now the group had
both the increasingly difficult challenge of
trying to make the failing Commune work and
also held the responsibility for its failure. In
this context too, some key dissenters began to
envisage a new and radically unequal system.
This was foreshadowed in the second of the
statements included at the start of the paper, in
which PBp indicated the experiment in democ-
racy had failed and that “strong leadership”
was now needed in order to restore order and
“move things forward.” The precise nature of
this order was signaled in the following
exchange:

Extract 9

PBp: I’m gonna say “Listen we want to be the

guards.”

PPp: Yeah good idea.

PBp: And fucking make them toe the line.

PPp: Yeah.

PBp: I mean on the fucking line.

PPp: Yeah mate, yeah yeah.

PBp: [As if talking to prisoners] No fucking talk-

ing while you’re eating. Get on with your food
and get the fucking hell back to your cell.

PPp: I agree, I totally agree.

JEp: Yeah I’ll have some of that.

Consistent with this vision, on the morning of
Day 8, PBp introduced a new strict prison-
er–guard system to a meeting of all the partic-
ipants. Notably, while none of the supporters
of the Commune actively embraced this pro-
posal, with one exception, nobody actively
opposed it either. Indeed, the predominant
reaction was one of resignation and dejection.
During the debriefing period after the end of
the study, one of the Commune’s key support-
ers observed that while the new system violat-
ed everything he believed in, he was rapidly
losing faith in the Commune and would not
have put up much resistance to a takeover.

These observations are corroborated, first
of all, by responses on measures of partici-
pants’ belief in authoritarian leadership. The
four measures of this construct were averaged
and submitted to a 2 (assigned group) � 3
(phase) analysis of variance with repeated
measures on the last factor. This analysis
revealed a significant and large effect for
assigned group, F(1,11) = 17.05, p < .01, �2 =
.60, and study phase, F(2,22) = 5.79, p < .01,
�2 = .35. Trend analysis revealed that this
phase effect had a significant linear, t(12) =
2.52, p < .05, and marginally significant qua-
dratic, t(12) = 2.08, p = .06, components. The
quadratic trend arose from the fact that, as can
be seen in Figure 2, participants’ belief in
authoritarian leadership increased sharply
between Day 4 and Day 6.

Further support for this shift comes from
the ratings of independent observers. They
were asked to indicate the extent to which on
Day 2 and Day 6 the guards/prisoners
appeared to believe in a hard-line authoritari-
an approach to leadership (see Table 1(d) for
means). Scores were subjected to 2 (group) �
2 (phase) analysis of variance with repeated
measures on both factors. This analyses
revealed no group effect F(1,9) = 0.8; �2 =
.40; p = .4, and no interaction between phase
and group, F(1,9) = 1.3; �2 = .12; p = .3, only
a significant and large main effect for phase;
F(1,9) = 27.3; �2 = .75; p < .01. This indicates
that, over time, both groups had an increasing
belief in the need for authoritarian leadership.

These results suggest that while there is
some evidence that successful leadership
depends upon making proposals consonant
with social identity and successfully imple-
menting these identity-based proposals, there
is stronger and more consistent evidence con-
cerning the consequence of the failure to
achieve such implementation (if nothing else,
because the study provides more evidence of
identity failure than success). In situations
where participants failed to create a system
that expressed, and created an order based on,
their social identity, they were increasingly
willing to embrace alternative models of lead-
ership and alternative social systems.
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DISCUSSION

Identity, Leadership, and Social Reality

The present study provided a unique
opportunity to examine processes of leader-
ship and followership as they unfolded over
time. This was especially true in light of the
fact that both qualitative and quantitative data
were collected in the context of a series of
planned interventions designed to influence
the shared social identity of the participant
groups. More specifically, the study provided
an unprecedented opportunity to examine
three interrelated propositions simultaneous-
ly: (P1) that social identity makes leadership
possible (and that lack of social identity makes
leadership impossible); (P2) that effective
leadership facilitates the development of a
sense of shared social identity (and that inef-
fective leadership compromises a sense of
shared social identity); and (P3) that the long-
term success (and failure) of leadership
depends upon the creation of structures and
processes through which identity-based pro-
jects can be realized.

Support for these propositions emerged
primarily from the behavior of the prisoners.
Note here though, that the low and oppressed
status of the prisoners within the system did
not in itself lead to high social identification.
At the start of the study, members of this

group had a low level of social identifica-
tion—lower than that of the guards. Believing
that it was possible to be promoted and
become a guard, prisoners generally strove as
individuals to gain entry into this high-status
group. At this stage no prisoners were able to
exercise leadership over the group—not least
because there was no psychological group to
lead. However, once group boundaries were
rendered impermeable and the relations
between groups came to be seen as insecure,
there was a marked increase in the shared
social identification of the prisoners and
increasing evidence of effective leadership in
the mobilization of collective resistance.
These patterns were apparent both in partici-
pants’ ratings of the prisoners’ leadership and
in those of independent observers.

Thus, a sense that the prisoners shared
social identity meant that there was a collec-
tive entity to be led. As a result, leadership
became both meaningful and possible. At the
same time, though, leadership efforts were
generally successful only to the extent that
they both enhanced this sense of shared iden-
tity and derived from it. This dialectic rela-
tionship is seen most clearly in the interac-
tions involving the trade union leader, DMp.
On the one hand, he worked hard to cultivate a
viable identity that instantiated individuals as
members of a collective: he made the prison-

Figure 2. Belief in authoritarian leadership as a function of assigned group and study phase
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ers aware of their common fate, used
metaphors and similes that clarified their
shared plight, and promoted the inclusive lan-
guage and structures of ‘we-ness’ (as in
Extracts 5 and 6). His own stature as a leader
(in contradistinction to that of PBp, the “indi-
vidual individual”) then derived from the fact
that this identity had been created and that he
had played a key role in its creation. In short,
DMp developed a workable consensus about
what ‘we’ meant and then invoked that con-
sensus to validate leadership projects that
translated identity into structure (e.g., by set-
ting up the forum; Extract 6).

In contrast, data from the guards provide
evidence for the negative consequences of
failing to develop or maintain a sense of
shared identity. At the start of the study, the
guards had a moderately strong sense of
shared identity and this provided the basis for
a reasonable level of organization. Indeed,
although the guards themselves never recog-
nized or seized the opportunity that this pro-
vided, it is apparent that in the first few days
of the study the prisoners tended to think that
the guards had quite a strong sense of identity
and to think that they displayed quite high lev-
els of leadership. Significantly though, once
group boundaries had been rendered imper-
meable and the prisoners started actively
resisting the guards (rather than trying to
ingratiate themselves to them), the collective
identity of the guards evaporated rapidly—and
with it went any capacity for leadership.
Again, these changes were apparent both to
participants in the study (especially the guards
themselves) and to independent observers.

As the prisoners started to speak with one
voice, the guards increasingly spoke with dif-
ferent voices, contradicting each other and
undermining each others’ authority (e.g.,
Extracts 2 and 3). This meant that individual
guards’ attempts to display leadership were
increasingly unsuccessful and they began to
see little point in trying to exert leadership
(see Extract 7). This in turn meant that no one
even tried to define what the group should be
doing and, increasingly, individual guards
simply went their own way.

Limitations and strengths of the current study

As noted in the introduction, our use of
case study methodology means that the above
findings do not, on their own, provide conclu-
sive support for our theoretical analysis.
Nonetheless, confidence in our claims is
enhanced by the ways in which the present
findings mesh with a range of ideas that have
previously been explored by researchers in the
social identity tradition. Significantly, though,
for the first time, our findings derive from a
method where processes of leadership and fol-
lowership are examined simultaneously and as
they unfold over time.

There are three significant dividends
which this approach yields. The first relates to
the contribution of this study to the under-
standing of leadership. Whereas leadership
research in general (and its psychological
branch in particular) tends to conceptualize
and study leadership as a process that centers
around the particular traits and attitudes that
particular individuals possess (e.g., Burns
1978; Fiedler 1978), we see instead that lead-
ership is in fact a much more dynamic, active
and practical process of social identity man-
agement. In short, it is more about doing than
having.

Interestingly, outside the context of the
present study, many of the participants were
extremely successful leaders and possessed a
range of qualities, skills, and management
training experience that ‘on paper’ would tend
to indicate that they ‘had what it takes’ to be
effective (most notably, one of the guards,
TQg, was a senior executive in a successful
medium-sized British company). Signifi-
cantly, though, structural factors that preclud-
ed the development of a shared identity to
which individual guards could (or would want
to) contribute meant that this leadership
potential counted for little and that, as individ-
uals and as a group, they were rendered impo-
tent and ineffective. This observation accords
with previous work revealing the capacity for
social structure to effectively neutralize indi-
viduals’ leadership (e.g., Howell, Dorfmann,
and Kerr 1986; Kerr and Jermier 1978), but
identifies social identity as a critical mediat-
ing variable.
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The second major dividend that flows
from the longitudinal design of the present
study relates to its contribution to our under-
standing of social psychological process. In
order to understand the relationship between
social identity and the dynamic and practical
nature of social leadership, we clearly need a
dynamic and practical conception of social
identity itself. In particular, social identity is
related to the organization of social reality in
a two-sided manner: social identity not only
reflects existing forms of social organization,
but is also a means of envisaging and creating
new forms of social reality. Moreover, the
relationship between these two sides is con-
stantly evolving: as groups attempt to create
their own social realities and impose them on
others, they confront attempts by other groups
to impose their social realities upon them. The
skills of leaders are one important factor in
determining the course of this tension between
social determination and social change. More
generally, we contend that it is important to
apply this conception of social identity not
only in relationship to leadership but in rela-
tion to all group phenomena (see the
Elaborated Social Identity Model of collective
action—ESIM; Drury and Reicher 2005;
Reicher 2001).

The Emergence of Autocratic Leadership0

In contrast to more constrained experi-
mental paradigms, a third dividend which
derives from the methodology of an intensive
case study arises from its ability to generate
entirely unexpected phenomena. In the present
case, this was realized in the form of the rising
specter of tyranny at the end of the study.
What we saw here was that participants who
had rejected a rather mild hierarchy at the
study’s outset were close to accepting a far
more draconian system at its end (Haslam and
Reicher 2005; Reicher and Haslam 2006a).
More specifically, at the start of the study, par-
ticipants were highly committed to democrat-
ic leadership styles; but by the experiment’s
end, this commitment had become far more
fragile. Most vividly, this was marked by the
movement amongst a subset of former prison-
ers and guards to set up a military-style junta

that sought to run the prison along dictatorial
lines (as indicated in Extract 9). However, this
move away from democracy was also evident
in all participants’ responses on measures of
their belief in authoritarian leadership.

This finding is noteworthy in several
important respects. First, it provides a rare
opportunity to examine the social psychologi-
cal and structural processes which precipitate
moves towards autocratic leadership. For obvi-
ous reasons (in particular, the need to under-
stand events leading up the Holocaust),
researchers have long been interested in this
question. However, they have principally
answered it only by means of historical analy-
sis. On the basis of such research, Gastil
(1994) identifies four candidate explanations
for the attractiveness of authoritarian leader-
ship: (a) its appeal to people who have deep-
seated authoritarian values and who have a
need for directive authority (Lassey 1971), (b)
the unconscious desire of people for a charis-
matic figure who can take control of a diffi-
cult situation and replace confusion with order
(Abse and Jessner 1962; Adorno 1950;
Stenner 2005), (c) people’s lack of faith in
leaders of any kind (Nagel 1987), and (d) the
fact that a particular autocratic regime serves
the interests of particular individuals or sub-
groups (e.g., those who would lose power
under democracy; Slater and Bennis 1992). To
this we can add (e) the explanation offered by
Haney et al. (1973), namely that a move
towards tyranny and tyrannical leadership is a
‘natural’ consequence of assigning people to
groups where those groups have roles cen-
tered around clearly-defined power differen-
tials.

We can rule out the latter suggestion in
light of the twin facts (a) that the guards ini-
tially rejected their roles and (b) that the pri-
mary advocates of the tyrannical regime were
prisoners—so that tyrannical leadership actu-
ally reflected a subversion of role (for more
elaborated discussion, see Reicher and
Haslam 2006a). This indeed illustrates one of
the strengths of case study methodology: its
capacity to falsify previous analyses by pre-
dicting and demonstrating exceptions to what
had previously been thought to be general
truths (Popper 1972:193; Turner 2006).
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Nevertheless, in line with Haney et al.’s
(1973) analysis and in contrast to the first of
Gastil’s explanations, the present findings
suggest that far from being a fixed personali-
ty or attitudinal variable, acceptance of
authoritarian leadership is a product of social
structural factors that impinge upon and shape
individuals’ collective experience (Reicher
and Haslam 2006a; Turner, Reynolds, Haslam,
and Veenstra 2006). Likewise, we see that far
from being a universal given or a psychody-
namic primitive, belief in the need for a strong
leader (or willingness to tolerate one) arises in
response to a specific set of structural condi-
tions and experiences. In this regard, our find-
ings are most consistent with the last two of
Gastil’s candidate explanations. However, they
suggest a significant elaboration of these
analyses.

The move towards hard-line leadership,
we suggest, is not a function of difficult times,
of threats to group values, or of chaos in and
of themselves. Rather, it derives from an
impasse in attempts to create a social order
based upon democratic values. This impasse
results as much from internal failures of lead-
ership, organization, or collective action as
from external factors. It is this failure of
democratic groups that provides the structural
impetus for a union between those whose
interests are served by autocracy and those
who no longer feel empowered to resist them.
As observed by PBp in the second of the state-
ments reproduced at the beginning this paper,
in order to regain a sense of efficacy and
agency, people would rather have malevolent
leadership and a malevolent social order than
have no prospect of social order at all (see also
Haslam and Reicher 2005; Reicher and
Haslam 2006a).

Significantly, these arguments accord
with historical analysis of the rise of fascist
leaderships which suggest that these thrive
upon, and hence actively promote, the failure
of democratic identities (e.g., Abel 1986;
Gellately 2001; for relevant theoretical analy-
sis, see also Turner 2005). The point is illus-
trated by the words of a Nazi high-school
teacher, reflecting on the failure of the Weimar
republic:

I reached the conclusion that no party, but a sin-
gle man could save Germany. This opinion was
shared by others, for when the cornerstone of a
monument was laid in my home town, the fol-
lowing lines were inscribed on it: ‘Descendants
who read these words, know ye that we eagerly
await the coming of the man whose strong hand
may restore order’. (Abel 1938[1986]:151)

However, if our findings suggest that the
rise of support for autocratic leadership
derives from the failure of democratic groups
and systems, they also suggest that the rise of
support for democratic leadership can derive
from the failure of autocratic systems. Thus, in
the first phase of our study, as the guards lost
faith in their own system and their ability to
make the hierarchical prison regime work, so
they became attracted to (and ultimately
enacted) the democratic vision offered by
DMp. Equally, after the prisoner–guard system
finally collapsed, participants were able to
‘appropriate’ the perspective offered by DMp
and come together to form the Commune.
Overall, then, our conclusion is broader than
the old idea that chaos facilitates fascism (e.g.,
Fromm 1941; Reich and Carfango 1970).
Instead, we suggest that group failure facili-
tates social change and increases the attrac-
tiveness of leaders and groups who provide a
vision of an alternative and viable way of
being. To borrow from Parsons (who in turn
was paraphrasing Weber), and without ascrib-
ing any content to either institution or move-
ment:

Any situation where an established institutional
order has to a considerable extent become disor-
ganized, where established routines, expecta-
tions, and symbols are broken up or are under
attack .|.|. creates widespread psychological inse-
curity which in turn is susceptible of reintegra-
tion in terms of attachment to a charismatic
movement. (1947:71)

CONCLUSION

It clearly remains for future work to elab-
orate and test the above ideas further. We have
noted the inherent limitations of case study
research and the need to weigh our conclu-
sions accordingly. At the same time, though,
we would assert that the present study repre-
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sents a significant and important extension to
the understanding of leadership processes and
of the identity-related dynamics that underpin
them. Moreover, this is an understanding that
could not be advanced by means of more con-
ventional forms of experimentation.

At the most basic level, then, a core con-
tribution of the present paper is that it studies
leadership processes in action in way that has
rarely, if ever, been possible in previous
research (not least because leadership
research—like social psychological research
in general—is increasingly unlikely to study
social interaction in the context of emergent
group histories; see Haslam and McGarty
2001). More substantially, though, the study’s
findings provide integrated support for a num-
ber of core principles which underpin the
social identity approach to leadership but
which, to date, have tended to be implicitly
assumed or taken for granted rather than
empirically assayed.

This is particularly true of the idea that
leadership and social identity are mutually
interdependent and mutually constituted
facets of group life. In the present study, we
see not only that each is facilitated by the
other but also that both are constrained by
social reality and its psychological and struc-
tural dimensions. These ideas are, at the same
time, both deceptively simple and enormously
powerful.
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