
	

	
	
	
	

Sometimes a desire for consensus makes 
people act like sheep… you may be 
suffering from “Groupthink” 
	
By Luis Costa 
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Sometimes a desire for consensus overrides people’s common sense, so that people start to 
act like sheep. 

Have you ever thought about speaking up in a meeting and then decided against it because 
you did not want to appear unsupportive of the group’s efforts? 

Or led a team in which the team members were reluctant to express their own opinions? 

If so, you have probably been a victim of “Groupthink”. 

Groupthink is a phenomenon that occurs when the desire for group consensus overrides 
people’s common sense desire to present alternatives, critique a position, or express an 
unpopular opinion. Here, the desire for group cohesion effectively drives out good decision-
making and problem solving. 

  

How to Spot Groupthink 
Groupthink happens when there is: 

• A strong, persuasive group leader. 

• A high level of group cohesion. 

• Intense pressure from the outside to make a good decision. 

• In fact, it is now widely recognized that Groupthink-like behavior is found in many 
situations and across many types of groups and team settings. So it’s important to 
look out for the key symptoms. 

  

Symptoms of Groupthink 
Rationalization 

This is when team members convince themselves that despite evidence to the contrary, the 
decision or alternative being presented is the best one. 

“Those other people don’t agree with us because they haven’t researched the problem as 
extensively as we have.” 

 

Peer Pressure 

When a team member expresses an opposing opinion or questions the rationale behind a 
decision, the rest of the team members work together to pressure or penalize that person into 
compliance. 

“Well if you really feel that we’re making a mistake you can always leave the team.” 

 

Complacency 

After a few successes, the group begins to feel like any decision they make is the right one 
because there is no disagreement from any source. 

“Our track record speaks for itself. We are unstoppable!” 

 

Moral High Ground 

Each member of the group views him or herself as moral: The combination of moral minds is 
therefore thought not to be likely to make a poor or immoral decision. When morality is used as 
a basis for decision-making, the pressure to conform is even greater because no individual 
wants to be perceived as immoral. 
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“We all know what is right and wrong, and this is definitely right.” 

 

Stereotyping 

As the group becomes more uniform in their views, they begin to see outsiders as possessing 
a different and inferior set of morals and characteristics from themselves. These perceived 
negative characteristics are then used to discredit the opposition. 

“Lawyers will find any excuse to argue, even when the facts are clearly against them.” 

 

Censorship 

Members censor their opinions in order to conform. 

“If everyone else agrees then my thoughts to the contrary must be wrong.” 

Information that is gathered is censored so that it also conforms to, or supports the chosen 
decision or alternative. 

“Don’t listen to that nonsense, they don’t have a clue about what is really going on.” 

 

Illusion of Unanimity 

Because no one speaks out, everyone in the group feels the group’s decision is unanimous. 
This is what feeds the Groupthink and causes it to spiral out of control. 

“I see we all agree so it’s decided then.” 

 

How to Avoid Groupthink 
The challenge for any team or group leader is to create a working environment in which 
Groupthink is unlikely to happen. It is important also to understand the risks of Groupthink – if 
the stakes are high, you need to make a real effort to ensure that you’re making good 
decisions. 

To avoid Groupthink, it is important to have a process in place for checking the fundamental 
assumptions behind important decisions, for validating the decision-making process, and for 
evaluating the risks involved. For significant decisions, make sure your team does the following 
in their decision-making process: 

• Explores objectives 

• Explores alternatives 

• Encourages ideas to be challenged without reprisal 

• Examines the risks if the preferred choice is chosen 

• Tests assumptions 

• If necessary, goes back and re-examines initial alternatives that were rejected 

• Gathers relevant information from outside sources 

• Processes this information objectively 

• Has at least one contingency plan 
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Tools That Help You Avoid Groupthink 
Brainstorming 

Helps ideas flow freely without criticism 

Six Thinking Hats 

Helps the team look at a problem from many different perspectives, allowing people to play 
“Devil’s Advocate” 

The Delphi Technique 

Allows team members to contribute individually, with no knowledge of a group view, and with 
little penalty for disagreement 

Risk Analysis 

Helps team members explore and manage risk 

Impact Analysis 

Ensures that the consequences of a decision are thoroughly explored 

The Ladder of Inference 

Helps people check and validate the individual steps of a decision-making process 

  

How to Overcome Groupthink 
However, if Groupthink does set in, it’s important that you recognize and acknowledge it 
quickly, so that you can overcome it and quickly get back to functioning effectively. 

Follow these steps to do this: 

• Even with good group decision-making processes in place, be on the look out for 
signs of Groupthink, so you can deal with them swiftly 

• If there are signs of Groupthink, discuss these in the group. Once acknowledged, the 
group as a whole can consciously free up its decision making 

• Assess the immediate risks of any decision, and the consequences for the group and 
its customers. If risks are high (for example risk of personal safety), make sure you take 
steps to fully validate any decision before it is ratified 

• If appropriate, seek external validation, get more information from outside, and test 
assumptions. Use the bullets above as a starting point in diagnosing things that needs 
to change 

• Introduce formal group techniques and decision-making tools, such as the ones listed 
above, to avoid Groupthink in the future 

• Groupthink can severely undermine the value of a group’s work. It can stifle teamwork, 
and leave all but the most vocal team members disillusioned and dissatisfied. If you’re 
on a team that makes a decision you don’t really support but you feel 

• you can’t say or do anything about it, your enthusiasm will quickly fade. 

Teams are capable of being much more effective than individuals but, when Groupthink sets 
in, the opposite can be true. By creating a healthy group-working environment, you can help 
ensure that the group makes good decisions, and manages any associated risks appropriately. 
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About Luis Costa 
	

Luis Soares Costa is a Portuguese American who lived and worked 
in the USA, Canada and in London before moving to Barcelona. 
After spending 25 years in the USA (a product of American 
Universities and a Partner at a strategic consulting firm in the 80s), 
Luis became a trusted advisor to CEOs, C-Level Executives, 
Business Owners, top talent and Top Management Teams in a 
number of the major global companies (including a significant 
number of Fortune 500), innovative companies operating in new 
ecosystems and dynamic family owned businesses. He is a coach 
and advisor to senior partners in Professional Services Firms and 
Law Firms.  

Luis also brings innovation and recognised expertise as 

• a designer and facilitator of corporate and team events, 

• a high performance team builder,  

• a transformation tpecialist, and 

• a senior leadership and top talent trainer and developer,  

Over the past 39 years, Luis developed extensive expertise in a number of areas and is invited 
to speak regularly at conferences, senior management and leadership offsites and other 
corporate events. He is also invited as subject matter expert to provide thought leadership to 
various types of events and think tanks.  

He works interchangeably in English, Spanish, Portuguese and French and spends most of his 
time collaborating with clients throughout Europe, North and South America and Asia Pacific.  
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HOW TO REACH US 
 
Please connect with us through 
coach@LuisSoaresCosta.com 
 
You can visit us at: 
LinkedIn: Luis Costa – coach · facilitator · speaker 
Website: www.luissoarescosta.com 


