‘"The Abllene Paradox :
situation that occurred on a hot dusty dayi in . .
Colemian, Texas. Four adult family members -
< "_were relaxrng on the front porch when
' someone suggested they go. to Abrlene for L
One by one, -each ramlly member
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Recogmzmg and Overcommg False Consensus-;
| In Groups and Orgamzatlons

o Unlvonlty o‘i Konurdry ;

; 'j'.There are many reasons why groups and
o ‘organizations need" to encourage therr
. 'members to express therr differences -in -

: If .an organlzatron,--‘_” L

?-overemphasmesteamworkand grouployalty. : =

.._.and excludes the airing of- differences and . .
- concerns, it can seriously’ damage the group .

- The “reasons become. clearér. when one .

studies two kinds of group “behavior that:"_'-“

‘ One' is’ known -as“the- : -

" order to be successful.:

.. minimize conflict. .
" "Abilene ‘Paradox" and the other rs called
) "Group Thlnk " S

| ) i"The Abrlene Paradox 1 (

dinner.

“indicated they wanted to go. After a hot

~and dusty trlp, one famlly member said she ‘
-+ would rather have stayed home. "Gradually,
f-.."each family member . revealed ‘the same =
sentlments in realrty, no one ‘wanted to go..
. Later on, thls phenomenon was observed in-.
T communlty organlzatlons and pnvate frrms .

’,

The Abllene Paradox occurs when group

o '.';'_members take an-action or. go to "Abilene"-
o ""when no one really wants to go. Essentrally,;‘_,
it is the mabrhty of a group ‘members to -
o It occurs frequently in. '
e organrzatrons and groups T

v handle ‘agreement.

is ‘named : after - a

Symptoms of the Abllene Paradox a

1'.,.:"0rgan|zat|on members fall o
» - -~ communicate their ‘real- desrres or

- “-"7"~'the opposrte -The data- in -effect
- says, "lt's a great rdea Let s. go to

. Abilene."” S
2., With rnv‘ahd;._ and, W.maccurate-.i
*+ _information .on ‘the

- organization members arrive’ at

* results that are counterproductlve_to_ o L ]
and L

' the- orgamzatron s

E mtent
. purposes. .

- 3. ‘Asaresult of takrng actions that are'-' S

j'counterproductrve,. members
_ -experience frustration, anger,
irritation and dissatisfaction with the
- group. ‘Subgroups are llkely to form

- authority - flgures fql'
;?orgamzatlon s drlemma o
. 4. The cycle repeats itself - an
. - inability - to. manage agreementl'
“occurs frequently Fortunately, the .
. Abilene " group - recognized . the '
- ‘'process and did not repeat the|r~
.-;'mrstakes :

There Are Several Reasons Why The Abllene' e
Paradox Occurs. oo ; o

1. Action anxrety
L iactrng

~intuition” can make some people-"_A
o ‘extremely anxious. . It eaSIer 1o go :
AR along wrth the crowd e

. beliefs to one another They do jUSt':_‘ _.

table,f .

~that ‘blame " other subgroups or .-
: L"le

Thnnkmg about‘f; E
|n accordance with one’s ™



e ‘Paradox

- .51_ Symptoms of Group Thmk

2. ‘Negatlve fantasres

7 are likely. .

IR 3 "Real risk. lndrvrduals do not take the' R
»jtlme to assess the real nsks of'.'-.‘f.-l.'-

7 Usayingnol . -
4 Fear offeparatlon

.- members - to.engage .

they don t beheve n. el

. ,_'_"i:Group Thmk

B 'Group Thlnk is dlfferent from the Ablleneﬁ PR
: Group Think occurs’ when ‘some
o members of the group want to take a course.’
, F".::fof action while other members wrll hide ' their
. questions . or. dlsagreement about ‘the
-".proposed actron S »

"Irvmg Janls (1 979) corned the terrn, "Group

ijudgement ‘He reached his conclusion after -

- examining the Bay of Prgs invasion.of Cuba, _

. -the- Amerlcan ‘decision to - mvade ‘North
o Korea ‘the failure to read the warning srgnals"'
,ﬂabout the. Japanese attack on- Pearl Harbor‘,_;_—
L :_."z';--}and the Vletnam War ' A

fJanrs found there ‘were up to elght maJor“
R -.Symptoms of Group Thmk i

UL AR |llu310n of mvulnerablhty WhICh
‘ creates excessrve optlmlsm and_‘ o

y taklng extreme rlsks

: Some
individuals: and groups: conjure up -
- negative fantasres about owningup
o their beliefs and interests. Few ' -
- askif such fantasrzed consequences S

6 L jSelf—censorshrp

L2 Collectrve efforts to ratronahze and

about : the
o madequacres of group assumptlons, S
.3.. -An . unquestioned belief ‘in the

" discount - warnmgs

‘group’s mherent morality;

) 4 : -Stereotyped views of enemy leaders':.' |
.- "as too evil or-too dumb to warrant .

.. genuine attempts to. negotlate,

o {\drsloyalty to the group,

: _“_f;member of -the - ‘group. m'nlmIZes;‘ i
“*“his/her : doubts and

= ,,.v,»{.-arguments, R

R Shared rllusmn "f

" Silence is viewed as consent;’

8 - .The “emergence of - self—appomted
R -mmd-guards who protect the group.-_'_-"__»

. from, adverse lnformatlon

more . time

'Avmdmg the Pltfalls of False Consensus

'There are several steps organrzatlons can

_ 'take to avoid- the . false consensus of .the -
:Abllene Paradox or Group Thmk
. steps” are not prescnptrve for-all groups L
~Each group ‘will have to .developits own plan, AR
’-}to minimize the pltfalls of conflict avordance R

‘_'Some steps to consrder lnclude .

R I The group should openly recognlze,
-conflict "
AT 'f';strengthen organlzatrons, RO
2, Individuals should be encouraged to,'_',_" R

. J"_‘;"A-express therr dlfferences wrth each‘:'?: RN

U\Lthat dlfferences . and

" other;

counter_,.;_':-f_ ; '

consrderlng c

These' o

+°3. ~ The group should lntentronally seek A
.. voices to be part of the group that
. - may be different from the majority - .

- _:‘-vorces that can offer fresh |deas, A

g .- 5. - Dissenting -opinions- are vrewed asf S
Ostracrsm can v S
‘. -be._ one  of:the ‘most. powerful"}
- punlshments devised. The fear of - L
i ?';,separatlon has led Whrte House staff. =
e lllegal.;{
o '_,‘actlvrtres they don t really support or..
" research . groupsto; fund pro;ects"'

‘occurs. Each""' L

| unanlmlty';[."': -
o conformlng ‘to " the majorlty ~VleW f L

“In’ attemptlng to mamtam consensus, only a.
_.}-few courses of action are considered. - The - -
‘group . spends L
farguments for the - plan than - -against ‘and .
o ‘optimism about the plan causes the group to .- a
"= overlook setbacks or to prepare contlngency
e B plans.in the event of fallLIre ' -'
.-+ “Think," after he: analyzed how rmportanti_- :
' :"governmental decrsnons on. forelgn pollcy_,.;
~.were made. He found that group emphasrs
.. Jon team burldmg and ‘consensus . impaired -
~* decision" ‘making, reality testing and moral




LB

‘The  group o'an
- ‘examine the negative and positive
‘ ._,'consequences of its ~

actrons,

The group -can make hnks wuth other_ 5_
i groups that have other perspectxves '

Questnons For Gfoup Dlscussmn- ?,": SR

The Abllene ParadOX' S IR
* Have you been in.a group that went.jj o
~ to "Abilene". when :no’ one really~ {: .-
_,‘_wanted to go7 Why do you thmk lt.:~_" '

- happened7 _ S
What ‘could a communlty, group or " w—
-‘organization do to make sure that = -’

_'1'“

systematically-

proposed B -

SEED (Social_ and Economic Education for

- Development) is a program of the Kentucky

Cooperative ‘Extension Service .at the .Uni-

. versity of Kentucky.. Faculty draw on the re-
-sources of the Population Laboratory, the -
";College of Agnculture_Geographrc informa-
" tion System, and professional contacts at the
"+’ University.of Kentucky, other agencres, and
'j___communlty programs throughoutthe country f.

.+’ For more tnformatron contact your local\:‘
a Icounty Extensron office or;. -

CDr Rlchard c. Maurer e

.- SEED - :

© 7. 500 Garngus Bldg

* Lexington, KY 40546
(606) 257 7582 .

-they would not rellve the Abllene_
R Paradox7 S : S

Groug Thlnk

3.

Have you been in. a group that had -

some or_all of the symptoms ‘of . S
.group think? How did you feelasa -

" member of the group7 A
".'What should a group . do to make
sure that Group Thlnk does not_r.-i
‘occur? - i
‘ ,Can we avo:d Group Thlnk and stlll'
;_encourage group lovalty? If_, so, . °
-how? . S

How could you

| .voice 'your'_.-f-;»_ _‘
',dn‘ferences m ways that do not :.°

destroy relatxonshlps or the gr OUP? o
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