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Groupthink Theory was first defined by Irving Janis in the early nineteen-seventies, and tries to explain how poor decisions are made by groups during the brainstorming process.  Groupthink is concerned with the quality of decision-making in the group setting, but should not be confused with theories focused on explaining excellent group decisions.  It tries to explain why a group decides on decisions that, in hindsight are considered ill advised and incompetent.


This study will focus on three previous studies that examined the factors that contribute to the groupthink process, all of which were based on Janis’ previous definitions and theories.  The bases for the studies were what Janis had eluded to in the seventies, and a definition of groupthink must be understood to comprehend the findings of the three studies.


Infante (2003) provided an excellent definition of groupthink by stating what it is not.  “Groupthink is not critical thinking where decisions are made based on thorough discussions of the problem…Groupthink does not involve group argumentation where ideas are tested for validity.”


The clearest way to understand groupthink is top realize it is a negative thing; it is a communication process that develops when group members begin thinking similarly, which reduces the probability of effective decision reaching.  It is also important to understand the factors necessary for groupthink to exist, which was the base used as a starting point for these three studies.


A high level of cohesiveness is usually present when groupthink occurs, and there is a great reluctance on the part of group members to stray from the group’s position.  This “oneness” associated with cohesiveness is typically a desirable condition except when the group relies too much on solidarity that the desirable ends are not focused on.  Cohesiveness is just one of three conditions necessary for groupthink to exist.


The other two conditions are; group structure ideal for groupthink to exist, and an environment where groupthink can flourish.  Far example, if a group is isolated from information and from other persons in a larger organization, the structure can preclude exposure to differing opinions (Infante 2003).  This provides a setting for groupthink to occur.  A biased leader who establishes his/her opinion early is building a group structure susceptible to groupthink (Infante 2003).  These are two situations where group members will be reluctant to voice their ideas and will not question or challenge the group leader’s suggestions.


There are three major symptoms that indicate the presence of groupthink.  A group may overestimate its power, and the members will think that they are right, assuming their opponents are wrong.  Another sign is when the group members become very closed minded, and the consequences of risky actions are not considered.  The final symptom is when the group feels pressure to conform.  The members play down the importance of their doubts to preserve unanimity.  These conditions and symptoms were all taken into account when these three studies were conducted.


   Study Case 1:  Testing the Groupthink Model: Effects of Promotional Leadership and Conformity Predisposition.  (Ahlfinger & Esser, 2001).

 
These researchers began this study by acknowledging seven other symptoms of groupthink that were identified by Janis in 1972.  They are; 1) incomplete survey of alternatives, 2) incomplete survey of objectives, 3) failure to examine risks of the preferred choice, 4) failure to reappraise initially rejected alternatives, 5) poor information search, 6) selective bias in processing available information, and 7) failure to develop contingency plans.  The end result of this causal chain is a greater probability that a poor quality decision will be made (Ahlfinger & Esser, 2001).  Upon reviewing other studies of groupthink literature, these researchers concluded that empirical support for predictions derived from groupthink theory have been mixed.  It was believed that the other studies did not include the full range of groupthink indicators, so conformity predisposition was deemed a factor for this study.


The first hypothesis was that groups led by biased leaders who promoted their own solutions would produce a group process characterized by the groupthink process.  The second hypothesis was that groups whose members were predisposed to conform would produce a group process characterized by symptoms of groupthink.  In both cases, poor decision making would lead to a poor quality decision.


The subjects were four hundred and fifty nine students enrolled in psychology classes and they were all prescreened to determine their conformity predisposition.  Those who scored in the upper 45 percent on the Concern for Appropriateness scale were separated from those who scored in the lower 45 percent.  From these two groups, smaller groups were formed based on random conditions and in the end there were sixteen groups (in each of four cells) consisting of either four or five members.


The first subjects to arrive were asked to be their groups’ leaders and were briefed prior to addressing the group members.  Those under the heading of nonpromotional leaders were given different leadership instructions than those under the heading of promotional leaders.  Nonpromotional leaders were instructed to; 1) begin group decision making with a statement that the most important thing was to weigh all viewpoints in order to arrive at the best decision, 2) refrain from stating the leader’s preferred opinion until all group members had expressed their own preferred opinions, and 3) encourage discussion of all possible solutions.  The promotional leaders were instructed to; 1) begin group decision making with a statement that the most important thing was for the members to be in total agreement with the decision, 2) state the leader’s preferred solution immediately after the opening statement and before any group members had an opportunity to speak, and 3) discourage discussion of possible alternative solutions.


The scenario assigned to the groups was a wilderness survival simulation where a bear attacks a group member and the group must come up with a solution to the problem (Black Bear! task, Glaser, 1993).   After the task, the subjects filled out a questionnaire about the group leader’s behavior.  The findings were not as the researchers had hypothesized.  Groupthink effects were present within the promotional leadership groups, but no support was obtained for the hypothesis that groups of people who are predisposed to conform would be more susceptible to groupthink (Ahlfinger & Esser, 2001).


Study Case 2:  Groupthink: Deciding with the Leader and the Devil.  (Chen, Zenglo, Lawson & Robert, 1996).


 This study identified the impact of leadership and devil’s advocacy on the decision process, outcome quality, and groupthink symptoms.  As with the previous study, these researchers used Janis’ original definition of groupthink theory as their base saying, “Groupthink refers to deterioration of mental efficiency, reality testing, and moral judgment that results from in-group pressures.”  (Chen, Zenglo, Lawson & Robert).


The subjects were 92 male and 56 female undergraduate business majors at the University of Vermont ranging in age from 17 to 21 years, and were randomly assigned to one of 39 three or four member groups.  Each group had a leader and a designated devil’s advocate; therefore each group had five or six members.  The task applied to each group was the “Lost at Sea” survival task and the experimental manipulations of leadership and devil’s advocacy were achieved by rehearsal on the part of those assigned to be leaders and devil’s advocates.  Some leaders were instructed to encourage alternate solutions as others were instructed to discourage alternate solutions.  Those in the roles of devil’s advocate were instructed to challenge the correctness and soundness of their respective group leaders.


The findings were that lower quality decisions arose from the groups with a directive rather than a participative leader.  The roles of devil’s advocate did not influence decision quality.  These researchers suggested that good leaders encourage open inquiry to yield different alternatives for problem solving (Chen, Zenglo, Lawson & Robert, 1996).


Study Case 3:  Groupthink Theory and Research: Implications for Decision Making in Geriatric Health Care Teams.  (Heinemann, Farrell & Schmitt, 1992).


These researchers took Janis’ (1972) groupthink theory and modified it to geriatric health care teams using a case scenario.  The researchers summarized groupthink theory and other research that had been conducted to test it, and they presented criticisms of the theory as well as suggestions for modification and expansion.  


This research suggested that false cohesiveness rather than high cohesiveness predisposes to groupthink.  High cohesion occurs when members feel honored to be a part of the group and are reluctant to disrupt the good feeling among the other members.  False cohesion occurs when group members purposely suppress and avoid disagreement with the leader and the other members out of the fear of insecurity.  John F. Kennedy’s advisors during the Bay of Pigs fiasco was cited as an example, as the members of that group prematurely committed themselves to a course of action suggested by their leader.


These researchers also added to Janis’ list of antecedent conditions found to be keys in poor decision-making.  In addition to the original list, these researchers considered the following three conditions as important in recognizing when groupthink has settled in.  1) directive leadership in which leaders state their preferences early, 2) insulation of the team from relevant experts and helpful other, and 3) time limitation as both a stressor and a factor preventing the development of procedures for decision making.  


These findings suggest that groupthink theory is a more general condition than Janis originally hypothesized, and cannot be examined clearly unless dealing with a specific area of decision-making study.  A study of groupthink theory in general would not be feasible because too much work and testing would be required.  Well-defined testing of specific areas would prove more beneficial to researchers in search of groupthink theory knowledge.

References

Ahlfinger, N. R.  (2001) Testing the Groupthink Model: Effects of Promotional

Leadership and Conformity Predisposition. Social Behavior and Personality

29 (1) 31-42.

Chen, Zenglo, Lawson, & Robert.  (1996) Groupthink: Deciding with the Leader and the


Devil.  Psychological Record.  Fall96 Vol. 46, Issue 4.

Heinemann, G. D., Farrell, M. P., Schmitt, M. H.  (1992).  Groupthink Theory and


Research: Implications for Decision Making in Geriatric Health Care Teams.
