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This chapter was written to promote the author's methods of training top management teams to use better HR
skills toward one another, so that managers would be more committed to group decisions and have suppressed
fewer negative feelings. This is a good thing, and by no means just a relic of the "flower child" era of the
sixties.

Here are the key points from the "executive summary" at the beginning of the chapter"

The actual behavior of top executives during decision-making meetings often does not
jibe with their attitudes and prescriptions about effective executive action.

The gap that often exists between what executives say and how they behave helps create
barriers to openness and trust, to the effective search for alternatives, to innovation,
and to flexibility in the organization.

These barriers are more destructive in important decision-making meetings than in routine
meetings, and they upset effective managers more than ineffective ones.

The barriers cannot be broken down simply by intellectual exercises. Rather, executives
need feedback concerning their behavior and opportunities to develop self-awareness in
action. To this end, certain kinds of questioning are valuable; playing back and
analyzing tape recordings of meetings has proved to be a helpful step; and laboratory
education programs are valuable.

However, for our purposes the most important part of the chapter is the section entitled "Restricted Commitment” on
pages 67-69. At the time this was published, William H. Whyte had already coined the word "groupthink™ back
in 1952, but Irving Janis' 1972 popularization of the word was still six years in the future. Nevertheless, the
situation described by Argyris in 1966 is an excellent description of groupthink. Note that Argyris is not
especially concerned with how good the decision really was, just in how group members privately felt about it.
An advantage of this approach is that it avoids the extreme hindsight bias and/or political partisanship apparent
in most descriptions of groupthink.

One of the most frequent findings is that in major decisions that are introduced by
the president, there tends to be less than open discussion of the issues, and the
commitment of the officers tends to be less than complete (although they may assure the
president to the contrary). For instance, consider what happened in one organization
where a major administrative decision made during the period of the research was the
establishment of several top management committees to explore basic long-range
problems:

As is customary with major decisions, the president discussed it in advance at a
meeting of the executive committee. He began the meeting by circulating, as a basis for
discussion, a draft of the announcement of the committees. Most of the members'
discussion was concerned with raising questions about the wording of the proposal:



* "Is the word action too strong?"

* "l recommend that we change 'steps can be taken' to ‘'recommendations can be
made.™

* "We'd better change the word ‘'lead’ to ‘maintain.

As the discussion seemed to come to an end, one executive said he was worried that
the announcement of the committees might be interpreted by the people below as an
implication "that the executive committee believes the organization is in trouble. Let's
get the idea in that all is well."

There was spontaneous agreement by all executives: "Hear, hear!"

A brief silence was broken by another executive who apparently was not satisfied
with the concept of the committees. He raised a series of questions. The manner in
which it was done was interesting. As he raised each issue, he kept assuring the
president and the group that he was not against the concept. He just wanted to be certain
that the executive committee was clear on what it was doing. For example, he assured
them:

* "I'm not clear. Just asking."

* "I'm trying to get a better picture.”

* "I'm just trying to get clarification."”

* "Just so that we understand what the words mean."

The president nodded in agreement, but he seemed to become slightly impatient. He
remarked that many of these problems would not arise if the members of these new
committees took an overall company point of view. An executive commented
(laughingly), "Oh, I'm for motherhood too!"

The proposal was tabled in order for the written statement to be revised and
discussed further during the next meeting. It appeared that the proposal was the presi-
dent's personal "baby," and the executive committee members would naturally go along
with it. The most responsibility some felt was that they should raise questions so the
president would be clear about his (not their) decision.

At the next meeting the decision-making process was the same as at the first. The
president circulated copies of the revised proposal. During this session a smaller number
of executives asked questions. Two pushed (with appropriate care) the notion that the
duties of one of the committees were defined too broadly.

The president began to defend his proposal by citing an extremely long list of
examples, indicating that in his mind "reasonable™ people should find the duties clear.
This comment and the long list of examples may have communicated to others a feeling
that the president was becoming impatient. When he finished, there was a lengthy
silence. The president then turned to one of the executives and asked directly, "Why are
you worried about this?" The executive explained, then quickly added that as far as he
could see the differences were not major ones and his point of view could be integrated
with the president's by "changing some words."

The president agreed to the changes, looked up, and asked, "I take it now there is
common agreement?" All executives replied "yes" or nodded their heads affirmatively.

As | listened, | had begun to wonder about the commitment of the executive
committee members to the idea. In subsequent interviews | asked each about his view of
the proposal. Half felt that it was a good proposal. The other half had reservations
ranging from moderate to serious. However, being loyal members, they would certainly
do their best to make it work, they said.



