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A mode of thinking that people engage in when they are deeply involved in a cohesive in-group, when the members' strivings for unanimity override their motivation to realistically appraise alternative courses of action
(Janis 1972: 9)
This piece of work attempts to identify groupthink as a problematic area associated with team-working.  First, there is some introduction to how teams might be led and then the concept of groupthink is introduced.  The argument the paper includes arguments from psychology, sociology, research, trade unions and some examples from public services.
Belbin (1981) argues that teams function because of the individual’s need to form up in a group.  Such a view is supported by Maslow (1987) who identifies the need to belong.  Belonging implies some form of shared understanding(s) and new teams will develop their joint norms, values and rules as a guide to behaviour.  Almost inevitably, storming, forming, norming and performing will be part of this development (Tuckman 1965): a process that is also likely to  establish a hierarchy within the group.  Individuals in the group then cooperate to prove that they belong.  This social arrangement or function is how groups develop and grow.  
At work the development of formal groups or rather teams relies on the same human needs.  However, joining a team at work involves wider dynamics than attending to the team members needs.  From a management perspective the team is only really there to perform the task that the company or public service have set them.  Taylor (1911) recognised this in his approach to work when he suggested that if jobs were broken down and people were paid a bonus for working hard then the company would make more profit.  Mayo (1949) though recognised that the assembly line approach could lead to worker’s loosing a sense of purpose (alienation).  He argued that work for most people was not only about money – it was also about providing a sense of worth.  Therefore, if a company paid attention to workers needs then they were likely to work harder.  Nonetheless, it is rarely enough to just rely on the group achieving both the company’s needs and their own. Teams need to be led and managed to prioritise company objectives because teamwork increases the amount of control employees have over what they do (Harley 1991).  
There are a variety of management styles that can be used to maintain direction.  Adair (1993) argues for a tripartite approach that recognises the relationship between the goal, the individual and the group.   However, Adair’s motives may be more inclined towards the task and his thoughts about the team and individual are unlikely to be altruistic - more inclined to coercion than cooperation.  There are other views, but mostly they will fit into a grid that runs from a more authoritarian task orientated approach  to a more laissez faire country club style ******.  The chosen approach is likely to be closely linked to the manager’s view on the type of employee they are dealing with  - on a scale from the compliant (type Y) to the resistant (type X) (McGregor 1985).  In similar fashion, the type of leader is likely to depend on the type of employee.  Weber (1964) could be influential here, because he recognises three types of leader – (bureaucratic, charismatic and traditional).  Although Weber’s (1964) ideal types should to be seen in context of the current times they still hold true if a degree of flexibility is considered - styles may need to change (almost by the minute) to fit with circumstances in our ever-changing and dynamic world of work. Notwithstanding this Weber’s (1964) arguments and the dynamic between them is one of the perspectives that underpin most leadership styles.  So too does Weber’s (1964) recognition of transformational and transactional management long before others started to theorise about this (Burke 2002).  
The manager/leader may do well to recognise that team member’s have a variety of needs.  Some of these are work related and some personal.  When team and organisational goals are in synergy, then the team will function well (Collinson 1992; Owen 1996).  However, few teams can achieve such a dedicated work ethic.  More likely groups will adopt a mix of goals - sometimes serving the employers, sometimes themselves.  If a team loose sight of the company goals this ‘acceptable’ balance can get out of kilter as they seek to serve themselves to the detriment of the organisation.  
Notwithstanding this theoretical recognition, whenever you are dealing with people there is always the possibility that they will use their agency to act differently (Giddens 1979).  As a consequence of the individual’s (and groups) ability to think, as it were, for themselves, management is far from an exact science - even in disciplined organisations (Baigent 2001).

Groupthink and storming, forming, norming and performing

During early storming, forming and norming, when all teams test the boundaries by challenging the manager and their objectives (Handy 1976 p165 see appendix 1) individuals who want to set their own agendas vie to lead the team (Tuckman 1965).  As a result when the manager reacts to bring order, the team can act together to make the manager the “common enemy” (Janis 1972: 165).  Group loyalty, rather than the company objective can then became the team goal.  What starts as  a safe haven in a new environment, develops to the point where loyalty overrides individual’s views, the group serves its cohesiveness first and refuses to think outside the box (Appendix 2).  

When this type of thinking develops to the point where rationality is put to one side as people try to show they belong, this type of behaviour is indentified as groupthink (Janis 1972). When the members' strivings for unanimity override their motivation to realistically appraise alternative courses of action (Janis 1972: 9). This mode of thinking also develops when people are deeply involved in a cohesive group, particularly when they work together for a long time (Baigent 2001).  Groupthink can apply in a whole range of organisations, and can include an unquestioned belief in their moral correctness – religious (God is right), political (Nazi Germany) or for public servants (who believe they know best).  When the desire for unanimity overcomes a group’s ability to make rational assessments on all available information, or to consider anyone who puts an alternative view is being disloyal then this reduces team effectiveness because it can remove the ability/need to question or validate.
Groupthink and psychology

Groupthink may be even more common when a group consists of people with similar views and psychological approaches to work.  Belbin (1981) argues that individuals are “monitors, shapers, plants” and Mumma (1991) makes a similar argument about “evaluators, finishers, leaders, managers, creators, and innovators” (see appendix 2).  Both writers recognise how some people’s talents put them in almost natural opposition to others.  This could lead to a team of people with similar psychological traits to act together to defend their position.  For example if a team consisted of evaluator/finishers who need to be absolutely certain about where they are going they would be likely to resist an innovator/leader who will generate ideas and implement them entrepreneurially, thus threatening the evaluator/finishers need to be certain  (These two groups of people are recognised as being in opposition (Belbin, 1981; Mumma, Handy).  

Groupthink and research

Similar outcomes can occur during research.  Action researchers require very different skills to traditional researchers.  One ongoing critique made by feminists (Jackson 1987; Jackson 1990; Wolf 1998) is that academics too frequently set out to collect safe data to achieve academic kudos rather than affect change.  This can mean that feminists who set out to identify and make visible the hidden outcomes of action (Giddens 1979) were not only in direct conflict with masculine beliefs, but the more structural (malestream) methods that underpin masculinity.  Therefore, if a team leader were to adopt a feminist methodology and the research team were to favour more positivist methods, then the team would likely act against any entrepreneurial methodology that follows seeks out new ideas.  The positive researchers,  looking or the security of safe methods of data collection could then bond during their early storming, forming and norming to disrupt any entrepreneurial approaches that challenged their sense of security.  In one case I was involved in this resulted in the research team continually asking for clear objectives and aims to the extent that their appetite was impossible to quench.  Their so called rigor could then be seen as a mask for a lack of imagination or understanding and an excuse to force (yet again) sterile facts into an already known answer (Bourdieu 1992) – or as ***** put it putting old wine into new bottles. Groupthink may then have set up a resistance amongst the team to deny any possibility of an alternative view to their own.  In such an environment people can develop blind spots to their own behaviour: the oracle effect (Bourdieu 1992) whereby someone who (mis)represents the group publicly can lead to a group signature on that argument – the groups silence then signifies compliance.  Group loyalty (groupthink) then creates a comfort zone and a goal that overrides the reason why the employer brought the group together in the first place.    

Groupthink and the trade unions in the print industry

Janis (1972) explains “groupthink” as a form of behaviour where bonding, solidarity or harmony becomes more important than anything else.  Teams involved in ‘groupthink’ are liable to act to defend their collective will or to prove they belong regardless of circumstances (see also Collinson 1992).  For decades such behaviour worked well for the trade unions and many of them were able to exert considerable control over their industry.  For example, compositors in the print industry held their prime location through their solidarity.  That is until Eddie Shah started a neo liberal modernisation aimed at disempowering the workforce through deskilling.  Cockburn (1996) writes at length about how the print industry’s informal cultural had for decades organised printing (compositors held an elite working class identity – a masculinity formed through work).  When Shah introduced computer driven technology in favour of hot metal production as a way of printing newspapers (Celebrities 2005), rather than following what was the ‘writing on the wall,’ compositors made a last stand and lost.  The ensuing modernisation completely changed the process by which the UK’s newspaper industry was organised and the print unions were not part of this, nor of the redundancies or wage reductions that followed.  Such behaviour, where solidarity overcame rational decision making, can be seen as ‘groupthink.’    

Groupthink applied to the industrial behaviour in the 1970’s and 1980’s 

This loss of perspective may have been one explanation for why industrial behaviour around the 1970’s and 1980’s created such a threat to the UK’s economy (Thatcher 1993).  Trade unions almost seemed to be running the country for the benefit of their own members and whilst this Marxist ideal may have been good in the short term for the trade unions so blinkered was this thinking that it failed to recognise how much it was damaging the economy.  Subsequent action by the employers and government then led to the wholesale modernisation of UK industry (Cockburn 1991).  One view of how this imbalance occurred would be that unaware of the potential damage they were likely to cause.  Faced with an uncertain future or facing a threat to their beliefs, individuals avoided (or did not recognise) the message from the economy and difficult debates and (blindly) followed their union leaders.  When a team sets out to achieve its own ends in this way, it can be seen as adopting  “group-think” (Janis 1972).

Groupthink applied to the fire and rescue service
Throughout the 1990’s the fire and rescue service continually tried to modernise by refocusing the fire and rescue services (FRS) aims and objectives towards prevention.  At the same time, (presumably to encourage new ways of thinking) there was also a push towards employing more women and ethnic minority firefighters.  Firefighters (a predominantly masculine workforce who created an identity through their action packed job) objected to this change.  
In 2001 the FBU started a campaign to increase wages by 40%.  Firefighters followed this call to the point where they actually believed they were worth a 40% rise and that they could achieve this by striking.  Few if any of them considered the possibility that they might loose and the strike took place.  The anger of firefighters increased as government took a stand against them and they refused to recognise that they were fighting a loosing battle.  Had firefighters stood back and held a debate at stations (that considered all the messages being sent by government) they could hardly have failed to recognise that they could not win.  But they did not and they convinced themselves they could win – the rest is history 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Bain 2002; ODPM 2003; Seifert and Sibley 2005)
.
Groupthink and the police

Just think how you could put institutional racism into this section?    

Groupthink analysed

The outcome of when members of a group/team fail to think as individuals can result in a blinkered view.  This is particularly dangerous if the individuals start to sift the evidence to the extent that they only recognise arguments that support their own ideas.  Avoiding the type of reflexivity that might improve the decision making process (Forbes and Milliken 1999) by encouraging individuals to speak out can then be catastrophic if this means ignoring contrary evidence or not even seeing the ‘writing on the wall’.    People who are this selective about what they see in order to avoid conflicting with the group are potentially giving up their whole free will (agency) to a point where individuals prime aim can be to fit-in.  Subtle pressures (both from within the individual and from others in the group) can then reinforce collective decision making to the extent that individual doubts can be (self) screened.  

Such groups are then open to exploitation by peer leaders as the more people want to prove they belong the less likely they are self-criticise and the more subjective (and emotional) their reasoning becomes.  This type of behaviour could explain why it was that the compositor lost both their identity and influence in the print industry; why it was that the FBU almost went through a similar loss of authority in 2002 and placed in jeopardy firefighter’s identity.  

In a more micro sense it may provide a framework for identifying why some research projects fail.  If a team so thinks that they are right that they stereotype their manager as always being wrong, (as in all the other cases discussed) the thought then becomes true in its consequence (Janowitz 1966).   This type of behaviour can result in the group believing their own arguments to the point that they feel invulnerable – lack of sensitivity/reflexivity results in a failure to recognise the danger of their strategy – success in their terms then results in the project being shut down.  
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Appendix One - Storming Forming Norming - My model (after Tuckmen)

	

	
	Group Structure
	Task activity

	Forming
	Time of considerable anxiety as people establish their identity in the group/set an impression and try to identify the task and test appropriate behaviour.
	Finding out the task

Team seek to identify how the task will be achieved

	Storming
	Individuals reveal their own agendas.

Conflict occurs as team set out to challenge things which don’t fit with their agendas

Testing of authority takes place. 

Group adopts an identify to make the project work


	The value and feasibility of the task is questioned. 



	Norming
	The group experiences unity around a set of goals.

Establishes when and how it will work, how decisions are made and what level of work is appropriate.  

Individuals test each other and mutual support develops.

Alternatively

Opinions polarise.  

Cohesion becomes paramount

Leaders attempts to control the group are resisted.


	Co-operation on the task begins

Plans are made 

Work standards are set  

Communication of views and feelings develop

Hierarchy is set



	Performing
	Having established the relationship between work and individual needs the group structures itself to achieve them.  

Alternatively

Questioning the leadership and/or the objective can become disruptive.  

What appears to be positive behaviour is a shadow for people who are so intent in maintaining cohesion that they loose sight of the original agenda
	Constructive work on the task surges ahead; progress is experienced as more of the group’s energy is applied to being effective in the area of their common task.

Alternatively

The group bond around disrupting the project/challenging the leader
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