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Safety Talks  
Warning Signs – How They May be Ignored Module 

Group Think Support Material 

Script 

When we make decisions in large groups, we don’t expect unanimity we are quite 

happy to take a vote and for a majority decision to prevail. But when we have small 

groups, and by small I mean anything up to five, six, seven, eight there is a 

presumption that decisions will be unanimous.  

Now there is nothing logical but it is the way we tend to operate in small groups. I 

guess it is about the social dynamics. We don’t want to rock the boat. We don’t want 

to generate friction between members of what is in some respect a social group.  

Now this is very important because a lot of these ambiguous warnings signs I am 

talking about, when they occur, the organisation will assemble a small decision 

making team to make some judgement about the significance of these warning 

signs. And these small decision making teams are very subject to a process called 

group think, which is the process whereby enormous social pressure is brought to 

bear on anyone whose views diverge from the majority or diverge from the 

dominant person in the group.  

So if the dominant person in the group or dominant people in the group are 

propounding a certain way of interpreting the warning signs, then the doubters are 

absolutely silenced by that process of group think that I have been describing. 

There is one lovely example where it didn’t happen like this, which I came across in a 

Northern Queensland coal-mine. They had some warning signs, gas readings which 

were ambiguous, they could have meant that there was spontaneous combustion 

occurring underground, or they might have been subject to some other 

interpretation. 

In accordance with the safety management plan the manager assembled an incident 

control team which consisted of the mine manager, one or two other people from 

the mine and an external union safety official, a paid union safety official.  

The view amongst the mine team was that these signs could be dismissed but the 

union official’s view it was – no, we need more information, we cannot simply 

assume all is well. 

We need to get an expert gas analyst to look at these figures and give us some 

feedback on what is actually going on in this mine.  
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And so because he refused to cave in to the dominant view, the management 

accepted his view and went and got this additional analysis from the gas expert. And 

the gas expert said, you are sitting on a bomb. This thing is going to explode within 

twenty four hours unless you act straight away and pump inert gas into this mine 

straight away. They did, so it was a very near thing. 

The point of this story is that there was one person in this group, the external mine 

official who had a structural basis to stand up against the dominant decision making 

process in that group.  

In a sense, he was naturally protected against the group think processes which were 

occurring. And I think it is a very interesting example because what it suggests is the 

need to ensure that somebody in the group is empowered to disagree. 

One way of doing this is to define someone in the group as the devil’s advocate. That 

person’s job is to argue against the dominant consensus and not to simply cave in. 

Their job is to argue against the dominant view, which is normally that the situation 

is safe and if the rest of the group wants to dismiss that devil’s advocate view, they 

can do so. 

But they do so with reason and in a conscientious way. And that way you are much 

more likely to get conscientious decision making and you are likely to overcome that 

process of group think that I have been talking about. 

Suggested Discussion Questions and Answers 

1. How do you know you have group think operating?  
 The 8 Symptoms of group think based on Janis (1977) will now be described 
 individually: 

a. Illusion of Invulnerability 

 Creates excessive optimism that encourages taking extreme risks 

b. Collective Rationalisation 

 Members discount warnings and do not reconsider their 

assumptions  

c. Belief in Inherent Morality 

 Members believe in the rightness of their cause and therefore 

ignore the ethical or moral consequences of their decisions 

d. Stereotyped Views of Out-groups 

 Negative views of “enemy” make effective responses to conflict 

seem unnecessary 

e. Direct Pressure on Dissenters 

 Members are under pressure not to express arguments against 

any of the group’s views 

f. Self-censorship 
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 Doubts and deviations from the perceived group consensus are 

not expressed 

g. Illusion of Unanimity 

 The majority view and judgments are assumed to be unanimous 

h. Self-appointed ‘mind-guards’ 

 Members protect the group and the leader from information that 

is problematic or contradictory to the group’s cohesiveness, view 

and/or decisions 

Reference:  

Janis, I. L. & Mann, L. 1977, ‘Eight Main Symptoms of Group Think’ in Decision 

making: A psychological analysis of conflict, choice, and commitment, viewed 

5/2/14, <http://www.hillconsultinggroup.org/assets/pdfs/articles/8-

symptoms-group-think.pdf> 

2. What are actions we should initiate to manage the overall symptoms of 

group think in the organisation? 

 

In the Group: 

 The leader should assign the role of critical evaluator to a member  

 The leader should avoid stating preferences and expectations at the 
outset   

 Each member of the group should routinely discuss the groups' 
deliberations with a trusted associate and report back to the group on 
the associate's reactions 

 One or more experts should be invited to each meeting on a staggered 
basis and encouraged to challenge views of the members.         

 At least one member should be given the role of devil's advocate (to 
question assumptions and plans)  

 The leader should make sure that a sizeable block of time is set aside to 
survey warning signals. 

 
 In the organisation: 

 Educate all employees and contractors 

 Recognise the issue of group think and include in the meeting 
charter/guidelines 

 Include in training program for new employees/contractors 
 
Reference: 
Oregon State, Groupthink, viewed 5 February 2014, 
<http://oregonstate.edu/instruct/theory/grpthink.html> 
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