 
Imagine the ideal team. Everyone sees the world in the same way, is focused and working together, and everyone knows exactly the direction that the group is going, all in complete harmony.

With no time wasted arguing or trying to manage conflict, the potential to do great work is huge, right? Well, maybe. But then again, maybe not. Sometimes when a group of people focuses too much on harmony or conformity, their ability to make good decisions vanishes. What happens is that the desire to fit in with the group results in a failure to think critically or argue enough about ideas. The fact is that disagreement and discussion can have a profoundly beneficial effect on our thinking, provided the conflict remains constructive. Too little conflict, meanwhile, can mean that the group’s ideas simply aren’t being tested enough, which in turn can lead to bad performance. The name psychologists give this phenomenon is ‘groupthink.’

The symptoms

There are three main ways to identify cases of groupthink. First, members of the group overestimate the group’s power and often its moral right to do what it does. They have the feeling that they can do no wrong. Groups suffering from these symptoms often fail to understand that their actions will have negative consequences and, as a result, they take risks.

The second characteristic of groupthink is closemindedness. Groups suffering from groupthink tend to take the view that anyone who expresses doubts or has questions is weak, evil or stupid – even when critics make valid, well-informed points. The group knows what’s right and doesn’t want to discuss it any further.

Third, when groupthink occurs, the group’s complete agreement becomes all-important. Group members who disagree with the group have to stop themselves from saying anything and just go with the flow. Any member who openly disagrees or appears to be rocking the boat is usually labelled disloyal. If the behaviour continues, they will soon find themselves no longer part of the group – an outsider.

Groupthink case study: Swissair

Swissair, founded in 1931, flew passenger routes in Europe through the 1930s and 40s and was soon well established. From 1947, when it began flying to New York, South Africa and South America, the airline quickly became a hugely successful company – so much so that by the early 1970s, it was known as ‘the flying bank’ and was considered so stable and reliable that it came to be regarded as a national symbol of Switzerland.

By the late 1970s, however, the airline business had become more competitive and in the early 80s, Swissair began to lose its edge. In an article entitled, ‘The grounding of the “flying bank”’, management experts Aaron Hermann and Hussain G. Rammal suggest that groupthink took over at Swissair in the late 1980s, when the size of the company’s board was reduced. They believe that at the heart of the problem was the fact that the directors who remained not only all came from similar backgrounds but also lacked any airline industry experience. There were two clear signs of groupthink: firstly, they believed that Swissair was too powerful to fail, and secondly, they thought their decisions were morally right. In the 1990s, no one on the board had the knowledge or experience to disagree when the company made a series of bad business decisions that finally led to the failure of ‘the flying bank’ on 31 March, 2002, after 71 years of service.

Know the difference

Of course not all conflict is constructive, nor is harmony always a problem. The key is to understand the difference between harmful conflict that damages people and organizations and constructive conflict that leads to better ideas. Next time your team seems to be working in peace and harmony, before you sit back to enjoy it, ask yourself: Is ‘groupthink’ taking over? If it is, watch out: you may be headed for disaster.
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