ASEIRSTRIECHOKE A

COMMUNICATION THEORY

The following document is an archived chapter
from a previous edition of
A First Look at Communication Theory
by Em Griffin, the leading college text in the
field of communication theory
(all editions published by McGraw-Hill).

The theory is no longer covered in a full chapter of the current edition.

This document is posted on the resource website for the text
www.afirstlook.com

All material is copyright © Em Griffin

or used by permission of the copyright holder
(Note that some cartoons reproduced in the textbook
could not be included in the archived documents because
copyright permission does not extend to online use.)


http://www.afirstlook.com/

CHAPTER 1 8

Groupthink

of Irving Janis

On the morning of January 28, 1986, the space shuttle Challenger blasted off
from the Kennedy Space Center in Florida. Seventy-three seconds later, mil-
lions of adults and school children watched on television as the rocket disinte-
grated in a fiery explosion, and the capsule plunged into the Atlantic Ocean.
The death of all seven crew members, and particularly teacher Christa McAu-
liffe, shocked the nation. For many Americans, the Challenger disaster marked
the end of a love affair with space. As they learned in the months that followed,
the tragedy could have been—should have been—avoided.

President Reagan immediately appointed a select commission to deter-
mine the probable cause(s) of the accident. The panel heard four months of tes-
timony from NASA officials, rocket engineers, astronauts, and anyone else who
might have knowledge about the failed mission. In a five-volume published re-
port, the presidential commission identified the primary cause of the accident
as a failure in the joint between two stages of the rocket that allowed hot gases
to escape during the “burn.” Volatile rocket fuel spewed out when a rubber
O-ring failed to seal the joint.

The average citizen could understand the mechanics of the commission’s
finding. After all, everyone knows what happens when you pour gasoline on
an open flame. What people found difficult to fathom was why NASA had
launched the Challenger when there was good reason to believe the conditions
weren’t safe. In addition to the defective seal, the commission also concluded
that a highly flawed decision process was an important contributing cause of
the disaster. Communication, as well as combustion, was responsible for the
tragedy.

THE CHALLENGER LAUNCH: A MODEL OF DEFECTIVE DECISION MAKING

As the person in charge of the Flight Readiness Review for NASA, Jesse Moore
had the ultimate authority to approve or scrub the shuttle mission. He relied on
the assessments of managers at the Kennedy, Johnson, and Marshall Space
Centers, who in turn consulted with engineers from the companies that de-
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FIGURE 18.1
The Challenger Disaster

signed the Challenger’s subsystems. The film Apollo 13 dramatized the final
phase of this “go/no-go” launch procedure.! NASA has always taken the posi-
tion that “a launch should be canceled if there is any doubt of its safety.”?

The day before the launch, Morton Thiokol engineers warned that the
flight might be risky. As the team responsible for the performance of the rocket
booster, they worried about the below-freezing temperature that was forecast
for the morning of the launch. The O-ring seals had never been tested below 53
degrees Fahrenheit, and as Thiokol engineer Roger Boisjoly later testified, get-
ting the O-rings to seal gaps with the temperature in the 20s was like “trying to
shove a brick into a crack versus a sponge.”3

The O-ring seals had long been classified a critical component on the rocket
motor, “a failure point—without back-up—that could cause a loss of life or ve-
hicle if the component failed.”* Yet when Thiokol engineers raised the safety
issue in a teleconference, NASA personnel discounted their concerns and
urged them to reconsider their recommendation. After an off-line caucus with
company executives, Thiokol engineers reversed their “no-go” position and
announced that their solid rocket motor was ready to fly. When the Kennedy,
Johnson, and Marshall Space Center directors later certified that the Challenger
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was flight ready, they never mentioned any concern about the O-rings. At the
top of the flight readiness review chain, Jesse Moore had every reason to be-
lieve that the shuttle was “A-OK.”

Irving Janis, Yale social psychologist, was fascinated with the question of
how an acknowledged group of experts could make such a terrible decision.
He was convinced that their grievous error wasn’t an isolated instance limited
to.NASA decisions, corporate boardrooms, or matters of a technical nature. He
believed he could spot the same group dynamic at work in other tragic deci-
sions. He was especially interested in White House fiascos—Roosevelt’s com-
placency before Pearl Harbor, Truman’s invasion of North Korea, Kennedy’s
Bay of Pigs fiasco, Johnson’s escalation of the Vietnam War, Nixon’s Watergate
break-in, and Reagan’s Iran-Contra scandal coverups. If Janis were alive today
he would probably also examine Clinton’s approval of the raid on the Branch
Davidian compound in Waco, Texas. Janis didn’t regard chief executives or
their advisors as stupid, lazy, or evil. Rather, he saw them as victims of
“groupthink.”

GROUPTHINK: A CONCURRENCE-SEEKING TENDENCY

Janis originally defined groupthink as “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 alter-
native courses of action.”? According to his definition, groupthink occurs onty
when cohesiveness is high. It requires that members share a strong “we-feel-
ing” of solidarity and desire to maintain relationships within the group at all
costs. When colleagues operate in a groupthink mode, they automatically
apply the “preserve group harmony” test to every decision they face.”®

Janis pictured this kind of group as having a “warm clubby atmosphere.”
This description captures the image a minority businessman had in mind when
a friend asked him what clubs he would like to join when racial integration be-
came a reality. His answer: “Only one. I'd like to be part of the ‘good ole boys
club.” That’s where the ‘insider” deals are made.””

Most students of group process regard members’ mutual attraction to each
other as an asset. Marvin Shaw, a University of Florida psychologist and the
author of a leading text in the field, states this conviction in the form of a gen-
eral hypothesis that has received widespread research support: “High-cohesive
groups are more effective than low-cohesive groups in achieving their respec-
tive goals.”8 But Janis consistently held that the “superglue” of solidarity that
bonds people together often causes their mental process to get stuck:

The more amiability and esprit de corps among members of a policy-making in-
group, the greater is the danger that independent critical thinking will be replaced
by groupthink. . .. The social constraint consists of the members’ strong wish to
preserve the harmony of the group, which inclines them to avoid creating any dis-
cordant arguments or schisms.’



238

GROUP AND PUBLIC COMMUNICATION

Janis was convinced that the concurrence-seeking tendency of close-knit
groups can cause them to make inferior decisions.

SYMPTOMS OF GROUPTHINK

What are the signs that group loyalty has caused members to slip into a group-
think mentality? Janis listed eight symptoms that show that concurrence seek-
ing has led the group astray. The first two stem from overconfidence in the
group’s prowess. The next pair reflect the tunnel vision members use to view
the problem. The final four are signs of strong conformity pressure within the
group. I'll illustrate many of the symptoms with quotes from the Report of the
Presidential Commission on the Space Shuttle Challenger Disaster.10

1. Illusion of Invulnerability. Despite the launchpad fire that killed three
astronauts in 1967 and the close call of Apollo 13, the American space program
had never experienced an in-flight fatality. When engineers raised the possibil-
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ity of catastrophic O-ring blow-by, NASA manager George Hardy nonchalantly
pointed out that this risk was “true of every other flight we have had.” Janis
summarizes this attitude as “everything is going to work out all right because
we are a special group.”l!

2. Belief in Inherent Morality of the Group. Under the sway of groupthink,
members automatically assume the rightness of their cause. At the hearing, en-
gineer Brian Russell noted that NASA managers had shifted the moral rules
under which they operated: “I had the distinct feeling that we were in the posi-
tion of having to prove that it was unsafe instead of the other way around.”

3. Collective Rationalization. Despite the written policy that the O-ring
seal was a critical failure point without backup, NASA manager George Hardy
testified that “we were counting on the secondary O-ring to be the sealing
O-ring under the worst case conditions.” Apparently this was a shared miscon-
ception. NASA manager Lawrence Mulloy confirmed that “no one in the meet-
ing questioned the fact that the secondary seal was capable and in position to
seal during the early part of the ignition transient.” This collective rationaliza-
tion supported a mindset of “hear no evil, see no evil, speak no evil."12

4. Out-group Stereotypes. Although there is no direct evidence that NASA
officials looked down on Thiokol engineers, Mulloy was caustic about their
recommendation to postpone the launch until the temperature rose to 53 de-
grees. He reportedly asked whether they expected NASA to wait until April to
launch the shuttle.

5. Self-Censorship. We now know that Thiokol engineer George McDonald
wanted to postpone the flight. But instead of clearly stating “I recommend we
don’t launch below 53 degrees,” he offered an equivocal opinion. He suggested
that “lower temperatures are in the direction of badness for both O-rings. . . .”
What did he think they should do? From his tempered words, it’s hard to tell.

6. Illusion of Unanimity. NASA managers perpetuated the fiction that
everyone was fully in accord on the launch recommendation. They admitted to
the presidential commission that they didn’t report Thiokol’s on-again/off-
again hesitancy with their superiors. As often happens in such cases, the flight
readiness review team interpreted silence as agreement.

7. Direct Pressure on Dissenters. Thiokol engineers felt pressure from two
directions to reverse their “no-go” recommendation. NASA managers had al-
ready postponed the launch three times and were fearful the American public
would regard the agency as inept. Undoubtedly that strain triggered Hardy’s
retort that he was “appalled” at Thiokol’s recommendation. Similarly, the com-
pany’s management was fearful of losing future NASA contracts. When they
went off-line for their caucus, Thiokol’s senior vice president urged Roger
Lund, vice president of engineering, to “take off his engineering hat and put on
his management hat.”

8. Self-Appointed Mindguards. “Mindguards” protect a leader from assault
by troublesome ideas. NASA managers insulated Jesse Moore from the debate
over the integrity of the rocket booster seals. Even though Roger Boisjoly was

.





























