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High-spirited and eager-to-contribute board 

members often voice their ideas with 

enthusiasm and good intentions. With 

discussion, the enthusiasm for the idea 

increases. The conversation gains support as 

more people join in, giving the perception that 

the proposal is popular and worthy of support. 

But wait. Is there really backing for the idea, or 

is it just another conversation or a distraction 

from the agenda? This may describe the 

concept of "group think." 

What starts with, "I have a good idea ..." may be worthy, but does it fit within the strategic plan 

and culture of the organization? Directors must be disciplined enough to recognize the 

difference. 

Group think 

How can the board determine what is a wise motion versus what is just a fervent discussion? 
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Encourage the meeting chair to ask, "We know this is an interesting discussion, but how many 

of you are certain that the idea fits inside our strategic plan and is worthy of allocating more 

time to this?" 

When enthusiasm outpaces knowledge-based discussion, it reminds me of a dangerous 

decision-making principle. Group think is a psychological phenomenon that occurs within a 

group in which the desire for harmony and conformity results in an irrational or dysfunctional 

decision. 

The principle is frequently used to describe the Space Shuttle Challenger disaster. The NASA 

team was so enthusiastic to launch the shuttle they may have failed to recognize the impact of 

the weather on the rocket booster's O-rings. 

In the setting of a board meeting, directors may try to minimize conflict and prefer to reach an 

agreement. They do it without considering facts, culture or alternatives. The eagerness of the 

board diminishes the importance of the strategic plan, the budget and the governing 

documents. Ideally, an astute board member would ask, "Is this a discussion important enough 

to continue, or should we 'park it' and get back to our agenda?" 

Abilene paradox

Another example of a group being swayed by the momentum of the conversation is evidenced 

in the Abilene paradox. The concept describes a group of people who collectively make a 

decision when in reality, nobody really agreed. The group seeks harmony and does not 

question the merit of the discussion. 

The paradox comes from an anecdote in which a family in Texas, on a hot afternoon, agrees to 

drive 53 miles to Abilene for a meal. Everyone voices that it is a "great idea." The 53 long miles 

are hot and dusty. The meal is not much better than the drive. 

After the exhausted family returns home, the mom voiced that she would have preferred to 

have stayed home. Others said they wished they had avoided the trek but felt they had to 

agree in order to satisfy the rest of the group. 

Moral of the story

There will be times at the meeting when the enthusiasm of the discussion (group think) or a 

desire to agree with the others (Abilene paradox) replaces the good judgment of the board. 
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Everyone should be empowered to ask: "Is this a discussion we need to have? Does it 

advance our mission? Does it fit within our strategic goals?" If the answers are "no," postpone 

the conversation for future consideration and get back to strategic governance. 
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