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The great mystery of all conduct is social conduct. I have had to study it all my life, but I cannot pretend to understand it. I may seem to know a man through and through, and still I would not want to say the first thing about what he will do in it group.


‑Anonymous British Statesman

The place of the group in the social sciences is well documented and, for some. is at the heart of the political science discipline (Bentley, 1967: Loveday, 1962). This chapter will examine an important facet of' group behavior: political communication in groups that make governmental policy decisions. Group decision making Inevitably involves political communication. On one hand, decision making satisfies the narrow conception of' politics "as the authoritative allocation of values" (Easton, 1953); on the other, it Involves the broader conception of politics as "the activity of people collectively regulating their conduct under conditions of social conflict" through communication (Nimmo, 1978).

Putnam classifies group conflict literature on the basis of two approaches: deterministic and interactive (Putnam. 1986). Deterministic approaches treat conflict and communication as static variables where decision outcomes are the result of structural factors such as decision rules (Barnlund, 1959; Hall & Watson, 1970), general work habits (Falk, 1982; Guetzkow & Gyr, 1954; Hoffman, Harburg, & Maier, 1962), and cooperative‑competitive climates (Folger & Poole, 1984; Putnam & Jones, 1982a, 1982b). The interactive approach portrays conflict and communication as process variables that participants construct through their interdependent behaviors (Fisher, 1974).

Consistent with the deterministic approach of conflict literature, some group decision‑making scholars have contended that the greater tile (11.1antity and quality of task‑relevant Information a group has available to it, the more effective it will be (Dewey, 1910; Katz & Kahn, 1978; March & Simon, 1958. Scheidel & Crowell, 1979). As reasonable as this assumption seems, there are notable examples of well‑informed groups arriving at unsound and questionable decisions. Numerous authors attribute such decisions to the nature of' the Interaction that is a part of' the decision‑making process (Hackman & Morris, 1977; Hirokawa. 1987; Hirokawa & Scheerhorn, 1986; McGrath. 1984; Riecken, 1958; Shaw & Penrod, 1964; Steiner, 1972). 
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A key area wherein such interaction can have unfortunate consequences is in decision making in International crises. Garfinkle (1986) offers a taxonomy that describes the theoretical and empirical literature in three categories: traditional, organizational, and cognitive. Under traditional he includes the theoretical writings of tile "realist" authors of the 1950s and 1960s, including Hans Morgenthau, Raymond Aron, Arnold Wolfers, Reinhold Niebuhr, and others. The traditional school employed a caselike orientation that explained crisis by emphasizing "the substance of conflicting interest, the vicissitudes of diplomatic skill, and the imperfections of moral judgment, all this against the necessary paradigmatic background of power‑oriented geopolitics" (Garfinkle, 1986,p.19). The organizational approach emphasizes tile decision process rather than substantive issues. It is concerned with power, differing interests, and task within a hierarchically organized decision "system." The logic of the organizational approach to crisis decision making discounts the role played by tile individual. The cognitive approach exalts the individual in crisis situations. Specifically, understanding the crisis centers on "the role of human perception," "the biologically grounded effects of stress" that surface in times of crisis, and the workings of what has been called the "psychologic, the logical grammar of cognitive processes" (Garfinkle, 1986, pp. 27‑28).

THE THEORY OF GROUPTHINK

Of particular relevance to political communication within decision making groups is Irving Janis's (1972, 1982b) adaptation and extension of Solomon Asch's experiments in the psychology of conformity (Asch, 1951, 1952, 1956). Janis was intrigued by the imperfections of group decisions. In extending the work of social scientists such as Mead (1933/1959, 1934). Lewin (1947, 1952), and Bion (1961), Janis studied the effects of group cohesiveness and conformity to group norms. He characterized his research as a group dynamics approach based on the assumption that members of high-ranking policymaking groups are subject to the pressures found in groups of ordinary citizens. He described 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." He labeled this phenomenon "groupthink” and defined it as "a deterioration of mental efficiency, reality testing, and moral judgement that result from in-group pressures" (Janis, 1982b, p. 9). Since his original interest in "groupthink," Janis and others have sought to test and refine the perspective (Benson, 1987; Callaway & Esser, 1984; Callaway, Marriott, & Esser. 1985; Courtright, 1978, Flowers, 1977; Fodor & Smith, 1982: Green & Connollev, 1974; Hensley & Griffin, 1986; Janis. 1982a, 1982b: Janis & Mann, 1977; Longley & Pruitt, 1980; Manz & Sims, 1982: Raven, 1977; Raven & Raven. 1974; Semmel & Minnix, 1978; Smith, 1984, 1984-1985, 1985; Tetlock. 1979).

Janis makes no claim that groupthink completely explains the process of small group decision making. He offers it as an example of the potential importance of small group dynamics, especially the possible detrimental effects of the concurrence‑seeking tendency in a cohesive group. Janis posits a detailed conceptual framework of antecedent conditions that can give rise to concurrence‑seeking (groupthink), which in turn leads to symptoms of groupthink and defective decision-making, resulting in low probability of a successful outcome (Janis, 1982b, p. 244).

As identified in Figure 8.1, Janis describes the processes he believes occur in groups. He selected several case studies to test his theory of' groupthink based on these processes, all of which involve decisions made by high-level officials of the U.S. government, obviously engaged in political communication. With the exception of' the Watergate cover-up, for which he had transcripts of tape-recorded meetings in the White House, Janis relied on secondary sources to test his

theory of groupthink, acknowledging the limitations imposed by such sources.

FOCUS AND METHODOLOGY

This chapter analyzes as political the communication processes that occurred in the group that made governmental policy decisions pertaining to the Iranian Hostage Crisis. The analysis is based on interviews conducted between June 1984 and August 1985 with eight officials from the Carter administration who were among the key decision makers throughout the crisis. The eight officials are Dr. Harold Brown, Secretary of Defense; Dr. Zbigniew Brzezinski. National Security Adviser; Llovd Cutler, White House Legal Counsel; General David Jones. Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff; Presidential Press Secretary Jody Powell; Dr. Gary Sick, Deputy National Security Adviser and principal White House aide for Iran during the Iranian revolution and the Hostage Crisis; Admiral Stansfield Turner, Director of the Central Intelligence Agency; and Cyrus Vance, Secretary of State.

Group members were asked to discuss the dynamics of the process in which they had engaged. Questions on the interview schedule reflected the issues that Janis had identified in other governmental policy decision-making groups—degree of group cohesiveness; degree of insulation of the group; style of leadership; self-image of the group, pressures toward conformity; stereo typed views of enemy leaders; illusions of' invulnerability; beliefs in the group's inherent morality; roles played by group members (e.g., "mindguards"); efforts to suppress doubts; methodological procedures used during decision making; consultation with outside experts; and other symptoms of groupthink. Each interview was audio-recorded and a full transcription prepared. In addition to the personal interviews, I examined memoirs of' the principals involved in the Iranian Hostage Crisis decision-making process. In the following analysis the interviewees are not identified individually in order to protect their anonymity.

America Held Hostage

Shortly before noon on the drizzly Sunday of' November 4, 1979, about 400 students broke ranks with one of Teheran's frequent revolutionary demonstrations. They stormed down Takhte-Jamshid Avenue, and, using bolt-cutting shears, snapped the chains securing the large iron gates in front of the American Embassy. They swarmed into the neatly manicured compound and were met by Marine security
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Figure 8.1 Theoretical Analysis of Groupthink

SOURCE:  Based on Janis and Mann (1977):  ( copyright 1977 by The Free Press. A Division of Macmillan Publishing Co., Inc.

guards firing tear gas, while diplomats frantically tried to shred documents. Soon the students occupied the buildings, rounding Lip the Americans along with approximately 100 Iranians, most seeking visas to the United States. Several of the hostages recall being told not to worry that it was merely a sit-in; others remember the students excitedly calling their friends and recounting their adventures. What arguably started out as a sit-in at the American Embassy became a siege that would capture 52 Americans and captivate millions of others for 444 days.

Immediately the U.S. government began to make plans to respond to the crisis. A careful review of the literature, especially the published memoirs of Carter (1982), Jordan (1982), Brzezinski (1983), Vance (1983), Powell (1984), and Sick (1985), identifies a core group of policymakers who made decisions relevant to this particular crisis, the Special Coordination Committee (SCC) on the Iranian crisis. The SCC met frequently over the next 444 days. The first meeting was held on November 5, 1979, and was called by National Security Advisor Zblgniew Brzezinski. Of those identified as regular members of the group, only Hamilton Jordan was unable to grant all interview within the time frame needed to complete this project. (Jordan was fighting a personal battle with cancer and preparing a campaign for the Senate race in Georgia.) President Carter was present at some of SCC meetings, but, for the most part, was not a member of the group, functioning instead as the party to whom the group reported following deliberations. President Carter declined to be interviewed citing time constraints.

Identification of Group Members


Because identification of the members is critical to any study of groups, the first question asked of those identified its members of the crisis management group was this: "Who do you consider to be the key decision makers with regard to the Iranian Hostage Crisis:," Not all of the eight respondents agreed. Some individuals were seen as decision makers, others merely its present from time to time to provide input. As one respondent put it, "It depends on how you want to define decision maker." Most agreed that the man who actually made the decision, and hence was the key decision maker, was the president. Included with him as key decision makers on everybody's list were Brzezinski, Vance, and Brown. Others were identified variously as members of the decision-making group as participants who were important in relation to special expertise, such as economic sanctions, developing intelligence resources, and military options. In any case, it is apparent that the eight interviewees constituted most of the members of the decision-making group analyzed here.

Frequency of Meetings

In order to understand more about the situational context within which the group operated, respondents were asked how often this group of' key decision makers met. "Interminably just about the first time I can recall being physically exhausted in 30-some years of government service was in January of' 1980, after we'd had a little more than two months of' this pressure." This answer dramatically illustrates how pervasive this group activity had become. Beginning November 5, 1979, the SCC met every morning at 9:00 for a couple of' hours, "and then the next thing you'd know, there was another meeting at 3 o'clock or so. This went on for months and months." Others emphasized the frequency of the meetings and how the crisis dominated their time. One recalled a day in June, 1980, when he went to his "in basket" only to find there was nothing in it. When he questioned his secretary concerning the whereabouts of his work, she told him there was none. He realized then that over the past six months or so he had been forced to delegate his responsibilities, because 70% to 80% of' his time was "going to the hostages." Others reported that the frequency of meetings depended on the situation; they met on an "as needed" basis, sometimes every day and at other periods of the crisis at least once a week.

ANTECEDENT CONDITIONS

This analysis begins by examining antecedent conditions that. Janis argues lead to a concurrence-seeking tendency within a group.

Group Cohesiveness


The process most prominently mentioned by Janis Is group cohesiveness. He argues that "the more amiability and esprit de corps among the members of an in-group of policy makers, the greater is the danger that independent critical thinking will be replaced by groupthink” (Janis, 1982b, p. 245). Janis gives no definition of "cohesiveness" but, following the conventional usage of the term in social-psychological groups research, one can infer that he means "the total field of forces which act on members to remain in the group" (Fesinger, 1950). A group's existence depends on cohesiveness—without it there would be no group‑but it is the degree of cohesiveness within the group that Janis finds important.

Regarding the Iran group's cohesiveness, each of the decision makers was asked to characterize the overall atmosphere of the group, his general impressions of the group as a whole. The eight officials agreed that the group was cohesive. One member described an atmosphere in which "for the most part, the group worked well together." Another principal noted that "these are all people who knew each other very well and by then had been working with each other for several years, so the atmosphere was very businesslike." Another explained that the group all agreed on their common goals. First, they wanted to get the hostages out safely, and, second, they didn't want to do anything that would damage the national interests of the United States. One member described the tone as one of "remarkably little rancor and absent the usual kind of posturing and in-fighting that goes on in these things. My feeling was very much that people were working together as a team." He contrasted this atmosphere with the Iranian revolution period, "when there was a lot of in-fighting."

After having discussed their general impressions of the group, respondents were asked specifically if they considered the group an amiable one that expressed an esprit de corps, and why or why not. This question not only introduces the terms in which Janis couched his theory but also provides a measure of the intensity or degree of cohesiveness. Five of the eight felt the group was amiable. They described a group that had been together for some years. This was not their first crisis; they had shared successes such as the Camp David accords and the Panama Canal Treaty. "At this senior level of government," said one, "people who work, even who disagree violently about certain issues, have to work together on other issues that they agree about." When the hostage crisis erupted. those disagreements were more muted than in many other crisis type meetings that I'd ob​served," said another.

One "team" player described the camaraderie:

We did really all consider ourselves part of' a team, and that was so from the beginning. There had been lots of discussion with each of the people about the others before any were named,. so we had all expressed our opinion about each other to the President before he named any of us....I wouldn't say that everybody was a great buddy of everyone else in the group, but, by and large, everybody in the group respected everybody else in the group, even if they didn’t always like each other.

Another explained, "There never were any real enemies. No fighting, shouting, arguing.”

One after another, the Carter advisers described an atmosphere containing no hard feelings, animosity, or competition. Those who didn't believe the group to be amiable objected to the word as too simplistic, conjuring up images of intimacy, familiarity, and friendliness, all of' which were too superficial to describe this "businesslike" and "professional" group.

Structural Faults of the Organization

In his analysis of the structural features and situational circumstances of a group, Janis concluded that groupthink is most likely to occur when deliberations result In an "absence of a potential source of organizational constraint that could help to prevent the members of a cohesive policy-making group from developing a norm of indulging in uncritical conformity" (Janis, 1982b, p. 249).


Group Insulation. A principal structural fault, to use Janis's terms, is the insulation of the group from non-group members within the organization. In discussing the SCC's makeup and cohesiveness, some members alluded to an insulation of the group from associates within the administration. One pointed out that "the group consisted basically of the President and his closest advisers." Another talked about an insulation from staff, noting, "Because of the enormity of the crisis and the way it brought people together, and the need for immediate action, there was much less staffing and consultation about what we would, and debate within each department about preparations—papers and counterpapers—and much more of discussion—should we do It, let's do it."

Participants were asked two specific questions to tap perceptions of insulation. First, "Do you consider this group to have been a fairly insulated group, very conscious of the need for a high level of secrecy? Or do you feel it was fairly open with regard to the decision-making tasks at hand?" To assess insularity from people outside the organization, each member was asked, "in a crisis setting such as the Iranian hostage crisis, are outside consultants or 'experts' brought in to advise the key decision makers? Or does national Security/secrecy require that as few people as possible be aware of the decisions at hand? Who were some of the experts consulted, if any?"

One respondent explained that group members who met in the situation room were allowed to bring in one or sometimes two people to support them. He explained the process in detail:

The seating was limited and to my recollection, we used to call up and say, "I'd like to bring one or two—and they would sort it out in Brzezinski’s office of how many could get in there. I’d bring different kinds of exports with me, sometimes nobody, but just depending on how confident I felt about the material at hand, or whether I felt it was a good idea to have somebody there to hear the story.

This same individual described a different scenario for the meeting that specifically dealt with the helicopter rescue mission:

No, I never took anybody, with the possible exception of my deputy to those meetings. I don’t recall there were very many people at those meetings below the deputy level. The rescue mission is the most secretive thing I’ve ever been involved in, because we know the rescue operation would be a catastrophe if the Iranians found out about it 15 minutes before they got to the embassy…very few people in any of our organization knew that this was going on.  That’s one of the factors that did add to the pressure and tension.  You had to carry more of the load yourself. You had to do more in terms of saying, “What are the questions I ought to ask down there?” You had to think of them more yourself.

Others recalled meetings where academicians or governmental experts were consulted, but such meetings were rare and usually took place at the lower echelons of the department's structure. It was the consensus of the group that a crisis sensitive enough to require daily presidential attention required protection of national security interests from leaks. Contributing to the insulation of the group was their disdain for outside "experts," as the following examples illustrate:

The damn thing was so thorny that it was one of those areas where you had fewer people wanting to get involved in it than is normally the case.

We tried to keep these groups relatively small, and tile number of' people involved was usually less than a dozen. 0n a few occasions. rarely more than four or five, so that there was always a lot of give and take. That meant the give and take came from the same group of' people over and over again. I would suggest that led to an almost incestuous form of deliberation.

The interviewees, as a whole, had little regard for the advice or opinions of “outsiders."

Over the last 10 or 15 years or so, there has gotten to be a lot more self-promotion and self-promotion of an unblushing nature in these outside people that are always volunteering to come in and tell you what the Iranian psyche is really like.

People are more interested in gathering information than in providing any. So what you've done is make somebody a goddamned dinner party superstar....That's all right as long as they're content to run around and say, "Yes, I'm very deeply involved but I can't talk about it." That would be great. On this, one, they're not deeply involved; they just claim to be. And two they don't know anything much to talk about. but that doesn't stop them, so they're just blabbering, all over everywhere, and you end up with stories in the newspapers and God knows what all else.

Several Interviewees gave examples of outside consultants with good ideas, but ideas the decision-making group already had thought about. Said one:

I had a guy...who is a very highly paid consultant on negotiations. He writes about the subject and gives seminars and makes his living that way. He wanted to get involved in this so bad, because he knew all about negotiations, and he was going to tell us how to do it. I met with this guy two or three times. I talked to him on the phone at great length. His ideas were quite good, but in every single case, the ideas that he gave us had already been tried or we were already in the process, or I couldn't tell him what was really going on, to say that wasn't a good idea at the moment. After the crisis was over, he did two things: in his promotional material, claimed that he was a consultant on the hostage negotiations, and, that the reason they failed was that Carter didn't follow his advice.

Lack of tradition of impartial leadership. Janis argues that concurrence-seeking and groupthink are likely to occur when "the leader does not feel constrained by any organizational tradition to avoid pushing for his own preferred policies, and instead, to encourage open, unbiased inquiry into the available alternatives" (1982b, p. 249). Following his presidency political commentators have critiqued Carter's leadership style, generally characterized as less than traditional. He came into office without having been a part of the Washington establishment. He has been described as a man with a capacity for intense concentration on detail, but curiously flighty, moving from subject to subject or, on a particular issue, from one position one day to an opposite one the next day (Neustadt & May, 1986). David Broder commented that Carter acted less like captain of the ship of state and more like a "frantic...white-water canoeist" (Broder, 1977).

Members of the Iranian decision-making group were asked: "How would you characterize Carter's leadership within the group, particularly during the discussions leading to the decisions? Was he impartial, not often showing preferences? Or did you pretty well know where he stood ahead of tune on most issues for which you were called upon to make decisions?"

The group in general agreed that President Carte was the one clearly "in charge," the principal decision maker. They characterized him as an effective leader who sought a variety of options and alternatives and who demanded well-thought-out recommendations. Several mentioned Carter's tendency to explore an issue in too much detail, hesitating to make a decision until all aspects had been considered. On the other hand, several felt that once Carter made a decision, he was not inclined to change it and was not receptive to attempts to do so. The group was apparently aware of the president's preferences, but did not believe that such knowledge produced a decision-making process in which they gave the president what he wanted or told him what he wanted to hear.

Certainly that's why I stress the first 36 hours, because Carter basically laid out‑it was never codified‑there were a whole set of guidelines that emerged out of that first 36 hours: "We won't do a rescue mission right away, but it will be developed, so that if we need it later, we can do it. We will not take military action against Iran at this stage. We will use all of the diplomatic means at our disposal and only if those are exhausted will we turn to more force." All of these things were set out, in effect. as guidelines at the beginning.

He was clearly the leader; he was the decision-maker. There's no doubt about it. He wanted to stay very much on top of the issue, he wanted to be informed. He was meticulous in his reading of the material he was given. There was no major decision taken by anybody but by him.

If you mean, were people then not going to raise other kinds of possibilities or options because they knew the President had decided one way, there's no question that that limited it. People knew where he stood at the start, and that certainly limited the nature of the debate. But as I say, there were people continuing to say that we ought to be prepared to use more force in certain areas and so forth, but they knew when they said that, that they were going to have to persuade a number of people at the meeting and also they were going to have to persuade the President, if' not to change his mind, at least to slightly change the ticket. So in that sense, Carter set the parameters of the debate. It wasn't intimidation or fear or shyness on anybody's part; it was that policy had been set.

When he ran the meeting, he normally came in with a particular question or a particular problem or a specific area. He would often express sort of' a general view and then ask for other views around. But he didn't just sort of leave everybody guessing. I mean, he was not that kind of an executive to lay back and say, "What do all you guys think about it?" and then listen and listen and listen, and then not express himself, and then later make up his mind on the basis of things that nobody knew. No, that was not his style at all. He did it very much out front. He let his views be known, but not in a domineering way. He let them know, "This is the way I read it at present, but I'm certainly willing to listen to other points of view," and people knew that he was going to listen to other points of view. They were being invited to express a different point of view. But that was his style, really, of leadership.

At least three members of the group described a special relationship with the president and his influence on them; they felt that they knew what the president was thinking before he even expressed his thoughts. It is interesting that the individuals who independently held this image of their relationship with the president were at odds with each other during the decision-making process.

When you work so closely with someone‑and I would see him probably more often than anybody else in the White House(you sort of have a sixth sense. I often knew what he was going to say before he said it. I just felt it.

I used to talk to him so much; I talked to him every day, a number of times on the phone, or go over and see him, and that kind of thing. So I pretty much knew what he was thinking at any given point.

Others were confident that the president was looking for advice, not “yes men.”

You knew what. he wanted when he knew what he wanted. There were times when he didn't know either, and that's when he needed help and said that he wanted help. One of his strongest qualities is his ability to absorb facts and arguments and be discreet. He was really very good to work with in that sense. He doesn't override you and say, "I don't want to hear that. I don't care about that." He'll hear you out and will give you the reasons why he comes out that way, and he's quite decisive.

Lack of norms requiring methodical procedures. Interviewees were asked if there was a standard procedure to the decision-making process. For example, were there methodical procedures followed, such as constructing a balance sheet of pros and cons for each available option, or some format for the participation of those present at the discussion?

The decision-making process ranged from formal SCC meetings, to informal Vance, Brzezinski, and Brown lunches, to one-on-one conversations with the president, to surreptitious rescue mission planning meetings. But most frequently it involved attending SCC meetings chaired by Brzezinski. Procedures included Brzezinski's assistant drafting a summary of the deliberations. Discussion usually started with comments from Brzezinski followed by comments from Secretary of State Vance and Secretary of Defense Brown. After these men had spoken everyone else was free to comment. A synopsis of the meeting (often prefaced with Brzezinski's own summary of the meeting) was sent to the president for his review and comments, then Brzezinski reported the president's comments, questions, or instructions to the group at the next day's meeting.

These procedures represent the most dominant procedural pattern and evoked strong expressions of both praise and concern from interview respondents. Several respondents had reservations about the fact that, as chairman of the SCC meetings, Brzezinski could set the agenda, summarize the meetings as he saw fit, deliver whichever options he felt were warranted to the president, and, in general, control the decision-making process.

From one perspective it can be argued that Brzezinski, via his role as chairman of the SCC, actually took the place of Carter as the dominant influence on the group. Is it possible that Brzezinski assumed through these structured procedures the role of mindguard, protecting the president from any adverse information, outside pressures, deviant opinions? Consider the evidence taken from these first-person accounts:

Zbig was probably more personally dominant just because of his function as chairman and because of his personality, to…. The atmospherics of the meeting didn't particularly have an impact on the President because he wasn't aware of them; he wasn't there.

It was Brzezinski's job to be the chairman and set the agenda and to steer the discussion toward decisions, so it was his bureaucratic responsibility to keep the thing moving and to make sure that we gave clear options to the President. 

That was a common practice at the end [of the meetings] for Brzezinski to say, "Now, just so we will all understand, it's been decided that so and so, and so and so, and you have the responsibility for this, and you have the responsibility for that, and the President wants such and such back by tomorrow," and run the list to make sure that nothing falls through the cracks. Some of those were typed up and people would get written follow-ups, too…. There needs to be a mutually agreed upon record of what was discussed and what was decided.

Sometimes to relieve the pressure on him, Zbig would say, "I'm going to recommend the following recommendation. I'm going to say that we basically agree with it. If anybody doesn't like it, let him send a separate memo, which, of course, I'll convey, saying, no, no, you're dissenting. Then, you have the onus for putting the President under pressure to still make one more decision." That frequently helped to get consensus going. Because otherwise, when you've got five or six people sitting around the table, the chances are everybody will have a very different opinion.

Brzezinski in his memoirs recalls the procedures as follows:

Carter(at the very first Cabinet meeting gave me Cabinet status—unlike my predecessors and my successor…. Thus, at SCC sessions, I would announce my interpretation of our consensus, leaving it up to any individual to appeal to the President if he so wished. This put the burden of bothering the President on the dissenter…. These weekly presidential breakfasts quickly became important executive sessions. The President wanted to keep them informal and resisted my suggestion that I develop an agenda for each of them, but after a while, I started doing so indirectly, simply by suggesting to the President at the Friday-morning briefing what topics he might wish to bring up. (Brzezinski, 1983, pp. 60, 66, 68)

Some group members perceived Brzezinski's actions as attempts to build consensus within the group:

What Zbig would do is, he would develop the agenda, then we would discuss the issues one by one, and then have the options, and then he’d go around the table and ask everyone to state which option they'd prefer and why. If there was disagreement, he would try, if possible to reduce disagreement, especially when he knew the President was overloaded.

Not everyone felt the procedures were effective. Vance, in his memoirs, says he made a “serious mistake" by not "going to the mat" to insist that Brzezinski's draft memoranda be sent to the principals before they went to the president, whatever the risk:

The summaries quite often did not reflect adequately the complexity of the discussion or the full range of participants' views…. I found discrepancies, occasionally serious ones, from my own recollections of what had been said, agreed, or recommended. This meant that I had to go back to the President to clarify my views and to get the matter straightened out. (Vance, 1983, p. 37)

This insight raises serious questions not only about the manner in which Brzezinski had structured the procedures but also about the effectiveness of those procedures. When the president was faced with sharp policy differences, Vance says, "the system functioned less well," that is, critical thinking was effectively stifled. From a respondent who disliked the Brzezinski-dominated process:

I don't think that that's the way to do it; I think you ought to give any decision-maker alternatives rather than a conclusion…. [if not,] the note-taker ends up being able to warp it…. We never saw the minutes(until after he'd acted on them. I think that was a mistake basically that we had, and I took it up to the President several times, saying, "Look, this is a lousy way to do business, because we can always come back afterwards, but by that time, a decision is made, and it's hard to reverse." He said, "I'm worried about leaks." I said, "But you've got to take the risk of leaks, because it is just not a sensible way to make decisions." But the President felt very strongly. This happened very early on in the administration. I never could get him to change his mind on it….It was frustrating…. That's not the best way to make very serious decisions that affect the well-being of the country.

From these personal interviews and first-person accounts, the dynamics of the process appear: consensus building, "mindguarding," and agenda-setting that made it difficult for group members to express dissent or differences of opinion, to question the Initial consensus, to suggest alternatives, or to raise critical issues without circumventing the group and going directly to the president or assuming the role of a rambler," muddying the waters and prolonging the inevitable decision.


Homogeneity of members' social background and ideology. The concurrence-seeking tendency can be enhanced by a fourth structural fault, the presence of homogeneity of social background and ideology. Presumably a president's advisers are selected to represent an ideology compatible, if not consistent., with the president's. Such is the case here. One interviewee described the group as a team and explained that each individual who was to join the group had been discussed with the president and with the other members who had already been chosen. The result was a group whose members shared much in common and in which "everybody in the group respected everybody else in the group." Social backgrounds were quite similar, each was financially secure, well educated, and with excellent professional credentials. There were a few distinctive differences in background, but the similarities were more important than the dissimilarities.

Provocative Situational Context

Janis, in his discussion of antecedent conditions to concurrence-seeking, described two factors constituting a provocative situational context. One is the presence of high stress from external forces coupled with limited hope of arriving at a better solution than the dominant one proposed by the leader. The second involves the temporary low self-esteem of group members resulting from recent failures, the difficulty of decision making, the moral dilemmas posed by the decision-making interaction, and/or a combination of these sources.

High stress from external sources. A great deal of social-psychological research argues that group cohesiveness and concurrence-seeking tendencies are enhanced by external stress. Members of the Carter hostage decision-making group identified external pressures from two related sources. They spoke first of effects on their decision making of the American people's emotional involvement in the hostage crisis. At first they felt the presence of the public's support. One member noted that, "If we had asked for a declaration of war within the first 30 days, we would have gotten it unanimously." Another perceived: 

People were absolutely disgusted about the fact that we had turned the other check over and over again. We had tried to be accommodating, we had tried to be patient, we had tried all sorts of things, and had just been humiliated time after time, and people were fed up with it and they were sick of it. There was a very strong sense that something had to be done.

Another felt that the pressure from public opinion certainly affected the decision-making process:

We constantly. had to worry about whether the American people were trying to get so up in arms and demand some action so quickly that we'd have a problem. This is a democracy and it does respond to the people. A President can hold the people off to a certain. extent; he knows reasons that you shouldn't get so excited and involved. It's not always easy. We constantly were concerned. Do we encourage these street demonstrations? There were limits to what you could do. I remember one. I had to make a very tough decision about were they going to permit one in Lafayette Park. I can't remember how it came out, even. But, yes, there was a high concern, because you both wanted to be able to take advantage of what public opinion could do for you, but you also didn't want to let it get out of control if you could help it, to the point where it drove you into doing things that maybe you weren't anxious to do.

A second dimension of external pressure came from the news media. Some saw public opinion pressures and media activities inextricably enmeshed. One member, speaking of political effects, explained,

It was clear that the American people were getting more and more unhappy with themselves and with their government on the basis that every night on the news this would be the leading item. I'm now not suggesting that this was invented by the media; it's a very complicated interaction.

Others commented:

Television probably heightened the sense of frustration and anger(every night, you remember, all those programs would start, "This is the 123rd day." That took away—it really did take away one of the options we would have liked to pursue, which was to let the damn thing die down and let quiet negotiations work it out. We were in a confrontation mood on both sides, stimulated by television on both sides. If we had had only print, the thing would have disappeared very quickly. Remember—you probably don't remember—in 1949, a U.S. consul and three others were seized by the Chinese communists, and they were field for two years, tried for espionage, and in the beginning, there were senators demanding that we declare war, and this, that and the other. But ultimately, because there were no pictures, it all died down. I think it took two years to arrange their release. But we never had that kind of' option.

The media was off on one tangent or another virtually every day and sometimes twice a day. There wasn't a whole lot you could do about it. I don't think it in any significant way affected the process. Powell might say, "Let's announce this today," or "Let's don't announce it today," or "We need some more information," or 'If we're going to do that, we ought to have so-and-so available to answer questions. We need to tell them more than this." That sort of thing. But the primary pressure from the media was just wanting a story every day.

One respondent on first comment denied a major effect from the media but then began to talk of effects:

I don't think they had a big effect on the actual decisions. There were times, I believe, when we discussed, just like when we were working on what is public opinion going to do here, if we move in this direction or if we encourage demonstrations or whatever it may be—the same way with the media. You sometimes obviously ask yourself, "If we make that decision, do we wait until it leaks to the media? Do we tell it to the media? Do we tell it to the media before 4 o'clock so we get on the 7 o'clock news?" I mean, there are all those specific decisions to make about it. I mean, that was part of how did you approach the media. If you really decided you were going to do something, you had to decide, "Win the media mispotray this to the public?" And therefore you take certain precautions, call a press conference or whatever, to try to put the word out in the best, most accurate light. I suppose to some extent you could even say that in that regard you sometimes were trying to use the media to your advantage, to the country's advantage. I don't think the media itself, by what It said and did, influenced our decisions particularly. I don't think we said, "Well, gee, Joe Kraft this morning said so and so. We've got to react." The tenor of the country—and you can't divorce that from the media—did. So I'm treading a fine line here. I don't think we reacted to specific media events, but the tone of the country certainly has to affect anybody and should in our country; that's what our whole system is all about.

Another group member illustrated the pressures placed on the group by the media:

I think, first, it kept an awful lot of pressure on every day…. We had a sailor in a bar down at Norfolk with a stringer down there present, said, "Those helicopters are not on those aircraft carriers for mine sweeping; they're there for rescue." It got a little bit of flurry and publicity down in that area. When we were running some helicopter exercises out west, there were some reports in the local newspaper about, "These night helicopter operations must have something to do with the rescue mission." We thought we had blown it three or four times. We knew that if we had blown it, that they could move the hostages like that, or they could shoot them. It would destroy all chances. So we didn't have a disinformation program that provided inaccurate information, but because of the great difficulty, the mileage and the analysts analyzing it, most people concluded that it wasn't possible to run a rescue mission, and that tended, then, to get people in the mood that a rescue mission wasn't possible, therefore one wasn't going to be done…. There were members—I think they were stringers—but there were members of the press watching the Delta team at Fort Bragg, where they were going, what they were doing, and knew that if there was going to be a mission, that the Delta team would probably be involved. So we never lied to anybody, to my knowledge, or gave any misinformation, but we sure had to be careful in what we did. So it did make it much more difficult with the tremendous visibility on the subject and made us much more cautious in our preparation.


Temporary low self-esteem. Janis suggests that stress, either external or internal, can produce a temporary lowering of self-esteem from recent failures, excessive difficulty in decision making, or a moral dilemma posed by the necessity of making a decision that under normal conditions violates ethical standards of conduct. Evidence suggests that the SCC did suffer a temporary loss of self-esteem resulting from the first two sources cited above. The group was faced with excessive difficulties in their decision-making task. As one member explained,

I think most people recognize that everything was such a close call and there were no good or immediately apparent options. You were constantly operating in a situation which you're keenly aware of your best judgment at the time, which may or may not be good enough; you just don't know enough.


Another added: "The impression that I had, really, was that people were rather discouraged about how little we were able to do, even during the whole period. Nobody really had confidence that what we were doing was going to produce a satisfactory solution." The group appeared vulnerable with relatively low confidence that their attempts to resolve the crisis would work.


Several spoke of a deep sense of frustration in not knowing what to do, or what would bring the hostages home, a feeling heightened by earlier failures to reach a diplomatic resolution of' the conflict. The longer the crisis went unresolved, the greater the stress.

Concurrence-Seeking (Groupthink) Tendency


Janis suggests that a cohesive group of decision makers with structural faults within the organization, combined with it provocative situational context with stress from external and internal sources, often produces concurrence-seeking. He (1982b, p. 255) argues: "The central explanatory concept I have in mind involves viewing concurrence-seeking as a form for striving for mutual support based on a powerful motivation in all group members to cope with the external or internal stresses of decision-making." Very few people maintain an unassailable sense of self-assurance when they are forced to put it on the line. As group members, however, they can maintain emotional equanimity in the face of threats of failure, social disapproval, and self-disapproval. But, once one becomes dependent on the group for mutual support, the group is able to direct familiar forms of social pressure against a member who questions the wisdom of the group. Dissenters become domesticated, and doubters' tamed presentations of differing viewpoints give the group a false sense of open-minded tolerance of dissent. This dependency on the group for a buoyed sense of confidence and self-esteem encourages the individual to exercise self-censorship over his or her apprehensions.

This concurrence-seeking tendency among the group was apparent. By the time the decision on the ill-fated rescue attempt was made, there was virtual unanimity within the SCC; Secretary of State Vance was the lone dissenter. In fact, he was conspicuously absent when the decision was made, sparing the group the discomfort of hearing his objections one more time. The concurrence of the majority was solidified.

SYMPTOMS OF GROUPTHINK

If antecedent conditions lead to the existence of a concurrence-seeking tendency that Janis predicts, symptoms of groupthink may occur. His eight symptoms can be categorized into three types: overestimation of the group, closed-mindedness, and pressures toward uniformity. These conditions in turn can lead to defective decision making. Not all of the eight symptoms need be present to conclude that groupthink occurred: "Even when some symptoms are absent," Janis (1982b, p. 175) argues, "the others may be so pronounced that we can predict all the unfortunate consequences of groupthink."

Overestimation of the Group: Illusion of Invulnerability

A shared illusion of invulnerability among group members creates excessive optimism and encourages taking extreme risks (Janis, 1982b, p. 174). Members of the SCC were asked if they had a great deal of confidence in their decisions and if they thought they were vulnerable. At first blush, the group seemed to have no illusions about the vulnerability of the U.S. position, particularly relevant to the hostage rescue mission.

There were lots of little decisions on how to negotiate and whether to have sanctions and all the rest, what to do about the United Nations, but the one big decision on running the rescue mission, I think we all recognized there was a high risk and that lots of things had to go right, and that there were a whole bunch of critical points, and if any of them failed, we could be in deep trouble(we knew there was considerable risk, no question about it.

We weren't under many illusions of, "My god, this will fix them, and they can't resist this particular pressure." You apply pressures without knowing which one is going to do the trick or when. It's more than luck; it's cumulative. It's like a war. You want to apply overwhelming force, not just enough force to get the jump.

The group was thus wining to take risks, perhaps not because members felt invulnerable but because they misperceived or underestimated their vulnerability in regard to the mission to free the hostages through a rescue attempt.

Overestimation of the Group: Belief in Inherent Morality

For Janis, viewing their motives and actions as inherently moral can incline a group to give little heed to the ethical consequences of their decision. In the SCC's case there appears a group consensus concerning the moral acceptability of the decision to rescue the hostages. Such a high moral tone may, in fact, lead to unethical actions; but, more relevant to this group, it may have contributed also to a failure to criticize or circumvent a plan whose ultimate end was presumably morally justified. One member of the group expressed it this way:

We certainly felt we were right in the sense that the Iranians were doing something heinous. I don't think we felt we were God’s anointed and therefore whatever we decided was going to be better than what the Iranians decided. I thought we had justice on our side in the sense that all international practice was against what the Iranians were doing. So, yes, I think there was a sense of righteousness, if you want to call it that, on our side. I don't think that gave us any confidence that we could just do whatever we wanted.

After the fact, in their interviews, the group did not do a lot of moralistic breast-beating or comment excessively on the morality of their cause and actions, and yet they left the impression that they did not need to reflect on it much, because the morality of their actions was never in question. Brzezinski, in his memoirs, lends support for such an interpretation when he writes that a rescue mission was a matter of honor as well as "a moral and political obligation to the prisoners" ( 1982, p. 28).

Closed-Mindedness: Collective Rationalizations

There are two symptoms associated with the closed-mindedness of' a group, collective rationalizations and stereotyping of out-groups. The first consists of "collective efforts to rationalize in order to discount warnings or other information that might lead the members to reconsider their assumptions before they commit themselves to their past policy decisions" (Janis, 1982b, p. 174). Such rationalizations make it easier for the group not to question for fear of threatening the established consensus supporting the decision. Rationalizations buttress commitments to risky actions. Collective rationalizations for the hostage crisis included limited options, constraints imposed by secrecy requirement, and the uniqueness of this particular crisis. As the hostage scenario continued to play itself out, a collective rationalization surfaced that the only option left to the decision makers was to attempt a rescue of the hostages:

As it was, Carter waited six months and tried every conceivable route for diplomacy, for negotiation, for private emissaries. Every possible thing that could have been tried had been tried. In the end, what you got was a slap in the face from the Ayatollah.

The rescue mission came because the negotiations weren't getting anywhere, and by that time we concluded they weren't getting anywhere because the Iranian president, Bani‑Sadr, and the foreign minister, had no power…. We couldn't get anywhere by diplomacy, we couldn't afford, for both national reasons and political reasons, to let It drag on, and therefore we had to do something.

There just weren't a whole hell of a lot of options.

Many references reflect participants' concerns for secrecy: President Carter did not even write anything about the meetings in his personal diary. Brzezinski (1982, p. 29) acknowledged that he was "haunted" for fear that the plan would be exposed. Group members perceived that much of what was done had to be done in order to maintain secrecy and avoid leaks.. For example:

The other part of it was that one of the difficulties in the rescue mission was that we thought it had leaked a half a dozen times…. That resulted in our being much more cautious than we would have been otherwise. We did less rehearsal. So we were extremely security-conscious of any leaks, and it's one of the reasons we didn't use more helicopters. In retrospect, we'd have been better off taking a little more risks on leaks and done a little more in the way of dress rehearsals, but at the time, unless you were there, you can't really gauge the pressure, not so much of the mission, but of keeping it secret.

Finally, there was the perception that this was not your everyday garden variety crisis:

So in some respects, I would argue that this is not your typical crisis, and that to try to generalize on the basis of this experience about other crises, certainly there are some generalizations always true about small groups. But, I can't think of another crisis that went on for 444 days, where there was a Cabinet-level meeting almost every day of the week. I don't think there has ever been a crisis like that. There has never been that kind of a situation before.

Closed‑Mindedness: Stereotypes of Out-Groups

A second symptom of closed-mindedness conjures up "stereo-typed views of enemy leaders as too evil to warrant genuine attempts to negotiate, or as too weak or stupid to counter whatever risky attempts are made to defeat their purposes" (Janis, 1982b, p. 174). Interviewees were asked to describe what the group thought about the leadership in Iran, and whether the group's perceptions coincided with their personal image of the leadership. Several images were discussed, some of which could be identified as emotion-laden stereotypes:

Not very positive, I must say. I still have a hard time not reacting viscerally to Iran. In fact, when I was driving to—or riding in a cab into work, we came to Massachusetts Avenue, and there was this long crowd with a picture of Khomeini in the front demonstrating about something or other. There was a long crowd demonstrating against Khomeini. I must say, I reacted viscerally. My reaction was, "You goddamned people." My reaction to the anti-Khomeini demonstrators was that probably if you checked, 85 percent of them were the same ones who had been out demonstrating to overthrow the Shah; now they've got that and they’ve got Khomeini and they don't like him either.

Chaos and a leadership out of control characterized some members' perceptions:

The other thing that was pretty obvious was the tremendous amount of chaos and confusion and factionalism within what passed for a government in Iran at the time…. I mean, you had, yes, the ragheads and the neckties, the clergy and the Western, but within those groups there were factions forming and reforming(to a much greater extent than we could ever know.

We were kind of uncertain. We knew that Khomeini was the power, but did he really control things? Did the guy who was sort of the prime minister at the time, did he have any influence? Who controlled the students? There were differing views as to how much coherence there was to the leadership and as to what the military might end up doing.

Some saw no evil or disorganization, just a different culture based on extreme religious commitment:

Even today I don't think evil. I think they have an entirely different ethical outlook than we, but I don't think they're that different in many ways from various people in our own way of life with very strong ideological or religious convictions.

But I, in a sense, admire Khomeini in that he lives his convictions. So many of us are, in effect, really hypocritical; we have a religious or an ethical or some other kind of belief that we say governs our lives, but we often don't let it govern our lives when it's inconvenient. He's willing to accept whatever inconveniences are involved, as long as it follows his principles. That's a basically admirable thing. His principles are frequently repugnant to us because of our cultural background. It took me a while to try to sort that out. I don't know whether I understood it well enough(in those days or not; that's hard for me to judge.

Pressures Toward Uniformity: Self-Censorship

Janis identified a third category of symptoms of groupthink as pressures toward uniformity. Specific to this category is the "self-censorship of deviations from the apparent group consensus, reflecting each member's inclination to minimize to himself the importance of his doubts and counterarguments" (Janis, 1982b, p. 175). This is a difficult symptom to detect because people are unlikely to admit readily that they succumbed to pressures. Members of the SCC were asked if they had doubts during the decision-making process, particularly regarding the decision to go into Iran to effect a helicopter rescue of the hostages. They were also asked if they ever felt the need to suppress any doubts they might have had regarding that decision or any other major decision. Most believed there were few doubts, save those of Cy Vance. They argued that there were ample opportunities for Vance and any others to express their doubts. One noted that, without an environment that fostered expression of views, "then all options may not be tried, and you run into serious problems." As to whether there were doubts:

We had doubts and periods that said, "We're not ready. We need to train some more. The timing isn't right." I guess "doubt" is the wrong word; “risk" is a better word. Yes, we knew there were risks.

I don't think there were any doubts other than obviously Vance's reservations, which he expressed privately to the President, and he expressed in one of our Cabinet Room meetings.

Well, sure. As you know, Cy Vance objected strongly to it and eventually resigned because of that decision. Were there doubts? Sure, I mean, in the sense that there's no ultimate guarantee.

About suppression of these doubts:

I suppose you could get such a group feeling that nobody would want to be at all critical or argue or that sort of thing, in which the group feeling became more important than the product. I think that is much less of a problem when you have people that essentially come from different places in the structure. I mean, if you had had five or six people sitting down who worked right there together in the White House every day without any other connection to making those decisions, then I think you would have had a danger of that. But that was certainly not a problem among these people, who weren't at all inhibited about disagreeing or questioning. I do think people, for the most part, were not obnoxious about it.

I think people went out of their way to be sure they raised the questions they had, even at the danger of overdoing it, anything about the operation, any question they had about it.

I detected no reluctance on anybody—these were Cabinet members, these are big guys. If they had a strong view, they said it…. I'm not aware of anybody who was at all intimidated by the process or felt that they somehow couldn't express their views. These are people with a lifetime in dealing with contentious situations.

I never heard anybody afterwards(say, "Well, I thought we shouldn't go, but I didn't want to be the pessimist" or "I didn't want to throw cold water on it." Cy Vance had reservations, not that the mission would be unsuccessful, but that under any circumstances there would be other problems, like there were a lot of newsmen in Tehran that they could immediately load up the compound with another set of hostages. But he expressed that to the President before the mission, right after the decision was made, so in the aftermath, I don't recall anybody saying that that was in the inner circle or knew what was going on.

Does this mean they did not suppress their doubts? One respondent replied:

I think it meant that the differences tended to be kept within the bounds of' propriety and so forth, and it wasn't a negotiating session where you have labor and management sitting across the table shouting at one another. There were times the discussion did get heated. It also meant, at the same time, that you could be a little more blunt and less concerned about the niceties, because you were dealing with people that you knew, and there was less chance that they would take offense at an awkward choice of words and so forth.

Although no one specifically admitted to self-censorship, public statements since the hostage rescue mission indirectly indicate that several principals might have engaged in self-censorship. After the decision had been made to undertake the rescue mission at a meeting at which Vance was conspicuously absent, Vance was given a chance to present his objections. When he spoke at an April 15 meeting, no one supported Vance: His objections were met by "a deafening silence." Vance said later that, after the meeting, a number of group members told him that he had indeed raised some serious objections, but no one spoke up or mentioned them at the time (Wicker, 1980, p. E23)—an example of "self-censorship"?

The symptom of self-censorship may explain one of the most puzzling aspects of the decision-making process—namely, why did CIA Director Stansfield Turner keep to himself the findings of a CIA report that there were serious problems with the rescue plan? In a secret two-page memorandum prepared for Turner on March 16, 1980, a review team predicted that the planned mission would probably result in the loss of 60% of the embassy hostages during the rescue mission. Furthermore, the report noted that there had been no analogous large-scale rescue missions undertaken in any urban area during the previous 15 years and concluded that it was as likely to be a complete failure as a complete success (Salinger, 1981, p. 238). Whether or not this estimate of the intelligence service was correct is immaterial. What is important is that there is no record that this report was discussed at any of the meetings that Turner and the key decision makers attended. In fact, at exactly the same time that the CIA report was given to Turner, Brzezinski notes:

A very comprehensive review of the rescue plan undertaken by Brown, Jones, and me in mid-March led me to the conclusion that the rescue mission had a reasonably good chance of success though there probably would be some casualties. There was no certain way of estimating how large they might be. (Brzezinski, 1983, pp. 489‑490)

Equally crucial is that, of the group members interviewed, only one made mention of a report estimating an unknown percentage of loss of hostage lives. However, the source was identified as a newspaper account speculating about CIA estimates:

There was speculation in the newspapers that the CIA said that it had an X percent probability of failing. To my knowledge, there was nothing on that, and they didn't say that to the group, and we, [the group] didn't say how many people would get killed. There's no way you can quantify that it's got an X percent probability of success or that so many people would be killed. We said we were trying to minimize any casualties, obviously first on our own side, but even on the Iranian side, we would do whatever we could to minimize the casualties, not only from the human aspect, but from the retribution standpoint.

Several officials said they had earlier dealt with their own doubts to the point that they were more inclined to recommend that the rescue mission proceed than that it be postponed or canceled. They denied they felt a need to suppress their views. Instead, they claimed that their reservations were not as strong or as pronounced as were Vance's and hence in no need of articulation.

An interesting footnote to the absent CIA report is reference by scholars to the decision-making faults involving the Bay of Pigs "fiasco." CIA data was described as flawed and not given to the administration. One scholar argued that, with the more advanced technology we now have, the chances of missing salient information are lessened (Graber, 1982). Technology apparently means little if self-censorship is present.

Pressures Toward Uniformity: Illusion of Unanimity

Janis argues that the illusion of unanimity results from self-censorship of deviations and from the incorrect assumption that silence means consent. With the exception of Vance's vocal dissent, the group members' comments suggest they believed there was an illusion of unanimity. As one said:

During the latter stages there wasn't all that much difference of opinion. Either then or, so far as I can tell in retrospect, nobody, except Vance and his colleagues in State, have since said that they were against a rescue attempt. At least, nobody else has said it publicly.

As Hamilton Jordan recalls, at the April 11, 1980, meeting when the decision to proceed with the rescue mission was made (the meeting that was called during Vance's absence):

We went around the room to hear everyone's opinion. Mondale said he was inclined to attempt the rescue. ZbIg made a forceful statement in favor of the mission and spoke glowingly about the members of the Delta team and their impressive training and backgrounds. Stan Turner was positive, but cautioned….Jody and I briefly echoed Harold's sentiment that it was our best option. Chris said he hadn't discussed the mission with Cy and didn't feel he could accurately represent his feelings. The overwhelming logic of Harold's point carried the day: the other military options and sanctions wouldn't bring the hostages home, but the highly specialized Delta team probably could. (Jordan, 1982, p. 25)

Everyone gave lip service to Vance's objections to the mission, but in their hearts and minds they believed this was a unanimous decision.

Pressures Toward Uniformity: Direct Pressure on Dissenters


Familiar forms of social pressure can be directed against any group member who questions the group's stereotypes, illusions, or commitments. If subtle pressures fail to tame the dissenter, stronger more direct pressures are employed, ultimately leading to ostracism (Janis, 1982b). In the SCC's case there was a lone dissenter. Although the group stopped short of ostracizing Cyrus Vance, they forced him to express his views under not so subtle pressures.

In the face of an apparently failed negotiation process, Vance remained adamant that the administration should not pursue a military solution to the hostage crisis. The president and his colleagues were aware of his opposition. These facts made the meeting to approve the rescue mission held on April 11 a most remarkable one: It excluded the one top official who had consistently opposed any military action. After reading the various participants' memoirs and interviewing most of the principals present at that meeting, it is difficult to explain why Secretary of State Cyrus Vance was absent.

Carter writes that "Secretary Vance was on a brief and much needed vacation" (1982, p. 506); Brzezinski notes Vance was "on vacation" (1983, p. 492); and Jordan puts the secretary's whereabouts "in Florida on a long overdue vacation" (1982, p. 250). The consequence of Vance's absence was compounded by the fact that his deputy, Warren Christopher (attending in the secretary's place), was operating under the assumption that Vance had approved the plan, because he had not instructed Christopher to speak against it in his absence. In his memoirs Jordan recalls this dramatic scene:

General Jones spread a big map out over the table, and, using it pointer, showed the different stages of the mission. Harold Brown occasionally interrupted to elaborate.

"What do you think?" I whispered to Christopher, on my left.

"I'm not sure. Does Cy know about this?”

"The contingency rescue plan? Of course."

"No, no—does he realize how far along the President is in his think​ing about this?"


"I don't know," I replied. "I assume they've talked about it." (.Jordan,

1982,p.251)

President Carter is reported to have added support to the myth of Vance's approval when he told the meeting that, before leaving on vacation, Vance had told him that he preferred a rescue mission to other alternatives (Brzezinski, 1983, p. 493).

It remains a mystery why the decision was made while Vance was gone. Perhaps doing it that way would permit the group to maintain their illusion of unanimity, not having to listen once again to the lone voice of dissent, and ultimately forcing Vance to accept a fait accompli. In his memoirs, President Carter wrote of the need to make a decision soon because there were rumors of a possible Iraqi invasion of Iran. Such an invasion would endanger the lives of the hostages and lessen the success of a rescue effort. When asked, group members shed little light on the reason for the meeting in Vance's absence. One specifically dismissed the Carter explanation by stating. "The Iraqi invasion was not a big deal." Others commented about the absence of Vance at that pivotal meeting:

I have no idea why we did not delay the meeting until Vance got back. I really have no idea. My only guess is that some people didn’t want him present at the meeting. Everybody knew his view.

I honestly don't know. I never have gotten a satisfactory answer as to why they didn’t—or why he wasn't called…. Nobody called him. He was appalled.

During the first three years of' the Carter administration it would have been unthinkable to take a decision on any fundamental foreign policy issue in his absence.

I will give you my speculation. It's totally speculation. I think the political pressures were getting heavier and heavier, and political people were saying, "You've got to do something. No matter what it is, do it. You can't stand still." I cannot ever establish that, but it is the only thing that logically makes sense.

You'll have to ask President Carter what his attitude was, but at the time it seemed to me too bad that Cy wasn't there, but it didn't strike me as being a decision that couldn't be made with him not there.


Obviously Vance did not agree. When interviewed for his study he said that he did not know why the president did not delay the meeting until his return. He said he had never been given a reason and explained, "You will have to ask the President." On his return from vacation, Christopher informed him of the plan and it was reported he "was dismayed and mortified by it" (Brzezinski, 1983, pp. 493-494). Christopher made the decision not to telephone Vance on vacation with the news of the meeting because he was "under the impression that Vance, who was taking his first time off in months, had given his tacit, if reluctant approval to the plan" (McFadden, Treaster, & Carroll, 1981, p. 220). Surely, had Vance objected to the plan, Christopher thought, he would have stayed for the meeting or left instructions for his deputy (Salinger, 1981, p. 235). Vance met with the president on April 15, immediately after his return. One of the interviewees recalls the sequence of events that followed:

He came back, I think. Sunday night. Vance went over to see the President in early Monday morning before 7 o'clock, and talked to him and told him his views. The President said, "That's a persuasive case. Do you want to argue before the National Security Council?" Vance did. So that's why we had that meeting [April 15]…. Vance felt it was absolutely essential that the group hear it, because he didn't think they'd thought it through, because he saw no valid reason for doing what they were doing, and he saw a series of very, very strong reasons for not doing it. The doing of it, in his judgment, was jeopardizing the national interest; therefore, he could not understand how they came to the conclusion, except for political reasons, and that was not a good excuse, to him, for jeopardizing our national interest.

Hamilton Jordan describes what happened after Vance expressed those concerns to the reconvened group:

"Are there any reactions to Cy's comment?" the President asked. There was an awkward silence as Vance scanned the room, looking from Zbig, to Mondale, to Harold Brown, to Jody, and finally to me, his eyes begging for support. I fidgeted, feeling sorry for Cy, who sat there all alone. The President spoke, "I haven't made a final decision, but at this point, I am inclined to go ahead." After the President spoke, there was another painful silence. Cy lowered his eyes to his pad. The President looked around the room and finally asked. "Are there any other comments?" There were none, and Carter started to question Gen. Jones. Everyone joined in except Cy. (Jordan, 1982, p. 253)

After that meeting, Jordan thought about his feelings,

As I left the White House that night, I reflected on how disgusted I was with Cy. His unrelenting opposition to the mission was putting President Carter in an uncomfortable position. Earlier in the day, Zbig had said, “Cy is the ultimate example of a good man who has been traumatized by his Vietnam experience." He was right, I thought. Cy was going to feel like a damn fool when the helicopters landed on the South Lawn and our hostages climb out. (Jordan, 1982, pp. 246‑247)

At this point Vance no longer appeared to be a team member expressing dissent. He was characterized in terms that hardly support an image of a viable team member whose ideas and views were solicited. A colleague said, "Observing Vance during this period, I thought he appeared intensely unhappy, frustrated, and demoralized by a job that had lost its zest." Carter himself described Vance as "deeply troubled and heavily burdened." Vance was "alone in his opposition to the rescue mission among all my advisers, and he knew it." Vance's objections could be written off in terms of his wider dissatisfaction, tiredness, and beleaguered condition. After Vance submitted his resignation, Carter recalled, "We both knew he had made an irrevocable decision, the only decision possible" (Carter, 1982, p. 513). Why was this the only decision possible? Perhaps because the direct pressures described above left him with few viable choices.

Pressures Toward Uniformity: Self-Appointed Mindguards

One evening at a large birthday party for his wife, Robert Kennedy reportedly took aside James Schlesinger, one of President Kennedy's key advisers on the Cuban invasion deliberations. He asked Schlesinger why he was opposed to an invasion plan. After hearing him out, Kennedy said, "You may be right or you may be wrong, but the President has made his mind up. Don't push it any further. Now is the time for everyone to help him all they can." Janis says that Robert Kennedy, known for his intelligence and commitment to freedom of dissent, was in essence saying, "You may well be right about the dangerous risks, but I don't give a damn about that; all of us should help our leader right now by not sounding any discordant notes that would interfere with the harmonious support he should have." Just as a bodyguard would protect the president from physical assaults, Kennedy was functioning in a self-appointed role of mindguard protecting the president from views that might lessen his confidence in the wisdom of the policies to which they were committed or were about to commit (Janis, 1982b, pp. 40-41).

As noted earlier, the SCC meetings were held in Brzezinski's office, a clue that he was first among equals. I have previously described in detail. procedures that set the boundaries for group discussions. Brzezinski and several other group members believed him to be the self-appointed mindguard for the president and the group. One participant described the phenomenon this way:

On some occasions, toward the end of the four years, the third and fourth year, Brzezinski would sometimes say, "Look. I am going to say to the President our recommendation is Option B, even though there's disagreement. And if anybody doesn't like it, they can go to the President for a reclaim. But he's overwhelmed, he's busy. I sense that more of us favor B. It seems to me to be the better decision. I'm going to take the responsibility of recommending only that one. If anybody wants to reclaim separately, they can." If it was important enough, they would. If it wasn't all that important, they'd let it ride, and this reduced the load on the President somewhat, because(in the third and fourth year, we just couldn't keep going day after day to the President, saying, "Look. Here's three options, five different positions on it. You choose the one. This is why." Because then, he'd have to read the stuff, maybe talk to everybody concerned. It wouldn't help him.

SYMTONS OF DEFECTIVE DECISION MAKING

Janis's theory postulates that antecedent conditions, concurrence-seeking tendencies, and symptoms of groupthink can lead to defective decision making. He suggests seven symptoms of defective decision making and argues that any one of them can impair the effectiveness of the group. Of course, the greater the number of symptoms, the greater the probability of serious problems arising from the decisions of the group. It might even lead to a fiasco much like the Bay of Pigs invasion.

It is not necessary to belabor the point that there were symptoms of defective decision making in the hostage crisis group. It is clear that there is a monumental gap between what decision makers expected to occur and what actually happened. Several works, including some by governmental entities, provide detailed examinations of the consequences of the group's decision-making process, particularly the failure of the hostage rescue attempt (House of Representatives, Committee on Foreign Affairs, 1981; Joint Chiefs of Staff Special Operations Review Group, 1980; McFadden, Treaster, & Carroll, 1981; Ryan, 1985; Salinger, 1981; Smith, 1984, 1984-1985, 1985). What follows is a very brief discussion of some of the relevant symptoms as mentioned by the group members interviewed.

Incomplete Survey of Alternatives


Key decision makers talked about the several options available to them, ranging from military options to economic sanctions, but there is evidence that once means of peaceful negotiation failed the group turned attention to military options. Of all the military options available, the rescue mission appeared the one given most consideration. In fact, some argue that the die had already been cast for a rescue mission when, two days after the hostages were taken, Brzezinski, speaking for the president, telephoned Defense Secretary Harold Brown and 
him to have the Joint Chiefs of Staff develop a plan to rescue the prisoners. Some observers contend that President Carter took a major step toward his final decision on March 22, 1980, when he authorized an on-site inspection of Desert One by a reconnaissance plane (Ryan, 1985). Such a predisposition early in the decision-making process for the hostage rescue alternative suggests that there might not have been a complete survey of other alternatives.

Incomplete Survey of Objectives

A lack of clearly identifiable objectives can contribute to an incomplete survey of alternatives. It was evident enough that the major objective was to free the hostages, but there was disagreement on the corollary objectives. Did it make a difference when we brought them home? Not for Vance. He argued that the hostages would be released as soon as they were of no further propaganda use to the Iranians. He recalled the history lesson of the Pueblo incident. The officers and crew of the Pueblo were imprisoned for a year by North Korea and were set free because they had no further propaganda value. Vance felt the same thing would happen in Iran; the United States would not have to use military force that could endanger the lives of the hostages and jeopardize our interests in the Persian Gulf. Brzezinski felt we should use Military force to bring them home as soon as possible. There was a moral and political obligation to do so, and America's honor was at stake.

Matters worsened when President Carter adopted a "Rose Garden" strategy and promised not to campaign for reelection as long as the hostages were in Iran. That decision, along with the fiasco on the morning of the Wisconsin primary on April 1, when the president announced that the hostages were about to be released, created a new objective. Now there were pressures to consider the president's and the country's political objectives. In a sense the president was being held captive in the Rose Garden by his own strategy and by the Iranians' refusal to release the hostages. William Safire (1980) alludes to the ambiguity of the president's objectives. He argues that President Carter wanted the rescue to be a humanitarian rather than a combat mission, and stipulated a small force with limited backup. The result may have been an incomplete survey of objectives.

Failure to Examine Risks

Interviewees' acknowledgments of the great risks notwithstanding, there is considerable evidence to suggest that the group failed to adequately examine risks associated with its decision. For example, the Desert One site would have been rejected by more prudent planners because tell-tale signs would be left near a well-traveled road. Other failures to examine risks included the following: There was no questioning of the size of the helicopter contingent despite warnings that the helicopters chosen constituted the weakest element of the plan; no questioning concerning a lack of information about the actual whereabouts of the hostages; no questioning of plans that required traveling the streets of Tehran at night in a convoy of trucks and cars, or about how to get the hostages to staging areas where helicopters could evacuate them. Many risky and dubious factors of the scheme, including some that led to aborting the mission, were given short shrift by the decision-making process. Once the rescue mission became the decision of preferred choice, decision makers accepted optimistic assessments of the mission's success and failed to probe in detail the weaknesses of the plan.

Failure to Reappraise Initially Rejected Alternatives

It is usually difficult for groups to reexamine courses of action once they have been rejected. Such an appraisal can challenge the consensus established by the group as a result of the initial decision. Several of the hostage crisis decision-making group spoke of the failure to reappraise their decision and the difficulty in changing a decision once made: “Was I ever tempted to feel like, 'Oh, Jesus, maybe we ought to reconsider this thing?' No. Nor did I hear anybody else say that." There were related views:

It's very hard to turn around a decision once made. Absolutely. Once a decision has been made and the decision is known to others, for that to be reversed is very hard.

Everybody else, all of us said we were in favor of it. The President made his ostensible decision there. I'm sure he had really made up his mind before he came to the meeting, but he went through the formality, and I think it was more than that. It was a matter of making sure that we all really were on board. But there was very little talk against it other than from Vance. We were all pretty well persuaded by that time that it was the only practical thing to do.

Well, you know, you're not sitting there agonizing over these things; you do what you feel you have to do to make decisions. You go ahead. You're so goddamned busy day after day that you don’t have much time for sitting and reappraising or self-examination you just do it.

The failure to reappraise may explain why Vance met with "deafening silence" when he raised objections in the April 15 meeting. All the participants knew that President Carter had decided on the mission, all had agreed to go along with it; thus to accept any of Vance's objections would have meant not only reversing a previously accepted policy but also going against the wishes of the president.

Poor Information Search

Although the Iranian hostage crisis group did seek information, they described the effort as difficult and limited. The fact that they apparently never saw the March 16 CIA report—coupled with the argument that they were dealing with an unknown government in a chaotic country—was proffered as explanation for the lack of information.

Oral briefings substituted for an overall written plan for the mission because of an overriding concern for operational security, limiting the group's ability to assess and evaluate the information they were given. In the view of the Special Operations Review Group set up by the joint Chiefs of Staff to examine the failure of the mission, such a written plan would have "sharpened their understanding of details and led to more incisive questions" (1980, p. 36). Absent the CIA report, there was no independent review of the prospects for the success of the mission except by the Joint Chiefs of Staff. In fact, when the hostages were initially seized, the Joint Chiefs of Staff were asked to prepare a plan, but were told by Colonel Beckwith (the commander of the specialist group concerned) that the probability of success was “zero" (Martin, 1982). One participant explained:

They [the group] were particularly uncertain, because we did not know too much about some of the key elements and personalities. I have to say that I did not feel at the time that the political intelligence we were getting was very helpful. The director of the Central Intelligence Agency was a very able man, but not a man with political sensitivity for the region. So in a sense, he was repeating at our meetings what he was told by somebody else, which doesn't give you the sense of intimacy and feel. Secondly, our political intelligence was, I thought, rather inadequate.

Selective Bias in Processing Information at Hand

There is a tendency to filter and even to block out information that is nonsupportive of the group's decision or that might threaten group consensus. A selective bias among group members led to some of the problems associated with failure to examine risks and reappraise alternatives. The group was operating under the bias that there were few viable options. Ryan (1985) argues that Carter's biases led him to authorize a high-risk, covert mission and then impose excessive restrictions, much as John F. Kennedy did in the Bay of Pigs fiasco.

Failure to Work Out Contingency Plans

Contingency plans are frequently ignored because group members are reluctant or unwilling to entertain the notion that the plan of choice might not work. One respondent specifically called for more contingency planning as a part of future crisis decision making. Another viewed contingency planning as merely an academic exercise. No one suggested that contingency planning for the rescue mission was part of the Iranian hostage crisis.

I think the only thing, if you ask me how should we be better prepared today for another situation like this, there ought to be more contingency planning done.

I frankly don't very much believe in contingency planning. I think contingency planning is an academic concept. No crisis ever quite fits the contingency plan, and that immediately renders the plan irrelevant. Also, every crisis creates its own atmosphere, its own concerns, its own very special dynamics, and no responsible group of decision-makers would feel comfortable in pulling out some plan from the shelf called Contingency Plan B, for such and such an anticipated situation and look at it. What you do need to have are some highly developed systematic processes for dealing with a crisis.

THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS AND

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE STUDY OF POLITICAL

COMMUNICATION IN GROUPS

This analysis of political communication within small group decision making has relied primarily on primary sources, that is, interviews with people who actually lived the process. Detailed personal accounts of the hostage crisis decision-making process suggest that many, if not most, of the elements of Janis' theory were operative. Yet, because a group displays a majority of tile symptoms of groupthink does not mean that it is guilty of groupthink. Janis himself (1982b, p. 195) notes that “just because a policy turns out to have had a bad outcome does not enable us to conclude that the group responsible for working out the policy did a poor job." Group decision making is far too complex to be explained fully by a single theory.

Concurrence‑Seeking

One of the strengths of Janis' theory is that working methodically through the systematic and complex tenets of his perspective helps one build on the theory. As Hensley and Griffin noted:

When we began our analysis, we entertained the hope that we might find ways to make the theory more parsimonious by eliminating or combining various conditions or symptoms within the theory. After having worked through each element of' the theory, we find(each specific variable in the theory seems to us important and distinct; further, it appears to us that some additional symptoms of defective decision making need to be incorporated into the theory. (1986, pp. 528‑29)

Imposing the rich detail of Janis' framework on the hostage crisis case, I too engage in the theory building Hensley and Griffin describe. This study alerts political communication scholars to certain phenomena and permits us to place details in a meaningful context. It seems to me that the most important of the phenomena present is the concurrence-seeking tendency, a concept pivotal in Janis' theory: It stands between cohesiveness of the group and resulting elements such as group norms, group consensus, and unanimity. This study suggests that Janis, far from over estimating the significance of the concurrence-seeking tendency, may in fact have underestimated it.

If we are to understand group behavior more fully we need to reconsider the position of this concurrence-seeking tendency. I suggest that, in contending that antecedent conditions lead to concurrence-seeking, Janis has put the proverbial cart before the horse. As human beings involved in social and political transactions, we enter situations with a predisposition of concurrence-seeking. This is not a deterministic argument; I am saying quite the opposite. We approach group situations with a tendency of concurrence-seeking, not a tendency to concurrence-seeking. This tendency may undergo change as a person assigns and acts on meaning in his or her subjective world. Janis reverses this relationship (see Figure 8.1 above): Before the concurrence-seeking tendency becomes a significant element, decision makers must constitute a cohesive group, suffer structural faults in the organization, and endure provocative situational contexts. I argue that the tendency of concurrence-seeking precedes the cohesiveness of the group, contributes to structural faults of the organization, and is integral to the creation of provocative situational contexts. It is the catalyst for individuals forging a cohesive group. Ironically Janis' first interest in the groupthink phenomenon results from his interest in the behavior of a group in the middle of the process of establishing itself as cohesive, not after it had become a cohesive group:

Twelve middle-class American men and women wanted to stop smoking, and attended weekly meetings at a clinic to discuss the problem. Early in the sessions, two people stood up and declared that cigarette smoking was an almost incurable addiction. The group heartily agreed. Then, one man stood and said, "I have stopped smoking, and with a little willpower so can the rest of you." Immediately, the other group members began to abuse him verbally, and the meeting ended in chaos. The following week, the dissident stood up again and said that he could not both attend all the required meetings and stop smoking: so he had returned to smoking two packs of cigarettes a day. The other members welcomed him back into the fold with enthusiasm, but no one mentioned that the original purpose of the group was to help each other stop smoking. The new aim was maintaining the status quo at any cost. (Janis, 1972, p. 9)

This story illustrates that the concurrence-seeking tendency was very much a part of, if not an antecedent condition to, group cohesion. Individuals came to the meeting to form a group. Two members concurred that "cigarette smoking was an almost incurable addiction." The "group" heartily concurred. Why did they concur? Perhaps for a number of reasons, not least of which was the predisposition of concurrence-seeking that they brought with them to the meeting and that they took into account as they participated in the process with others. As events transpired, one member's concurrence tendency underwent change (a prerogative available when concurrence-seeking is a tendency of behavior, not a tendency to behave) and dissented. He returned to the next meeting seeking concurrence. The result was a cohesive group. As explained in the theory of George Herbert Mead (1934), we are other directed to the extent that our self-identity is negotiated with others in continuous communication. The application of Janis' theory to the hostage crisis group's behavior supports this new locus for the concurrence-seeking tendency in the groupthink schema. It is this focus on the concurrence-seeking tendency of the individual that transcends the structural, functional, and situational view of group interaction.

With all its richness of detail and complexity of variable relations, Janis' theory must be based on understanding the group dynamics that emerge from the relationship of the concurrence-seeking tendency to the other elements of the process. As one member of the hostage decision-making group explained:

So much depends on personalities. I came to government with this sort of systems orientation in mind, with a theoretical bent and a very big belief that the nature of the system made things happen the way they did. I completely reversed that during the time that I was there—not that the system isn't important, it Is. But ultimately, people are what count.

Janis recognizes the mysteries of this phenomenon when he points out that "much less is known about the causes and consequences of concurrence-seeking behavior than is known about environmental contaminants" (1982b, p. 261). He further attests to the importance of this phenomenon when he writes that, "In most cohesive groups, concurrence-seeking tendencies are probably much too powerful to be subdued by administrative changes" (1982b, p. 262). And yet he relegates concurrence-seeking to a position subordinate to a variety of antecedent conditions. It is not cohesiveness that is the catalyst, it Is concurrence-seeking. In an effort to domesticate this driving force, Janis suggests that "the formation of subgroups might reduce the chances, that the entire group win develop a concurrence-seeking norm and increase the chances that illusory assumptions win be critically examined before a consensus is reached" (1982b, p. 266). If my argument is valid, dividing into subgroups will only enhance the chances that the subgroups will develop a concurrence-seeking norm.

It is this bent for concurrence—in seeking consensus, subscribing to group norms to win acceptance, and forging agreement with others—that helps explain some of the behavior manifested by the hostage decision-making group. Hence, there is a need to understand more about this concurrence-seeking phenomenon, how it operates, and the nature of its consequences.

Managing Agreement

Jerry Harvey (1974) describes a phenomenon he calls "the Abilene paradox." The name arises from an eventful 106-mile round-trip drive from Coleman, Texas, to Abilene, Texas, and back to Coleman. It was a particularly hot Sunday afternoon in Coleman. The family was relaxing, about to play dominoes on the back porch—that is, until Jerry Harvey's father-in-law said, "Let's get in the car and go to Abilene and have dinner at the cafeteria." Jerry thought, "What, go to Abilene? Fifty-three miles? In this dust storm and heat? And in an unairconditioned 1958 Buick?" But his wife chimed in that it sounded like a great idea. Jerry responded, "Sounds good to me," and added, "I hope your mother wants to go. Of course, she wanted to go. So off to Abilene they went.

As Jerry predicted, the heat was brutal and by the time they reached the cafeteria everyone was covered with a layer of dust cemented to their skin by perspiration. The food was right out of a Tums advertisement. Four hours and 106 miles later the family was back in Coleman hot and exhausted. They sat in front of the fan in silence. Jerry was the first to break the silence, "It was a great trip, wasn't it?" No one spoke. Finally, his mother-in-law said, "Well, to tell the truth, I really didn't enjoy it much and would rather have stayed here. I just went along because the three of you were so enthusiastic about going. I wouldn't have gone if you all hadn't pressured me into it." "What do you mean you all?" Jerry replied. "Don't put me in the ‘you all' group. I didn't want to go. I only went to satisfy the rest of you." His wife placed the blame on Jerry, her Daddy, and Mama. She explained she just went along to be sociable and keep them happy. "I'd have to be crazy to want to go out in heat like that," she exclaimed. Her father spoke, "Listen, I never wanted to go to Abilene. I just thought you might be bored. You visit so seldom, I wanted to be sure you enjoyed it. I would have preferred to play another game of dominoes and eat the leftovers in the icebox." After the round of incriminations, Jerry thought to himself,

Here we were, four reasonable, sensible people who, of' our own volition, had just taken a 106-mile trip, across a godforsaken desert in a furnace-like temperature through a cloud-like dust storm to eat unpalatable food at a hole-in-the-wall cafeteria in Abilene, when none of us had really wanted to go. In fact, to be more accurate we'd done just the opposite of what we wanted to do. The whole situation simply didn't make sense. (Harvey, 1974, pp. 63‑66)

Artful recounting of the Abilene story would get a good laugh at a family reunion, but the same group dynamics at work in a policymaking group could produce results that definitely are not funny. The Abilene Paradox can be stated simply: Groups "frequently take actions in contradiction to what they really want to do and therefore defeat the very purposes they are trying to achieve" (Harvey, 1974, p. 66). The Abilene Paradox reflects a failure to manage agreement. At the heart of the problem is the need to manage (cope with) agreement, rather than the need to manage (cope with) conflict. The elements of Harvey's paradox include (a) action anxiety; (b) negative fantasies; (c) real risk; (d) separation anxiety; and (e) the psychological reversal of risk and certainty.

Action anxiety is the anxiety created when an individual thinks of acting in accordance with what one believes when one knows that the belief is not congruent with the group's goals. The anxiety is supported by the group member's negative fantasy that to act in accordance with what one believes is correct will produce negative consequences, that is, result in being defined as disloyal, as a non-team player, even ostracized. Cognizant that all actions have consequences and that we cannot predict or control with certainty the outcomes of our transactions with others and events, we conjure up negative fantasies. We fantasize that the consequences of our acting in accordance with what we believe right may be worse than enduring the group's anticipated censure. If one is unwilling to accept life's real risks and face the consequences of actions, then in Harvey's analogy one is off on that dusty trip to Abilene.

Harvey contends that the real risk underlying the individual's concurrence-seeking tendency is not fear of the unknown but fear of the known. We know what we fear—separation, alienation, and loneliness. Concurrence-seeking is a way of realizing our "fundamental need to be connected, engaged, and related and a reciprocal need not to be separated or alone" (Harvey, 1974, p. 72). Because all of us in one way or another have experienced separations—lost friendships, deaths, divorces, exclusions, and denials—we avoid risks that might lead to greater separation.

In group behavior this fear of separation is present in subtle ways that can make members oblivious to its influence. It can lead to the deleterious, deceptive, defective, defeating, destructive behaviors sometimes manifest in the construction of group cohesiveness, faulty structure of the organization, development of provocative situational contexts, symptoms of groupthink, and symptoms of defective decision making discussed in detail by Janis and evidenced so clearly in this study of the hostage rescue effort. It can lead high-ranking governmental officials to make optimistic assessments of possible outcomes of their decisions, to fail to probe acknowledged weaknesses of plans, and to undertake missions they don't really support.. Again these subtle and not so subtle influences (concurrence-seeking tendencies) are present as the process emerges, not somewhere between antecedent conditions and observable consequences.

Paradoxically. when we fail to take an action in the group context for fear that action could result in separation from the group, and the group decision leads to failure, that unwillingness to take a risk and speak up makes us a target for blaming, scape-goating, and self-defensive actions. The separation that we feared becomes a certainty. In other words, a reversal takes place and fantasized risk becomes real risk.

The Abilene Paradox does not replace groupthink theory but complements it. It helps us resist the temptation to relegate groupthink to a theory of "group tyranny." Although groupthink as JanIs envisions it is more than the individual being pressured to conform, it is most commonly conceived that way. The dynamics underlying the Abilene Paradox alert us to the possibility that individuals often perceive that they are experiencing coercive group pressures, pressures to conform, when in essence they are responding to the dynamics of agreement, specifically, mismanaged agreement. Conceptually, when an individual can claim tyrannical pressures from the group, it releases that person from the responsibility of taking action, even becomes a defense against action.

In the movie Rio Bravo, Walter Brennan, left alone to guard the jail house and keep a prisoner from being broken out of jail by members of the prisoner's own gang, threatens to respond to group tyranny by blowing off the head of anyone who tries to enter the jail. Few are willing to call the deputy's hand, even though a critical appraisal by gang members would ask what good one man with a shotgun could be against an armed gang or mob. Thus Brennan's shotgun is a face-saving device for those who could—but don't want to—take action anyway: "We had to back off. The deputy threatened to blow our heads off." Here we have a situation of flawed agreement management, that is, individuals inaccurately perceive and anticipate what others might do and hence do nothing. Slater (1970) argues that, in a culture that stresses competition, technology, and individualism, people experience the torture of loneliness but seldom the satisfaction of engagement. They learn the reality of separation but possess none of the reciprocal skins of connection.

By studying political communication we can learn what we must do to manage agreement. Scholars have examined political communication as a means of conflict management but have not considered the prominent part political communication plays in the management and mismanagement of agreement. Politics do not disappear once conflict is regulated and agreement is reached. Both conflict and consensus management are integral to the dynamics of social order and should be studied for what they are, politics.

"Thinking in Time"

Janis ends his book with George Santayana's well-worn adage: "Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it." He expresses hope that a better understanding of group dynamics among government leaders may help them avoid repeating the fiascoes discussed in his book. In this study, each member of the SCC had an opportunity to reflect on the decision-making process, to look back to the past and suggest what lessons could be learned from their actions. Asked if they would change anything if they had it to do over again, most respondents did not fault the process but expressed instead the shared illusion that all had been done that could be done:

I do come to the conclusion that may be rationalizing, but I don't really think so, that it was not so much a failure of decision; it was a failure of military execution.

I'm quite comfortable with the set of decisions that were made and with the outcome.

I'd make the same decision today.

Well, you know, that's kind of, frankly, a useless exercise, because if it had succeeded, none of these questions would arise…. So in retrospect, one can always figure out all the reasons. At the time(you evaluate it as best you can, and go ahead.

Did the group members not understand group dynamics? Had they learned nothing from history? Or, as a result of their concurrence-seeking tendency or their human nature, were they destined to repeat the same mistakes?


Neustadt and May, in their book Thinking in Time (1986), urge decision makers to utilize history as a part of the groups' dynamics in an effort to improve decision making and avoid the fiascoes of the past. They offer a "mini-method" that permits decision makers to "buy insurance against obvious mistakes—obvious at least in hindsight—by spending small amounts of time and thought to separate the Known from the Unclear and the Presumed in any situation, and to compare Likenesses and Differences, present with past, when considering claimed analogies or catch phrases that conceal them" (Neustadt & May, 1986, p. 74). These decision makers must think in "streams of time”—identifying what is deserving of preservation from the past that can be used in the future—if their decisions are to be relevant, prudent, and well founded. At that point the "journalists' questions" are to be asked Who? What? When? And how? Finally,. the information must be placed in the context of history, otherwise time has been wasted.


Cy Vance tried to use history to persuade his colleagues not to conduct the ill-fated rescue mission. He asked them to examine the history of the Pueblo incident and to profit from it. He argued that history was on America's side, that as soon as the hostages ceased to be of propaganda value to the Iranians they would be released. The group rejected Vance's appeal and apparently refused to use history as Vance envisioned its lesson, or perhaps members had a different interpretation of history. (I wonder what Vance would argue today given the historical precedent set by the Lebanese to hold prisoners indefinitely even when they apparently have little propaganda value.) 

Perhaps Vance's efforts and Neustadt and May's method proffer a role for history that complements the conclusions of Janis, Harvey, and this study. They set in motion consideration of the tendencies of groups and the individuals who constitute them before considering the situation: consideration of the situation before addressing the question "what to do"; consideration of what, if anything, is generally agreed upon. If Neustadt and May include in their concept of the use of history the avoidance of the misuse of history, then perhaps they provide us with another technique to help understand the group process. 

The use of history must be considered in the context of the dynamics of the process. Even Neustadt and May admit that the analysis of history can be an "enemy to vision," pointing out that, if Columbus had been aware of the shaky historical premises upon which his decision to explore the new world was based, he probably would never have sailed. One could argue that we don't carve tomorrow's dreams out of history. Tomorrow has never happened, and when it does there will be different people, different power structures, and the like.


Most significant in any analysis of the role of history is its relation to the present and the future. Mead in his Philosophy of the Present (1933/1959) argues that the past and the future are "mediated" in tile present. When we study the past and when we use history we do so from the perspective of the present. In other words, we "reconstruct" the past for our present purposes. When we consider our goals for the future, we do so in the present. Mead's insights into human activity and process can help us better understand how to respond both to Janis' admonition to study group dynamics and to Neustadt and May's use of history as a methodological part of that dynamic.

There are, then, three major theoretical implications from this study. First, in studying as political communication the communication process that occurs in groups, we need to conceptualize the concurrence-seeking tendency as antecedent to the other dimensions of groupthink articulated by Janis. Second, the need to manage agreement as well as manage conflict is a pressing issue in the study of modern groups. Third, despite the lessons of history, decision-making groups continue to repeat the mistakes of the past. The process of decision making in groups is complex, which emphasizes the truism in the oft-repeated claim that "this is an interdisciplinary problem." Hare (1976) urges that everyone who has something relevant to contribute should become active in developing a new discipline that will tackle the social and technical engineering problem. Although it is presumptuous to suggest that political communication is that discipline, it comprises a variety of substantive areas that permit the synthesis and multivariate analysis of theoretical and applied problems from a number of disciplines.

If any of these theoretical considerations are relevant to the study of communication in group decision making, studies of the raw material of groups will be most important given the dynamics of the process. As Nietzsche put it, madness is the exception in individuals, but the rule in groups. It can be both interesting and profitable to study that madness.
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