Groupthink article by Irving L. Janis

The road to disaster is paved with the desperate drive for consensus at any cost that suppresses dissent among the mighty in the corridors of power.

The article examines fiascos (e.g., Bay of Pigs Invasion, Vietnam War, Pearl Harbor – 3 examples carried throughout the article) and tries to explain what factors of group dynamics contribute to them. These disasters cannot completely be explained by stupidity, emotions, or chronic blind spots from social prejudices or idiosyncratic biases, so there must be something else.

Groupthink: mode of thinking that persons engage in when concurrence seeking becomes so dominant in a cohesive ingroup that it tends to override realistic appraisal of alternative course of action. It is a deterioration in mental efficiency, reality testing, and moral judgments as a result of group pressure.

Soft-headed groups find it relatively easy to resort to dehumanizing solutions when dealing with their enemies

As group cohesiveness increases there is a nondeliberate suppression of critical thoughts as a result of internalizing the group norms.  

· Members think the group’s proposal is good without attempting to carry out careful, critical analysis of pros and cons of options

· Each person decides that his misgivings are irrelevant and should be set aside, and the benefit of the doubt should be given to group consensus

Advantage of decision making in groups are often lost because of the powerful psychological pressures that arise from 

· working closely,

· sharing the same values, and

· facing a crisis situation

Symptoms:

· Invulnerability – share an illusion of invulnerability that causes them to be overly optimistic and take extraordinary risks.  Fail to respond to clear danger signs

· Rationale – repeatedly construct rationalizations to discount warnings and other negative feedback.  Keep investing more with belief that your course of action will prove right.

· Morality – Believe in the inherent morality of the ingroup so do not consider the ethical/moral consequences of the group’s decisions.  This is evidenced by things that go unsaid in the decision-making process.

· Stereotypes – hold stereotypical views of the enemy groups/leaders believing that they are too evil, stupid, or weak to be dealt with differently.

· Pressure – apply pressure to individuals that express any doubts about the validity of the group’s fundamental assumptions, arguments, or shared illusions. Doubt is immediately refuted not explored.

· Self-Censorship – group members keep silent about their misgivings and minimize the importance of them to themselves.
· Unanimity – share an illusion of unanimity about judgments made in favor of the majority view.  Silence is assumed to be agreement.  Group relies on consensual validation instead of critical thinking and reality testing.  Focus on areas of conversion at expense of exploring potential areas of divergence.
· Mindguards – protect the group leader and other members from adverse information/ outside objections that question the effectiveness and morality of past decisions.
Products:

Poor decision-making practices lead to inadequate solutions.

· Groups limit discussion to few alternatives

· Fail to reexamine the group-preferred alternative after learning of risks

· Little time spent discussing overlooked gains or ways of reducing prohibitive costs

· Little attempt to gain input from experts outside the group

· Show interest in facts that support their preferred option and ignore facts that don’t

· Fail to develop contingency plans to deal with bureaucratic inertia 

Groupthink occurs “as a mutual effort among the group members to maintain self-esteem and emotional equanimity by providing social support for each other, especially at times when they share the responsibility for making vital decisions

Remedies:

Two successful group enterprises (formulation of the Marshall Plan and handling of the Cuban Missile Crises) were used to understand how to avoid dangers of groupthink.

Lessons learned:

· Leader should assign the role of critical evaluation to each member, encourage airing of doubts and objections

· The group should adopt and impartial stance on any planning missions it assigns elsewhere in its organization to encourage open inquiry and impartial probing

· Set up several outside groups to work on the same policy questions to prevent insulation of ingroup

· Require each member to discuss the group’s judgments/discussions with his associates elsewhere in the organization and report back the reactions

· Invite different outside experts to attend group meetings to challenge views

· Have someone play devil’s advocate in policy discussions

· When issues involve rival nation/organization dedicate time to examining all warning signals from them and analyze alternative scenarios for their intentions

· When investigating possible alternatives break into multiple groups to discuss separately then reconvene

· After preliminary consensus, each member should express all the residual doubts that he has to the group to rethink the issue before final decision.

While there are upsides to these recommendations, they can lead to:

· prolonged, costly debates about a crisis for which an immediate decision is needed;

· feelings of anger, rejections, and depression;

· power struggles; and 

· increased risk of security leaks

Inventive executives should be able to implement a few of them with out harmful side effects.  Also they should consult with outside experts in the administrative and behavioral sciences to prevent groupthink and the resulting disasters.

