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Social identity, deindividuation and organizational behaviour: 
The UpSIDE to groupthink, information over-sampling and soldiering 

The study of the deindividuation process and of the phenomena in which it is impli
cated came to prominence in social psychology with the pioneering work of Zim
bardo and his colleagues in the late 1960s (e.g., Zimbardo, 1969). However, as 
Reicher, Spears and Postmes (1995) observe, the notion of deindividuation in fact 
has a much longer history. Indeed, its influence can be seen to parallel dominant 
views in Western thought that date back at least as far as the writings of Aristotle 
over two thousand years ago. Thus in his Ethics Aristotle c10sely identified virtue 
and rationality with forms of moderation borne of personal contemplation and moral
ity, and while he acknowledged the utility of group-based civic action he was wary 
of the excesses to which group activity lent itself and of the implications of group 
membership for the individual. As he put it: 

It is the mark of a good man to direct his energies to what is good ... and he does it on 
account of the intellectual part of hirn, which is held to be the self of the individual. Such 
a person likes his own company, because he enjoys being by himself .... It would seem 
that the thinking part is, or most nearly is, the individual self. (350bc/1986, p. 294) 

The view that any departure from this individual self can have dire consequences 
both for the person and for society has been widely promulgated by social psycholo
gists. And because this message fits comfortably with a widespread ideology of indi
vidualism which sees a person 's true self as residing in his or her individuality, it has 
not struggled to find favour with researchers in other disciplines. This is particularly 
true in areas of organizational and management science, where, if anything, individ
ualism has an even stronger foothold than it does in social psychology (see Pfeffer, 
1997, 1998). Many factors have contributed to this state of affairs, but one reason 
why critiques of individualism (e.g., Mayo, 1949; McGregor, 1960) have had less 
impact on organizational theorists than they have on researchers in other areas is that 
they have offered little prospect for progress in the analysis of psychological process. 

In an effort to go some way towards redressing this situation, this chapter seeks 
to review some of those organizational topics that have been most influenced by tra
ditional deindividuation theory and to point to ways in which these areas are open to 
reinterpretation and reinvigoration from a social identity perspective. The three top
ics on which the paper focuses are (a) groupthink - the process of excessive con
currence seeking that is implicated in faulty group decision making and a lack of 

s. Alexander Haslam 79 



critical thinking (Janis, 1972, 1982); (b) inforrnation over-sampling - the process 
that leads group members to share infonnation with which they are all familiar 
rather than that which is known to only some members (Stasser, 1992; Wittenbaum 
& Stasser, 1996); and (c) soldiering - the process that leads to individual perfor
mance on a task being diminished as a result of a collective strategy on the part of 
group members (Taylor, 1911). 

Consideration of these topics is part of a general attempt to provide a comprehen
sive and integrated analysis of organizational behaviour from a social identity per
spective (Haslam, in press a). However, a number of related points mark these topics 
out as particularly worthy of consideration in this forum. First amongst these is the 
fact that received theories of these processes all draw heavily on unreconstructed 
deindividuation principles. In all three cases, loss of personal identity is implicated in 
organizational error and dysfunction. Apparently, as the individual becomes sub
merged within the group, reason, responsibility and simple human decency all go out 
of the window. Secondly though, it is interesting to note that while orthodox treat
ments of these topics are united by a common metatheory, researchers in the past 
have been reluctant to identify theoretical links between them. Nevertheless, it would 
appear that strong links do exist. In particular, these can be found in the manner in 
which group involvement leads to new and socially creative fonns of action that can
not be discovered in, or reduced to, their individual inputs. In this regard, the third 
and final reason for examining these topics is that they all seem amenable to the 
altemative analysis of deindividuation phenomena articulated by social identity and 
self-categorizations theorists (e.g., Postmes & Spears, 1998; Reicher, 1987; Reicher 
et al. , 1995; Turner, 1985; Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher & Wetherell, 1987). This 
provides a new theoretical perspective on these various processes, but it also allows 
for radical reinterpretation of the produets to which they lead. So while groupthink, 
infonnation over-sampling and soldiering and are routinely criticized as leading to 
inferior - even disastrous - organizational outcomes, a social identity analysis sug
gests that they may actually be essential for adaptive and sustainable organizational 
functioning. Clearly this is a large case to prosecute compellingly in such a short 
chapter, but we can start by briefly summarizing the conventional wisdom that sur
rounds the three topics. 

An overview of research in groupthink, information over-sampling and soldiering 

Detailed discussions of the topics on which this paper focuses are available else
where, and this is not the place to review them in depth. Indeed, in many respects 
these issues represent the backbone of that branch of organizational theory that is 
infonned by social psychological research into group processes, and for that reason 
it would only be a deficient textbook that neglected to discuss them. This is partic
ularly true in the case of groupthink. As Turner and Pratkanis (1998a) note in a 
recent special issue of Organizational Behaviour and Group Decision Processes 
that marked the 25th anniversary of Janis' (1972) original book, this work has 
become the standard model of small-group decision making and no anthology of 
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classic organizational articles is complete if it lacks Janis' (1971) original presenta
tion of his theory in Psychology Today. 

rtSymptoms 1-------
Over-estimations of group worth 

rl Anteceden,tlt-,'J----... 
1 • high coheslveness 
2 • structural factors 

a) Insulated group 
b) partlzan leadership 
c) no procedural protocol Groupthlnk 

1 • lIIuslon of Invuinerability 
2 • belief In morallty of Ingroup 

Closed-mlndedness 
3 • collective rat1onallzation 
4 • sterotyplc views of outgroups 

Pressures towards unlformlty 
5 • self-censorshlp 
6 • IlIusion of unanlmlty 
7 • pressure placed on devlants 
8 • mlndguardlng 

d) Ideologlcal homogenelh----l~ 
3 • contextual factors 

a) external pressure 

excesslve 
concurrence-seekJng 

behavfour r---
A Declslon-making characterlsti~ 

1 • IImlted conslderat1on of options 
b) members under stress 2 • IImlted conslderat1on of goals 
c) lack of optimlsm 3 • limlted cost-benflt appralsal 
d) low self-esteem 4 • IImlted use of expert knowledge 

5 • undue attent10n to facts that suppo 
Ingroup cholce 

6 • IImlted reappralsal of optlons 
7 • lack of contingency plans 

~ Remediallntervention'1!t-''------------.... 

1 • encourage critical evaluat10n 
2 • higher adminIstration takes Impart1al pollcy stance 
3 • appolnt Independendent groups and advlsors 
4 • group members seek feedback trom thelr external const1tuents 
5 • encourage criticlsm trom outslde experts 
6 • appolnt devll's advocate 
7 • careful evaluation af outgroup warnlngs 
8 • have periodie dlvislon Into sub-groups 
9 • have "second-chance" meetings 

Figure 1: Features of groupthink (following Janis, 1971; 
Janis & Mann, 1977, p. 132; from Haslam, in press). 

As Figure 1 illustrates, the core symptoms of groupthink: fall into three classes: 
(a) over-estimations of the power and morality of an ingroup, (b) closed-minded
ness and (c) pressures towards uniformity. According to Janis, a group that has 
fallen prey to the syndrome thus tends to believe it is better, more powerful and 
more invulnerable than it really is and has unquestioning faith in its own moral 
authority. It is also very effective at explaining away warnings from outsiders and 
tends to underestimate the competence and strength of the relevant outgroups with 
which it is competing. WithinTgroup consensus is also highly prized, so that indi
vidual group members who have doubts fail to voice them (i.e., they engage in 
self-censorship) and the group as a whole puts pressure on members who deviate 

s. Alexander Haslam 81 



from the group position. On top of all this, group members collectively overesti
mate the degree to whieh group consensus actually exists and 'mindguards' 
emerge from within the group to shield it from information that might destroy its 
illusions. 

If we ask what it is that leads to groupthink and what factors might remediate it, 
the answers provided by Janis (1982) fit well with the basic tenets of classic deindi
viduation theory. At the heart of the problem is the readiness of individuals to yield 
to the wilt of the group and, in particular, to its demands for consensus at all costs. 
In this context individuals suspend the critical faculties and morals that would protect 
them from acts of imprudence or moral turpitude and become intoxieated by the per
suasive unanimity of their peers. Where their minds would formerly have told them 
to 'just say no' their hearts now say 'yes, yes, yes'. 

Unsurprisingly, the rehabilitation or prophylactic process for (potential) group
think vietims involves protecting the group from itself. Recommendations include 
bringing in extemal advisors, creating intragroup division and actively countering 
group norms. It is interesting to note in passing that very similar strategies were sug
gested by Zimbardo (1969) as ways of protecting prisoners from the excesses of 
prison guards, and that similar policy recommendations have emerged from more 
recent reviews of inappropriate behaviour amongst real-life professional groups: 
harassment of female service personnel in the us Navy, treatment of suspected ter
rorists by the British judiciary, endemie corruption in the Australian Federal police 
force. The message is fairly straightforward : to remove the problem from society, 
remove the group from the individual. 

A very similar message emerges from studies of information over-sampling and 
groupthink. Here, an abundance of research by Stasser and hls colleagues (e.g., 
Stasser, 1992; Wittenbaum & Stasser, 1996) points to the fact that when individu-

CandidateX CandidateY 

Information avoiIabIe to A: G @] @] 

Information availobIe to B: G @] G 
Information available to C: G @] @J 

Figure 2: An example of a hidden profile (from Haslam, in press) 

Note: The figure represents infonnation about two job candidates X and Y that is available to members 
of a three-person selection panel, A, B and C. Shaded boxes denote negative infonnation, unshaded 
denote positive infonnation. Each number refers to a unique piece of infonnation. 
In this example, if panel members focus on infonnation that they aU have access to (i.e., Xl, X2, YI, 
Y2) they wiU favour Candidate X over Candidate Y, although in fact there is more positive infonnation 
about Candidate Y (3 positive pieces of infonnation: X3, X4, X5 and 2 negative Xl, X2) than Candi
date X (3 negative pieces of infonnation: Y3, Y4, Y5 and 2 positive YI, Y2). 
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als discuss infonnation in groups, they have astrong inclination to share and attend 
to infonnation that group members all have access to rather than that which is 
available only to particular members. The problematic aspects of this tendency are 
revealed in studies where the existence of so-called hidden profiles means that truth 
is to be discovered in nonshared rather than shared infonnation. As Figure 2 shows, 
in an organizational context this might mean that a selection panel ends up prefer
ring a candidate with predominantly bad attributes (Candidate X) over one with 
predominantly good attributes (Candidate Y) if it happens to be the case that the 
panel members are all aware of the fITst candidate's few positive attributes (i.e., 
Xl, X2) and the second candidate's few negative attributes (Y1, Y2). Again, then, 
as in the case of groupthink research, it appears to be the case that pressures to 
achieve consensus lead to suboptimal infonnation use and to suboptimal organiza
tional outcomes. And again, commonly prescribed remedies are seen to tie in 
strategies for countering the power of the group and bringing individuals back to 
their individuated senses - although researchers generally consider the prospects 
of this occurring to be rather bleak, such is the force of the cognitive bias to which 
group members routinely succumb. 

Malign as groupthink and infonnation over-sampling may appear to be, they are, 
however, somewhat overshadowed by the prospect of organizational soldiering. This 
tenn was coined by Taylor (1911) after bis study of pig-iron handiers at the Midvale 
Steel works. In bis initial observations of labourers Taylor (1911, p. 72) noted a 
marked 'loss of ambition and initiative' that he considered to be an inevitable conse
quence of the fact that they worked in groups: 

Careful analysis ... demonstrated the fact that when workmen are herded together in 
gangs, each man in the gang becomes far less efficient than when rus personal ambition 
is stimulated; that when men work in gangs their efficiency faIls almost invariably down 
to or below the level of the worst man in the gang; and that they are all pulled down 
instead of being elevated by being herded together. 

As a forerunner to much later research into the phenomenon of socialloafing (e.g., 
Latané, Williams & Harkins, 1979), Taylor believed that this sluggishness derived 
from the anonymity and lack of accountability that the group afforded. In groups 
individuals are relieved of any honest inclination to work hard that they might pos
sess and their character is thoroughly perverted: 

Unfortunately for the character of the workman, soldiering involves a deliberate atlempt 
to deceive and mislead rus employer, and thus upright and straightforward workmen are 
compeIled to become more or less hypocritical. (Taylor, 1911, p. 23) 

As Latané and bis coworkers were to put it some 70 years later, loafmg in groups 
is 'a kind of social disease' resulting from the dirninished responsibility of deindi
viduated workers (1979, p. 831). Accordingly,like many latterday theorists, Taylor's 
remedy for the maladies he identified was simply to remove the individual from the 
group and the group from the organization. 'It is', Taylor (1911, p. 43) argued, 'an 
inflexible rule to talk to and deal with only one man at a time ... since we are trying 
to develop each man to his bighest state of efficiency and prosperity'. 
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Reconceptualizing group-based organizational behaviour: The UpSIDE to group
think, information over-sampling and soldiering 

Although the impact of the above three research movements has been not been uni
form, it is fair to say that all have exerted a profound impact on organizational the
ory and practice. It is interesting to note too, that although the foregoing review 
points to the underlying similarities in their metatheoretical underpinnings, most 
commentators would see each research program as quite distinct - not least 
because each emerged in a different era. Taylor's writing epitomizes early work in 
the school of scientific management and has a LeBonian coarseness about it that 
seems out of place today. He refers to particular workers in derogatory ways - for 
example, to one of his favoured workers, Schmidt, as 'a man of the mentally slug
gish type' (1911, p. 46). Janis' ideas, on the other hand, have a very 70s feel. As 
with any good Len Deighton novel, there is talk of politics, brainwashing and sub
version, and the group is a source of intrigue and fear. Finally, with Stasser's work 
we have squeaky-c1ean and highly respectabie social cognition. Here thumb-nail 
sketches of lazy workers have been replaced by mathematical models of proba
bilistic information sampling. And now it is not individual workers that are branded 
as mentally sluggish but information-processors in general (cf. Gilbert & Hixon, 
1991, p. 509). 

Examination of these three topics thus serves to chart the developmental phases 
of anti-group prejudice in psychological theory. But as we can see, this is very much 
a development of form rather than content. Gone are the outspoken vulgarities of 
old-fashioned individualism, ushered in are the niceties of a more modern metathe
ory - but an individualistic one nonetheless. So, for all their apparent differences, 
each of these approaches leads to the same practical recommendations: suspect and 
stigmatize the group and, wherever possible, individualize the workforce. 

In their seminal discus sion of the SIDE model, Reicher et al. (1995, p. 161) point 
out that one of principal problems with prescriptions of this form is that they 
actively limit the capacity of group members 'to give full voice to their collective 
identities'. Essentially the same argument can be applied to research in the orga
nizational area. However, in this domain it is possible to argue that the metathe
ory's function is much more manifest than latent. Organizational researchers are 
thus much more open in putting forward the view that group activity needs to be 
suppressed (or at least tightly controlled in the form of team-Taylorism; Baldry, 
Bain & Taylor, 1998) in the interests of organizational success. They are not slow 
to recognize that allowing workers 'to give fuIl voice to their collective identities' 
could result in feelings of shared discontent, collective protest and industrial 
action - in short, that it could involve empowering the powerless. And while a 
number of organizational theorists (af ter Mayo, 1947; McGregor, 1960) have 
given sermons on the gospel of empowerment (e.g., by advocating New Industrial 
Relations (NIR) policies which involve both profit- and power-sharing), most com
mentators acknowledge that this is a gospel that is preached much more than it is 
practised (see Thompson & Warhurst, 1998). As summarized by Kelly and Kelly 
(1991, p. 41): 
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It is impossible to avoid the conclusion that institutional, i.e. , management, support for 
NIR is both instrumental and superficial. Management are willing to implement and sup
port NIR initiatives only so long as they yield profitabie results and do not impinge on 
their own power and status. 

In relation to these points, received interpretations of the results of research into 
groupthink, infonnation over-sampling and soldiering would certainly give succour to 
those who point to the malign influence of the group on the individual. What, one may 
well ask, is commendable about a group of workers who conspire to underperfonn, 
about aselection committee that selects a poor candidate over a good one, or about a 
government that hatches a crazy plan to invade a neighbouring island? A long answer 
to this question is available elsewhere (Haslam, in press a). However, along lines sug
gested by Pfeffer (1997), the key to a short answer lies in rediscovery of the political 
analysis that lies at the heart of received wisdom in these three areas. To help this 
rediscovery process, we can attempt to analyse situations in which the merits of sol
diering, infonnation over-sampling and groupthink may be more apparent and point to 
some empirical fmdings which lend support to our analysis. 

In the flTst in stance we might reflect on the activities of prisoners-of-war working 
on the notorious Bunna-Thailand railway in World War Il, and ask ourselves 'What 
was the appropriate way for these prisoners to display productivity?' Was it to work 
as hard as possible in order to complete the railway in the shortest possible time? Or 
was it to conspire through acts of obstinacy, belligerence and sabotage to thwart the 
project' s completion ? The answer of course, is that it depends on whose goals one 
sees as valid. However, from our own political vantage point, most of us would sug
gest that the strategy of defiance was the most commendable - not least, because it 
made a significant contribution to the eventual result of the war. Significantly 
though, many commentators have observed that the capacity for prisoners to actively 
resist their captors ' injunctions to work hard was a function of their having a highly 
developed sense of group belonging (e.g., Dunlop, 1986; McConnack & Nelson, 
1993). In short, it appears that it was only because they had a collective purpose and 
shared social identity that prisoners were able to collectively resist oppression. 

Some empirical support for this analysis comes from a study recently conducted 
by Wallace (1998). In this, young army cadets had to participate in two tasks, one 
pleasant and one unpleasant. The unpleasant task was deliberately meaningless and 
involved tying and untying bootlaces as many times as possible in a 16-minute 
period. From our point of view, the central prediction was that the cadets would be 
most likely to soldier on this task under conditions where their group membership 
was salient and they perfonned the task in groups. As Figure 3 indicates, this pre
diction was confrrmed. Moreover, responses on other measures suggested that this 
outcome was not associated with a sen se of anonymity or lack of identifiability in 
the group, but rather with the cadets ' feeling that in this condition they received 
more support from fellow group members for their collaborative act of insubordina
tion. Like prisoners on the Burma-Thailand rail way, they conspired against the 
experimenters because group membership made the act meaningful and possible. Of 
course, had we (the experimenters) been army officers, it is likely that we would, 
like Taylor or the Japanese prison guards, have put a completely different spin on 
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Figure 3: Productivity on pleasant and unpleasant tasks as a function of level of self
categorization and context (Wallace, 1998; from Haslam, in press) 

Note: Perfonnance on the two tasks is not directly comparabIe, so it is variation in productivity on the 
same task across conditions that is most infonnative. 

these results. We might also have taken steps to disband or break up the group or to 
root out those perceived to be ringleaders and trouble-makers. This though, should 
be seen as a political act, not as one that is mitigated by psychological deficiency on 
the part of the cadets. Indeed, on the contrary, the effects observed in Wallace' s 
study speak to the psychological utility of the group as a mechanism for social 
change. 

A similar line of argument can be developed as an altemative to received analyses 
of infonnation over-sampling and groupthink. In the case of the fonner process, 
some of the key questions that we can ask relate to the assumptions that guide 
research in this area. The two most important are possibly (a) whether attention to 
shared infonnation serves critical social functions beyond simple infonnation trans
fer and (b) whether infonnation that all group members have access to is psycholog
ically equivalent to infonnation that is only available to particular individuals. 

Following research by Worchel (e.g., 1994), it seems reasonable to suggest that 
our answers here may lead us down a different path to that taken by Stasser and his 
colleagues. Specifically, we might argue that, at least in the initial stages of group 
fonnation, the process of sharing familiar infonnation is essential for a shared sense 
of the collective self to emerge amongst group members. Indeed, fmding out and 
demonstrating publicly what 'we' have in common would appear to be essential to 
putting some content-related flesh onto the bone of psychological group membership. 
If all the contributions. in this volume (and at the conference where they were initially 
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presented) were concerned only to articulate different points about deindividuation 
theory, could we hope to arrive at a comrnon view about what makes the SIDE analy
sis different from that of Zimbardo and his colleagues? More significantly, could we 
hope to mount a collective challenge to the orthodoxy in this field? 

In this context we might also suggest that, for present purposes, the beliefs that the 
various contributors to this volume share about deindividuation are of greater utility 
and significance than those they don't. For example, if all of the contributors had 
access to evidence suggesting that classieal versions of the theory have a particular 
flaw, but two people had access to different pieces of information suggesting that it 
has merits, would it be appropriate to conclude that on the weight of available evi
dence the theory is valid? Surely the sensible course of action here would be to try 
to resolve the inconsistency, not simply to aggregate these pieces of information as if 
they were of equivalent objective value. Indeed, it is for precisely this reason that sci
entists hold conferences and meetings like the one that led to this volume, in an 
endeavour to take collaborative steps forward. That too, is why we have juries and 
selection panels and don't simply ask computers to determine whether someone 
should go to gaal or be given a particular job. 

In such processes, it would also appear that the fact that some beliefs are widely 
shared while others are not is itself an important piece of sodal information that we 
need to take into account. Amongst other things, this is because information that is 
widely shared within an ingroup is generally much more likely to inspire confidence 
than that which is not (McGarty, Turner, Oakes & Haslam, 1993). Indeed, we rnight 
weU ask how social movements (e.g., in science, polities and industry) would ever 
get off the ground if groups were forever attentive to faint voiees of doubt and dis
sent within their ranks. 

This question serves as a good entrée into some recent empirical research in whieh 
this alternative analysis of consensus-seeking behaviour was extended to address the 
fuU-blown phenomenon of groupthink (Haslam, Ryan, Postmes & Spears, 1999). As 
with the prisoner-of-war example above, the objective of the study was to challenge 
received interpretations of this process by examining the phenomenon under condi
tions where it led to what might be construed as positive outcomes. The study also 
sought to clarify the role that social identity and deindividuation processes played in 
fostering a group's initial comrnitment to a collaborative project and then maintain
ing that comrnitment through thiek and thin. 

The study asked groups of four students - who were defined as a decision-mak
ing executive - to make funding decisions in relation to a proposed child-care cen
tre that was being built in a town centre. The study had three phases. At each phase 
groups were presented with information about the progress of the childcare centre in 
the form of press releases, letters from interested parties and official documentation 
(following Dietz-Uhler, 1996). At Phase 1 alliooked rosy for the planners, in Phase 
2 there were a few clouds on the horizon, but by Phase 3 things had started to look 
distinctly pear-shaped. The centre was behind schedule, had gone over budget, and 
toxie material had been discovered in the sandpit. None of these problems were fata! 
for the project's viability, but they made it clear that the scheme was not going to be 
all smooth sailing and would not be for the faint-hearted. Accordingly, the key 
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dependent variables were (a) how positively individuals feIt about both the project 
and their group, and (b) how much money they were willing to commit for future 
building work from a fixed sum that varied between $250,000 and $350,000. 

Manipulation of the study's independent variabie involved assigning the students 
(N = 188) to one of three conditions intended to make either their personal, individ
uated identity salient or a shared, deindividuated social identity. In the individuated 
condition individuals were asked at every phase of the study to indicate what made 
them different from other group members and to wear individuating name badges 
('JOHN', 'JANE', etc.). In a deindividuated condition group members were asked at 
each phase to identify attitudes to funding of community projects that their group had 
in common. At Phase 1 these attitudes were also translated into a group name that all 
members wore on a prominently-displayed badge throughout the study (e.g., 'BETIER 

FACILITIES' , 'No eurs'). The same procedure was incorporated into a deindividuated 
+ threat condition, but this also informed groups at Phase 1 that their decisions 
would be critically evaluated by other groups at the end of the study (a manipulation 
suggested by the work of Turner & Pratkanis, 1998b). 

Phase 

Money 
250 

IJ '. 1 (max = 350) 
committed 11 2 (max = 250) 
to project • 3 (max = 350) 200 
($ ,000) 

150 

100 

individuated deindividuated deindividuated 
+ threat 

Condition 

Figure 4: Money committed to childcare project as a function of condition and phase 
(from Haslam et al., 1998) 

In light of the arguments presented above, the core prediction of the study was 
that individuals ' willingness to remain committed to the project would depend 
upon the condition to which they had been assigned and would be stronger to the 
extent that their orientation to the decision-making process was informed by a 
social identity that they shared with other group members. As Figures 4 illustrates, 
this prediction was confirmed. Thus while participants in the individuated condi
tion bailed out of the project as it started to faiter, those in the two deindividuated 
conditions showed a willingness to stick to their guns and provide the injection of 
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capital necessary to see the project through to completion. Evidence on post-test 
measures also indicated that these effects were associated with social identity 
salience at the initial phase of the study. Thus while participants in the individu
ated condition actually came to see themselves more as a group as the study pro
gressed, by the time that they did, their identity had already been formed around a 
decision not to proceed with the project - so this was the decision towards which 
they proceeded. 

Reflecting on these results, it is of course the case that the utility of the end-prod
uct here is still open to question. What was the right decision for the groups in this 
study? To spend money on a public project of questionable value, or to preserve tax
payers money and invest it in more watertight ventures? To stick to one's tinancial 
knitting, or to make a brave decision that challenges the orthodoxies of 'economic 
rationalism'? Again, the answer must be that this depends. Ultimately too, it is clear 
that this is apolitical question and that the 'right' answer is a matter of political val
ues and political judgement. 

What the study does suggest though, is that processes of groupthink lead to out
comes that can be variously described as foolhardy or courageous, reckless or brave, 
imprudent or momentous, depending on one's point of view and one's place in his
tory. If one' sintention is to avoid any of these excesses and to preserve the status quo 
at all costs, then one might be well-advised to adopt the anti-group strategies recom
mended by Janis and his colleagues. The question I want to address by way of con
clusion though, concerns the sustainability of this strategy at both social and organi
zationallevels (cf. Haslam, in press a). 

Concluding remarks 

Looking over the range of observations made in preceding sections, it should be clear 
that processes of individuation and group-based deindividuation are associated with 
two radically different forms of organizational behaviour. Traditionally too, 
researchers have been very clear about which of these is the more desirabie. Deindi
viduation leads to the organizational ills of soldiering, information over-sampling and 
groupthink, but individuation leads to optimal productivity, rational information 
exchange and decision-making prudence. Accordingly, it should come as no surprise 
that - in the interests of greater efficiency and industrial harmony - organizational 
theorists are generally keen to recommend practices that individualize workers over 
those that create social bonds and intergroup division. Indeed, even if the productive 
potential of teams is recognized (e.g., as it is by Lembke & Wilson, 1998; van Knip
penberg, in press; van Knippenberg & van Schie, in press), practitioners generally 
remain very wary of groups and counsel managers to keep a tight rein on their form 
and structure lest things get out of hand. As Stein (1982, p. 146) puts it: 

Managers need, therefore, to he aware that their subordinates might weU profit from the 
facilitating effects of group memhership. At the same time, however, they need to he 
aware of stearnroller tactics, in which the group may hecome overstimulated and oversell 
itself. 
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At a politicallevel, it is not hard to see why individuating tactics have widespread 
appeal amongst those who own and control organizations. After all, they preserve the 
status quo, the sanctity of the manager' s 'right to manage', and feed into an ideology 
which justifies that right as a principle of individual superiority. Managers manage 
(and are to be rewarded for managing) because they are made of the 'right stuff' -
the individual skills in areas of productivity, information management, and decision
making that the organization supposedly needs. 

The goal of this paper has not been to discredit this political analysis, or even to 
present an alternative one. Instead it has been to show that the psychological analy
sis that serves to buttress these arguments is largely unsustainable - primarily 
because it is driven by a very partial political perspective on the psychological 
processes in question. Moreover, once we expo se this fact, it is clear that psycholog
ical processes that are routinely maligned in the organizationalliterature can be seen 
in a fresh light. Specifically, we see that there is nothing inherently good or bad about 
processes of soldiering, information over-sampling and groupthink - instead they 
merely contribute to distinctive forms of organizational behaviour that are implicated 
in the creative development and expression of collective values and goals. 

In the fmal analysis we therefore have to ask ourselves whether we want organi
zational and sociallife to allow for the possibility of group-based collective action -
not just by the groups to wbich we belong and whose values and goals we share, but 
also by those of which we disapprove. At fITst blush tbis may seem to be a hard 
choice, but in fact it turns out not to be a choice at all. This is because authentic 
social and organizational diversity - psychologically grounded in deindividuation 
(or more precisely, depersonalization, Turner, 1982) and the attendant possibility of 
collective action - is the essential mechanism that guards against the twin dangers 
of an organizational monculture and uncorrectable social error (see Haslam, in press 
a, in press b). In this way, deindividuation in the form social identification lies at the 
very heart of what it means to be, and to continue being, human. It should also be 
seen as the very cornerstone of sustainable organizational psychology. 
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