A GROUPTHINK PERSPECTIVE
ON THE INvASION OF IRAQ?

ALISON McQUEEN

The failure to find weapons of mass destruction in Iraq has led many
observers of international affairs to question why the Bush
administration appeared so confident of the existence of these weapons
prior to the war. This article suggests that a partial answer to this
question can be found by applying Irving Janis’s “groupthink” model,
which examines pressures for concurrence-seeking in small groups.
While Janis’s model yields important insights into the case of U.S.
decision-making leading wp to the war in Iraq, this case illustrates
some of the shortcomings of the groupthink theory. From a policy
perspective, this analysis illustrates the necessity of supporting

debate in the policy-making process and the perils of acting on
worst-case thinking.

INTRODUCTION

From the Bay of Pigs invasion to the Iran-Contra affair, U.S. foreign
policy in the post-WWII period has provided observers of international
affairs numerous examples of faulty decision-making by small groups
of well-educated policy-makers. In an effort to explain how compe-
tent, highly qualified public officials could make such poor decisions,
social psychologist and professor Irving Janis proposed his now famous
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groupthink model. This theory suggests that pressures can arise for
conformity and concurrence-seeking in small groups, leading to poor
collective decisions. The seeds of Janis’s

The groupthink phenom- model lie in an attempt to understand
enon tends to produce the defective decision-making of the Ken-

grossly mispuided deci- nedy administration leading up to the Bay

of Pigs invasion. Engaging in a cross-dis-
sions that in retrospect ciplinary analysis that marries the study of
leave much of the public—  policy-making with the psychological ex-
and even decision-makers  amination of small group dynamics, Janis

themselves—baffled. argues that flawed decision-making can be
brought about through “subtle constraints,

which the leader may reinforce inadver-
tently, prevent[ing] a [group] member from fully exercising his critical
powers and from openly expressing doubts when most others in the
group appear to have reached a consensus.”

The groupthink phenomenon tends to produce grossly misguided
decisions that in retrospect leave much of the public—and even de-
cision-makers themselves—baffled. Similar reactions have surfaced in
response to the U.S. decision to initiate a war with Iraq because of the
security threat posed by the latter’s possession of weapons of mass de-
struction (WMD). As is well-known, a thorough search after the war
failed to uncover these alleged weapons, thereby bringing into question
the stated reason for the invasion. Three questions therefore present
themselves: (1) Why were high-level decision-makers within the U.S.
government initially so convinced of the existence of Iraqi WMD? (2)
Why did the Bush administration think that Iraq’s possession of WMD
was a serious, immediate threat? (3) Why did the administration see
invasion as the best course of action?

This paper aims to use Janis’s groupthink model in an effort to an-
swer these questions. An analysis of public statements made by members
of Bush’s war cabinet and recent examinations of the deliberations lead-
ing up to the war in Iraq will reveal that although the groupthink model
does contribute to an understanding of the pressures for concurrence-
seeking within the Bush administration, it does not provide a complete
explanation of the decision-making problems in this case. In order to
retain its explanatory power in the case of the decision to invade Iraq,



the model would have to be expanded to account for a unique concep-
tion of situational stress and the effects of worst-case thinking.

THE GROUPTHINK MODEL

Janis uses a case study approach to examine the Bay of Pigs invasion,
the escalation of the Korean War, Washington’s inability to foresee the
attack on Pearl Harbor, the intensification of the Vietnam War, and,
in a later edition of his initial work, the Watergate cover-up.c He sees
all of these cases as “instances in which a defective decision was made
in a series of meetings by a few policy-makers who constituted a cohe-
sive group.”™ Using mostly primary sources such as memoirs, published
minutes of meetings and official statements by decision makers, Janis
searches for “a consistent psychological pattern” in the cases that he
examines.© He also presents two additional cases—the Cuban missile
crisis and the careful design and implementation of the Marshall Plan
by the Truman administration—as examples of effective decision-mak-
ing characterized by a relative absence of groupthink.

The findings that these cases yielded generate a model consisting of
the causal antecedents and symptoms of groupthink, and the decision-
making flaws to which the phenomenon gives rise (see Figure 1).

Janis posits that there are several causal
factors, or antecedents, that can initiate the The pOtEﬂt/U/ for group-
pressures for concurrence-seeking that charac-  thinK Is proportional to the

terize the groupthink phenomenon. The agmiability, chumminess,” and

most important of these, according to Ja- SOI/deIt}’ among group
nis, is group cohesiveness. The potential for members.

groupthink is proportional to the amiabil-

ity, ‘chumminess,” and solidarity among

group members.: Although Janis does not offer a definition of group
cohesiveness, one may assume that he implies a conventional under-
standing of the term as the “forces which are acting on members to stay
in a group.™ Structural faults, or deficiencies, within a group’s organiza-
tion can also contribute to the emergence of the groupthink phenom-
enon. The most important of these structural faults is the “absence of a
potential source of organizational constraint that could help to prevent
[group] members...from...indulging in uncritical conformity.” In oth-
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ANTECEDENTS
Cohesiveness Provocative situational context
Structural faults of the organization: High stress from external threats with low
Insulation of the group hope of better solution than leader’s
Lack of leader impartiality Low temporary self-esteem induced
Lack of procedural norms by:

Member homogeneity Recent failures

Difficulties in current decision-
making task
Moral dilemmas

» Concurrence-seeking tendencey

SYMPTOMS
Ilusion of invulnerability Self-censorship
Belief in inherent group morality Ilusion of unanimity
Collective rationalization Pressure on dissenters
Stereotypes of outsiders Self-appointed mindguards
\
DEFECTS
Incomplete survey of alternatives Poor information search
Incomplete survey of objectives Selective bias in processing information
Failure to re-examine preferred choice Failure to develop contingency plans
Failure to re-examine rejected alternatives

Low probability of successful outcome

Figure 1: The Groupthink Model"

er words, any group that is insulated from external influences, and lacks
leader impartiality, procedural norms, and member heterogeneity has a
strong likelihood to succumb to pressures for concurrence-seeking. A
final set of antecedent conditions that intensify the effects of group co-
hesiveness are encompassed within a provocative situational context. Janis



posits that situational stress results from the collective perception that
there is little hope for finding an alternative solution to that proposed
by the leader or other prominent group members and temporarily low
self-esteem caused by recent failures or the challenge of the decision-
making task.

These three sets of factors give rise to a concurrence-seeking ten-
dency which has several symptoms: the illusion of invulnerability, a belief
in the group’s inherent morality, collective rationalizations, stereotyping of out-
groups, self-censorship, the illusion of unanimity, pressure applied to dissenters,
and self-appointed mindguards—individuals who protect the group from
information that could break the existing consensus.* The decisions
that result from a group in which these symptoms exist contain several
defects. Sally Riggs Fuller and Roman Aldag provide a useful summary
of the characteristics of defective decisions resulting from groupthink:

[TThe group limits its discussion to just a few alternatives. After a
course of action is initially selected, members ignore new informa-
tion concerning its risks and drawbacks. At the same time, they avoid
information concerning benefits of rejected alternatives. Members
make little attempt to use experts to obtain more precise information.
And, because they are so confident that things will turn out well, group
members fail to consider what may go wrong and so do not develop
contingency plans.!

Ultimately, these decision-making flaws lower the likelihood of a
successful outcome and increase the probability of a fiasco, or a grossly
miscalculated decision. In his case studies, Janis often begins by look-
ing for some of the decision-making flaws discussed above and then
works backwards to see whether the groupthink phenomenon can ex-
plain these defects. It is also important to note that the presence of
these flaws alone is not enough to warrant a groupthink examination.
It must also be evident that (1) the official explanation for the decision-
making problems is incomplete and (2) core group members possess
the skills necessary to make good decisions.”

APPLYING THE MODEL

There are several reasons why the U.S. decision to invade Iraq is a
good candidate for groupthink analysis. Most importantly, the Bush ad-
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ministration made several major miscalculations consistent with Janis’
notion of a foreign policy “fiasco.”™

Assumption 1: Iraq possessed large stockpiles of WMD and advanced weap-
ons programs. Statements made by members of the Bush administration
prior to the military action taken against Iraq emphasized that Saddam
Hussein had amassed a substantial stock of WMD and had highly de-
veloped weapons programs. However, the results of the extensive post-
invasion search conducted by the administration’s Iraq Survey Group
(ISG) largely discredit these statements. Current intelligence regard-
ing Iraq’s nuclear capabilities, when compared to the administration’s
pre-war statements, provides the most compelling evidence of the war
cabinet’s overestimations. Three days prior to the war, Vice President
Cheney asserted, “we know [Saddam Hussein] has been absolutely de-
voted to trying to acquire nuclear weapons. And we believe he has,
in fact, reconstituted nuclear weapons.” These assertions have been
discredited by what is now known about Iraq’s nuclear capabilities. In
addition, they were also contradicted prior to the war by assessments
made by the State Department’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research.
P It is therefore clear that the Bush war cabinet significantly miscalcu-
lated Iraq’s WMD capabilities and the extent of its weapons programs

Assumption 2: Iraqi WMD posed an urgent and immediate threat to U.S. se-
curity. On October 2, 2002, President Bush stated that “the Iraqi regime
is a threat of unique urgency... [I]t has developed weapons of mass
death.”” One month prior to this, the Bush administration released the
U.S. National Security Strategy, the cornerstone of which was the princi-
ple of preemptive action against imminent security threats.” Yet, recent
findings reveal that an immediate threat posed by Iraqi WMD did not
exist. Rather, to the extent that a WMD threat was present, it involved
the longer-term danger posed by Iraq’s “determination to acquire such
weapons, its scientific and technical resources...to make them, and
its demonstrated willingness to use chemical weapons.”™ Thus, from
information gathered to date, it is clear that the Bush administration
overestimated the imminence of the threat posed by Iraq’s interest in
obtaining WMD.

Assumption 3: Iraq would not hesitate to provide WMD to terrorist organi-
zations. Further miscalculations were made concerning the links be-
tween Iraq’s WMD and terrorist organizations. The argument that Iraq



would provide WMD to terrorists presumed both that a link between
Saddam Hussein’s regime and al Qaeda existed and that the Iraqi rul-
er was inclined to share weapons with terrorist organizations. Several
Bush administration statements referred to the “sinister nexus between
Iraq and the al Qaeda terrorist network.” Yet, both prewar intelligence
and postwar analyses have failed to dem-

onstrate the existence of such a link." As The core group conducted
Cirincione et al. conclude, “although there at best an Incomplete

have been periodic meetings between Iraqi
P 8 T survey of the aiternatives

and al Qaeda agents, the most intensive
searching over the last two years has pro- (o war.

duced no solid evidence of a cooperative

relationship between Saddam’s government and [al Qaeda].”™ In ad-
dition, the notion that Iraq would be inclined to equip terrorists with
WMD is suspect at best.™ Given the territorially-based interests of states,
itis questionable whether a government would transfer WMD to groups
that could later use these very weapons against it. Furthermore, given
the realities of the post-9/11 security environment, “terrorists would
not even have to use the weapons but merely allow the transfer to be-
come known to U.S. intelligence to call down the full wrath of the Unit-
ed States on the donor state.”™ This flawed assumption, along with the
others outlined above, suggests the existence of a “grossly miscalculated
policy [decision]™ that is similar to those chosen by Janis in his initial
formulation of the groupthink model.

While these miscalculations indicate a decision-making failure at a
general level, three particular defects are consistent with the predic-
tions of the groupthink model. First, the core group conducted at best
an ncomplete survey of the alternatives to war. For instance, one option
that France and Germany favored but the United States rejected fairly
quickly “would have been a tougher program of ‘coercive inspections’
entailing a specifically designed international force.”™ Another option
would have been to allow renewed UN inspections until either there
was certainty that Saddam Hussein had dismantled his weapons pro-
grams or inspectors were obstructed.*

Second, with the notable exception of Colin Powell, group members
failed to seriously re-examine the rejected alternative of structured changes
to the economic sanctions regime against Iraq.*> The Bush administra-



tion did, at least nominally, support the creation of ‘smarter’ sanctions
against Iraq, which “could be dropped if Iraq first accepted a renewal
of United Nations inspections of its suspected nuclear, chemical, and
biological weapons sites. [However], the American plan, [UN] officials
agreed, was to make so many demands—complete access to palaces, for
example—that it would be almost impossible for Saddam to agree.”™
In effect, the administration made ‘smarter sanctions’ and renewed in-
spections non-options.

Third, Kenneth Pollack—a former National Security Council Iraq
specialist, whose book The Threatening Storm provided support for a U.S.
war in Irag—suggests that there existed a selective biasin the way in which
members of the war cabinet interpreted and processed intelligence in-

formation. This tendency is clear in the
At times, newspaper ar- group’s aggressively negative reaction to
ticles by columnists sup- information that contradicted its stance on
portive of the Bush admin- Iraq. Intelligence officials who interpreted

Istration’s stance. such das information in a way that did not support

the administration’s stance were “subjected

George £ Will and Williom to barrages of questions and requests for
Safire, were viewed as moré additional information...[T]The worst fights
important to the decision- were those over sources.” At times, news-
making process than the paper articles by columnists supportive of
reports of trained intel- gle BushF asvrpﬁmstgat;th.s star;celii such as
ligence professionals eorge F. Will an illiam Safire, were

viewed as more important to the decision-
making process than the reports of trained
intelligence professionals.® Thus, the presence of significant miscal-
culations and several decisional defects consistent with Janis’s model
suggest that the deliberative process prior to the war in Iraq is a strong
candidate for groupthink analysis.

However, in order to demonstrate the applicability of this model to
the case of U.S. decision-making surrounding Iraqi WMD), one must
demonstrate that the picture provided by the official explanation for
defective deliberations is incomplete. To the extent that Bush admin-
istration officials have acknowledged defective decision-making regard-
ing Iraqi WMD capabilities, they have blamed it on intelligence failures.
In response to a growing number of questions about the truth of official



statements made regarding WMD in Iraq, Deputy Secretary of Defense
Paul Wolfowitz asserted, “No one was lying. People were saying what
we believed was the best information we had from intelligence.” This
statement suggests that any error in judgment that occurred in the deci-
sions leading up to the war in Iraq rests with the intelligence commu-
nity.

However, several recent analyses have suggested that while available
intelligence may have overstated the threat posed by Iraqi WMD, re-
sponsibility for poor decision-making extended beyond the intelligence
community. It is now clear that members of Bush’s core group consis-
tently misrepresented the threat posed by Iraqi WMD in their public
statements. For example, the declassified excerpts of the National Intel-
ligence Estimate (NIE) that were released in July 2003 “contained forty
distinct caveats or conditions on the intelligence judgments—including
fifteen uses of the adverb ‘probably’—that other publications and [of-
ficial] statements usually dropped.”™® In addition, Greg Thielmann, a
former director at the State Department’s Bureau of Intelligence and
Research (INR), has suggested that high-level political decision-makers
selectively used and misrepresented intelligence information in order
to support the administration’s stance on Iraq.** For example, the ad-
ministration gave credibility to intelligence that suggested that the Iraqg-
is had attempted to purchase uranium from Niger, even though many
within the intelligence community, including Thielmann, viewed these
reports as extremely suspect. These problems garnered sufficient at-
tention to warrant a decision on the part of the Senate Intelligence
Committee to investigate the issue further.¥ The official explanation
for defective decisions leading up to the war in Iraq is therefore incom-
plete. A groupthink analysis has the potential to supplement official
explanations.

The final criterion for applying the groupthink model is the experi-
ence level of core group members.* If group members lacked experi-
ence in political decision-making, it would be likely that errors could
“be attributed to lack of intellectual capability for making policy judg-
ments” and an inability to evaluate alternative courses of action.” In a
case of shared political inexperience, lack of tested ability, rather than
pressures for concurrence-seeking, would be the most likely explana-
tion for poor decisions. However, the members of Bush’s core group



had both public and private sector experience; with the exception of
the president, all the members of the group had held senior positions
in previous administrations. In addition, Cheney, Rumsfeld, and Pow-
ell all had previous experience dealing specifically with Saddam Hus-
sein and Iraq. This suggests that a lack of policy-making experience is
not likely to be the source of defective decision-making in discussions
leading up to the war in Iraq. The presence of several major miscal-
culations, the inadequacy of official explanations, and the collective
experience of core group members leave open the possibility that the
overestimation of the threat posed by Iraqgi WMD could have resulted
from pressures for concurrence-seeking.

CAUSAL ANTECEDENTS

GRrRouUP COHESIVENESS
One of the most important contributors to the pressures for concurrence-
seeking characteristic of groupthink is group cohesiveness. For example, in
the case of the lack of U.S. vigilance prior to Pearl Harbor, Janis notes that the
core group surrounding commander-in-chief
The presence of several of the Pacific Fleet, Admiral Husband E. Kim-

major miscalculations, the  mel, was particularly cohesive. Janis relates

Inadequacy of official that “face-to-face contact among the members
explanations, and the of the Navy group was not limited to business

meetings. All the men were part of the naval
collective experience of enclave in Honolulu and frequently spent time

core group members leave together off duty as well as on duty.” At first
open the possibility that blush, there seems to be little doubt that the
the overestimation of the  Bush administration was similarly cohesive.
threat posed by Iragi WMD The President’s election campaign was fo-
could have resuited from cused on the idea that voters would be choos-

ing a team.™ After the departure of Treasury
pressures for concurrence- Secretary Paul O’Neill in 2002, one commen-

seeking. tator remarked that the core group surround-
ing Bush was more tightly-knit than that in any

recent administration.* The presence of some degree of cohesiveness is also
evident in the administration’s statements on the threat posed by Iraq. For



instance, on October 9, 2002, Secretary of State Colin Powell explained: “We
are knitted together as a team...on this issue...The President has given us
clear guidance...We know what we have to do. We have to be firm at this mo-
ment in history. We have to be united as a cabinet.”» Based on the statements
above, it is clear that Bush’s core group was at least somewhat cohesive.

However, the groupthink model, as originally proposed by Janis, demands
more than the mere presence of group cohesiveness. Groups are, by their
very nature, cohesive. It is the degree of cohesiveness that must be assessed.
While there were notable signs of cohesiveness in the core group, as outlined
above, there also existed forces of division that prevented the group from
being as tightly-knit as was Kimmel’s, for instance. The most pronounced
example of divisiveness regarding Iraq was the ongoing tensions between
Colin Powell and other members of the group. These tensions began almost
as soon as the administration first turned its attention to Iraq in early 2001.
Powell’s moderate stance directly opposed those of “hard-liners like Rums-
feld, Cheney, and Wolfowitz, who were already planning the next war in Iraq
and the shape of a post-Saddam country.” As the prospect of an invasion of
Iraq grew increasingly likely, Powell sought to use existing tensions in order
to reveal an alternate perspective. Bob Woodward reveals,

He decided he had to come down very hard, state his convictions and conclusions so

there would be no doubt as to where he stood. The president had been hearing from
Cheney and Rumsfeld, a kind of A-team inside the war cabinet. Powell wanted to

present the B-team, the alternative view that he believed had not been aired.*

Despite Powell’s limited overall success, it is clear that the disagreements
between him and other members of the war cabinet prevented the core group
from being highly cohesive. The degree to which group cohesiveness can be
treated as a primary causal antecedent in this case must be questioned.

While Janis’s early work presumes group cohesiveness to be the primary

causal antecedent of the concurrence-seeking ,
tendencies characteristic of groupthink, his Despite Powells limited
later articulations of the model broaden this OVEM all success, It Is clear
initial conception by including a wider vari- that the disagreements be-
ety of antecedent conditions—most notably, [WEEN him and other mem-
structural faults within the organization of the pers of the war cabinet
group and a stressful decision-making context. prevented the core group

Nevertheless, he still conceptualizes group from being highly cohesive

cohesiveness as the primary causal variable



contributing to the presence of groupthink symptoms.* However, empirical
studies have found that group cohesion was a poor predictor of groupthink.
« @Given that previous empirical research suggests that group cohesiveness
may not be one of the primary causal antecedents leading to symptoms of
groupthink, it is necessary to give stronger consideration to other contributing
variables.

STRUCTURAL FAULTS IN THE ORGANIZATION

One such contributing variable is the structural faults, or deficiencies, in
a group’s organization. Such structural faults may include insulation of the
group, lack of impartiality on the part of the leader, the absence of procedural
norms requiring methodical consideration of options, and group member ho-
mogeneity. All of these flaws can be found—to varying degrees—in the case
of U.S. decision-making surrounding the threat posed by Iraqi WMD.

First, the core group largely chose to insulate itself “from the judgments
of qualified [external] associates.”™ Pollack explains that members of the
core group expressed an aggressively negative reaction to information that
contradicted the administration’s own stance on Iraq.» The Department of
Defense promptly established another intelligence operation—the Office of
Special Plans (OSP)—"“reportedly out of dissatisfaction with the caveated
judgments [of] intelligence professionals.” While the establishment of ad
hoc intelligence operations in the Pentagon is not unprecedented, two unique
factors were present in this case: the reasons for its creation, and its tendency
to accept intelligence information that many trained professionals would have
considered dubious.> The OSP therefore seems to have been created merely
to legitimize the views that the core group members already possessed. Un-
fortunately, it also led to the absence of the critical debate that may be fos-
tered through a canvassing of external opinions.

This desire for insulation was fueled by the second element of faulty or-
ganizational structure, the lack of impartiality on the part of Bush and several
core group members. Paul O’Neill describes how Bush and several of his
principal advisors were focused on the threat posed by Iraq even before the
terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001. In the first meeting of the National
Security Council, on January 30, 2001, the following exchange took place:

[Bush] turned to Rice. ‘So, Condi, what are we going to talk about today? What’s
on the agenda?



‘How Iraq is destabilizing the region, Mr. President,” Rice said, in what several ob-
servers understood was a scripted exchange. She noted that Iraq might be the key to

reshaping the entire [Middle East].”

Director of Central Intelligence George Te-
net then presented several grainy photographs  While President Bush
of factories assumed by Tenet and the core (jd entertain and act
group members to be weapons production fa- upon some alternate

cilities. The premise from which the president _
and his advisors began to shape U.S. foreign views—most notably, Colln

policy toward the Middle East was thus that Powell’s argument that the
the Iraqi regime was a destabilizing force in United States should seek

the region and possessed weapons of mass de-  ( United Nations Secu-
struction.* Similarly, the July 2002 Downing rity Council resolution on
Street Memo reveals that British Prime Minis- Iraq before embarking on

ter Tony Blair’s administration was convinced =
that Bush had already made up his mind to in- milltary intervention-there

vade Iraq and was just waiting for an appro- was little procedural room
priate time to do so.* The bias of Bush and [fOr debate over the threat
several of his advisors toward military action posed by Iraql WMD.

in Iraq was thus evident in the earliest days of

the administration.

A third structural problem, the lack of procedural norms in core group
decision-making, allowed this unflinching stance to take firm root. During
early deliberations over the direction of foreign policy, O’Neill was struck
by the almost total absence of methodical decision-making procedures. The
procedures were either broken or non-existent and “there seemed to be no ap-
paratus to assess policy and deliberate effectively.”® While President Bush
did entertain and act upon some alternate views—most notably, Colin Pow-
ell’s argument that the United States should seek a United Nations Security
Council resolution on Iraq before embarking on military intervention—there
was little procedural room for debate over the threat posed by Iraqi WMD.
Rather, as Pfiffner explains, “President Bush’s approach to his advisory sys-
tem was personal rather than procedural or structural. He used his national
security team effectively for his purposes”—to support a war in Iraq.* Proce-
dural norms for evaluating particular courses of actions appear to have been
absent.
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While the first three elements of flawed organizational structure can be
observed in the decision-making processes leading up to the war in Iraq, the
final element—homogeneity of group members—is present to a lesser degree.
* While virtually any administration exhibits some degree of ideological ho-
mogeneity by virtue of party affiliation, the potential nonetheless exists for
differences of outlook on important issues. Such differences in outlook were
present in Bush’s core group. As discussed above, Powell’s moderate posi-
tion often came into conflict with the ‘hard-line’ approach of several other
members of the core group. While these conflicts seem to suggest a relative
absence of ideological homogeneity, O’Neill offers an intriguing alternative
explanation:
What became clear to me [was] that the presence of me and Colin...helped convince
people that this would, actually, be an administration that would look hard for the
best solutions...That’s what [we] were kind of known for, for being non-ideologi-

cal...Thinking back about how all of us started to be banged up so early on, from
the inside, it now seems like we inadvertently may have been there, in large part,

as cover.”

This interpretation suggests that Powell and O’Neill were selected as cabi-
net members in order to give the impression of ideological diversity, while be-
ing denied real decision-making influence. However, such an understanding
is brought into question when one considers that Powell did successfully con-
vince President Bush to seek a UN resolution on Iraq, in spite of arguments
made by ‘hard-liners’ such as Rumsfeld and Cheney that such an approach
would allow Saddam Hussein to stall and delay.** Thus, while other structural
flaws are evident in this case, the question of the degree of homogeneity of the
core group members is open to significant debate.

PROVOCATIVE SITUATIONAL CONTEXT

A provocative situational context provides a final set of factors that can
initiate groupthink. In Janis’s case studies, these pressures were exacerbated
by both actual and perceived time constraints. For instance, the decision-
making leading up to the Bay of Pigs invasion was rendered stressful in part
due to the Kennedy administration’s perceived need to act quickly to imple-
ment a plan that had already been initiated during the last months of Dwight
Eisenhower’s presidency and that, if successful, could set an important prec-
edent for the administration’s stance on communist regimes. In addition, the
CIA was applying tremendous pressure on Kennedy’s core group to imple-
ment the invasion plan quickly.’* The Bay of Pigs invasion thus adhered to



the traditional conception of a ‘crisis,” or time-bound moment of decision.
However, in the case of U.S. decision-making prior to the war in Iraq, no such
time constraint existed. Deliberations on the issue began as early as January
2001, more than two years before any military action was taken.
Nonetheless, the decision-making in this case took place within the
context of a protracted crisis that originated from the terrorist attacks of
September 11, 2001, and endured until the initiation of war with Iraq
on March 19, 2003. The source of situational stress in this case was the
vulnerability and heightened sensitivity to external threats felt by U.S.
decision-makers in the wake of devastating terrorist attacks. A speech
by President Bush outlining the threat posed by Iraqi WMD reveals both
the sense of crisis faced by the administration and the perceived need
to act quickly.
We...must never forget the most vivid events of recent history. On September the
11th, 2001, America felt its vulnerability—even to threats that gather on the other
side of the earth. We resolved then, and we are resolved today, to confront every
threat, from any source, that could bring sudden terror and suffering to America...

Knowing these realities, America must not ignore the threat gathering against us.
Facing clear evidence of peril, we cannot wait for the final proof—the smoking

gun—that could come in the form of a mushroom cloud.®

Thus, while this case does not have the characteristics of the briefer
moments of crisis in Janis’s case studies, situational stress nonetheless
emerged as a result of feelings of vulner-
ability and sensitivity to threats. This situ- This situational stress cre-
ational stress created the perceived need @ted the perceived need to
to act even before all available information ¢t even before all avail-
had been thoroughly assessed. able information had been

President Bush’s speech also reveals an- thoroughly assessed.

other potential source of situational stress: the
influence of worst-case thinking. The state-
ment that the final proof of Iraq’s WMD capabilities “could come in the form
of a mushroom cloud” indicates that the Bush administration believed that
it had “every reason to assume the worst, and...an urgent duty to prevent
the worst from occurring.” Similarly, Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul
Wolfowitz also referred to worst-case scenarios in order to demonstrate the
necessity for action:

We cannot afford to wait until Saddam Hussein or some terrorist supplied by him
attacks us with a chemical or biological, or, worst of all, a nuclear weapon, to rec-



ognize the danger that we face. If that terrible event happens and we look back to
examine why we weren’t warned, the answer will clearly be that we were. The dots
are there for all to see. We must not wait for some terrible event that connects the

dots for us.b

Worst-case thinking therefore reinforced the perceived need to act
quickly that emerged as a result of a heightened sense of vulnerability
and sensitivity to threats.

SYMPTOMS OF GROUPTHINK

Given that the causal antecedents of the groupthink phenomenon were
present to varying degrees in the case of U.S. decision-making leading up to
the war in Iraq, it is appropriate to take the next step through the model and
assess the degree to which concurrence-seeking tendencies were present in
this case. For Janis, concurrence-seeking is “a form of striving for mutual
support based on a powerful motivation in all group members to cope with
the stresses of decision-making.” Concurrence-seeking tendencies manifest
themselves in the eight symptoms of groupthink (see Figure 1). These symp-
toms can be grouped into three categories: faith in the power of the group,
obstinate tendencies, and a drive toward uniformity.

FAITH IN THE POWER OF THE GROUP
In the case of U.S. decision-making surrounding Iraqi WMD, the faith in
the power of the core group manifested itself both in an illusion of invulner-
ability and a belief in the group s inherent morality. First, the deliberations
within the core group took on a euphoric kind of collective optimism. In
January 2002, after U.S. forces had achieved
The decision to take action they and the administration perceived as
against Iraq based on the  a victory in Afghanistan, “the administration’s

presumed presence of WMD focus was returning to Irag—with Rumsfeld
was seen to be grounded and Wolfowitz pointing to the ease with which

the Taliban had fallen as evidence of how do-
In sound moral principles. able Iraq would be.” The shared confidence

in the existence of Iraqi WMD and the relative
ease with which Saddam Hussein could be ousted meant that any debate that
occurred “was mostly about logistics. Not the why, but the how and how
quickly” [emphasis in original]."» This collective optimism even spread be-



yond the core group to those who were assigned the task of finding WMD in
Irag. David Kay—head of the ISG, the entity assigned to find Iraq’s alleged
WMD-—notes that all of those working with him expected that the task of
uncovering WMD would be relatively easy.>

Second, this sense of optimism was bolstered by a belief in the inherent
morality of the core group. The decision to take action against Iraq based
on the presumed presence of WMD was seen

to be grounded in sound moral principles. In In the deliberations sur-
President Bush’s 2002 State of the Union ad- rounding Iraql WMD, the

dress, Bush referred to Iraq as part on an “axis
of evil,” while he classified the United States core group SOUgm o
as “a moral nation.” Later, in 2003, he re- COllectively rationalize

ferred to the ‘liberation’ of Iraq as a “great (S decision based on the
moral cause.” While Janis argues that this  percejved uniqueness of
kind of moral tone may lead group members the threat.

to disregard the ethical consequences of their

decision, the effect in this case may have been

somewhat different. The perceived morality of the group may have contrib-
uted to the failure to question the means by which this end would be achieved
and justified. Such a process of questioning was largely bypassed, as the pre-
sumed existence of WMD was “the one reason everyone could agree on” for
going to war with Iraq.” Thus, a belief in the inherent morality of the group,
combined with the illusion of invulnerability, contributed to a sense of collec-
tive optimism about the prospect of justifying military engagement with Iraq
on the basis of the presumed existence of WMD.

OBSTINATE TENDENCIES

The capacity of this sense of collective optimism to generate pressures
for concurrence-seeking was further buttressed by the closed-minded tenden-
cies of the group. These inclinations took the form of attempts at collective
rationalizations and stereotyping of out-groups. Janis explains that collective
efforts to rationalize the group’s decision may serve “to discount warnings
which might lead the members to reconsider their assumptions before they
commit themselves to policy decisions.” In the deliberations surrounding
Iragi WMD, the core group sought to collectively rationalize its decision
based on the perceived uniqueness of the threat. As Bush explained in 2002,
“by its past and present actions, by its technological capabilities, by the mer-
ciless nature of its regime, Iraq is unique.” Furthermore, there was a sense
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within the group that every other option to deal with Iraq had been tried. In a
public statement in which he contrasted the threat posed by North Korea with
that embodied by Iraq, Donald Rumsfeld explained that diplomacy, sanctions,
positive inducements, and weapons inspections had all failed to deal with the
threat posed by Iraq.” There was therefore a sense within the core group that
the decision to engage militarily with Iraq was justified, given the exceptional
nature of the threat and the failure of previous efforts to deal with the prob-
lem.

The stereotyping of out-groups is a second manifestation of the closed-
mindedness of the core group in this case. Such tendencies were marked
in the decision-making surrounding the Bay of Pigs invasion, Janis’s most
compelling case study of groupthink. Group members within the Kennedy
administration tended to see Fidel Castro as “too evil to warrant genuine at-
tempts to negotiate, [and] as too weak or stupid to counter whatever risky
attempts [were] made to defeat [his] purposes.”™ Similarly, Saddam Hussein
was portrayed as a tyrant with whom negotiation attempts would necessarily
be futile.™ However, there also existed an internal manifestation of out-group
stereotyping in the interactions between core group decision-makers and CIA
analysts. As Pollack explains, just as many group members “believed that
Saddam Hussein was the source of virtually all the problems in the Middle
East,” so too did they believe “that CIA analysts tended to be left-leaning
cultural relativists who consistently downplayed threats to the United States.
They believed that the Agency, not the administration, was biased.”™ The
perceived need to correct this bias thus provided a similar pressure for con-
currence-seeking.

A DRIVE TOWARD UNIFORMITY
The remaining symptoms that can be discerned in this case are
characteristic of the presence of pressures for uniformity with the core
group. First, there was an illusion of unanimity. This tendency was fos-
tered through the scripted nature of many of Bush’s cabinet meetings.
Paul O’Neill found this method of conducting meetings surprising.
Before most meetings, a cabinet secretary’s chief of staff would receive a note from
someone of the senior staff in the White House. The note instructed the cabinet
secretary when he was supposed to speak, about what, and how long. When O’Neill

received his first such note, he was amazed. The idea of a cabinet meeting or any
significant meeting between the President and his seniormost officials being scripted

seemed to kill of the whole purpose of bringing people together.*



However, such scripting would have helped to create the illusion of una-
nimity. Another way in which this illusion was fostered was through the
marginalization of dissenting voices. Colin Powell, for instance, was often
excluded from the private meetings with the president that other group mem-
bers such as Rice and Rumsfeld enjoyed.>

Finally, administration officials serving as self-appointed mindguards
may also have solidified the drive toward uniformity within the group. In
the decision-making surrounding the Bay of Pigs invasion, Attorney General
Robert Kennedy took on the role of mindguard, pressuring Special Assistant

to the President for Latin Amerif:an Affairs Ar- B}/ maklng repeated ]0lll"
thur Schlesinger to suppress his doubt about
neys to CIA headquarters

the plan, thereby preserving the group consen-

sus.” In the case of the Bush administration’s and demandlng lo see raw,
decision-making leading up to the war in Iraq, Unanalyzed intelligence,
Vice President Richard Cheney performed the  Cheney had the opportu-
function of a mindguard. By making repeated nity to effectively select
journeys to CIA headquarters and demanding the information that would

to see raw, unanalyzed intelligence, Cheney tuall h th
had the opportunity to effectively select the in- eventally reach tie core

formation that would eventually reach the core group before the source
group before the source and validity of the @Nd valldity of the informa-
information had been evaluated.* However, tjon had been evaluated.
there is little available evidence to suggest that

Cheney exercised any direct pressure on dis-

senting group members. Nonetheless, Cheney’s self-appointed role as an in-
formation filter for the core group that he is a strong candidate for the role of
mindguard in this case.

THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS

The application of Janis’s groupthink model to the case of U.S. decision-
making surrounding Iraqi WMD yields several important insights into both
the case and the model itself. First, the case exhibits many of the causal ante-
cedents, symptoms, and decision-making defects proposed by the groupthink
model. However, the presence of many—but not all—of the model’s compo-
nents may not be enough to declare the existence of the groupthink phenom-
enon in this case. Janis himself provides little guidance on the matter, instead



suggesting rather vaguely that “most or all” of the antecedents and symptoms
of groupthink must exist in order for the phenomenon to be seen as present in
a particular decision-making process.*

In response to this problem, Fuller and Aldag differentiate between the
two ways in which the groupthink model can be applied. While a rigorous ap-
plication of the theory suggests that groupthink characteristics are necessarily
clustered and must therefore be present en masse, a weak understanding pos-
its that the phenomenon may exist if some subset of its elements is present.
« On the other hand, an application of the more general ‘spirit’ of the theory
leads one to be quite certain that the groupthink phenomenon was present in
the case of the decision-making surrounding Iraqi WMD. However, a strong
understanding suggests that in the absence of all the symptoms and decision-
making defects predicted by the model, one cannot confirm the existence of
groupthink in this case.

Second, regardless of how one chooses to interpret the requirements of
Janis’s theory, this case study provides two possible areas in which the group-
think model may be expanded. Broadening the definition of situational stress
in order to include the effects of feelings of vulnerability and heightened
awareness of threats may allow the model to be applied to situations in which
no time-bound crisis of decision-making exists. In addition, further analysis
of the effects of worst-case thinking on pressures for concurrence-seeking
may provide the model with another possible means of expansion to include
a wider variety of decision-making situations. Finally, the absence of strong
group cohesion in this case, especially when considered in light of several
other empirical studies which have found the proposed causal antecedent to
be a weak predictor of the groupthink phenomenon,* leads one to question
whether this element must be present in order for pressures for concurrence-
seeking to arise. The evidence presented in this case study suggests that such
pressures may exist even in the absence of a highly cohesive core group. The
application of the groupthink model to the case of U.S. decision-making lead-
ing up to the war in Iraq thus highlights several elements of Janis’s theory that
require further analysis and perhaps even re-evaluation.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS

This case study also raises several important policy implications. In his
February 2004 article in The Atlantic, Kenneth Pollack concludes that “the U.S.



government must admit to the world that it was wrong about Iraq’s WMD.”«
While such a public admission may be called for, the most important changes
that should be made are ones that are more private and less visible. The above
analysis has illustrated the dangers of avoiding disagreement. This warning
has particular relevance now that Colin Powell

has left the Bush administration and the core It is worth considering a
group around the President has become tighter procedural means of

and more ideologically homogeneous. In such introducing disagreement.
a situation, it is worth considering a procedural

means of introducing disagreement. Janis suggests several ways that this can
be done: the leader’s encouragement (or even requirement) that group mem-
bers voice any doubts; the establishment of several independent policy groups
for a given issue, each of which supervised by a different leader; and assign-
ing the role of devil’s advocate to at least one group member in meetings
designed to consider policy alternatives.<* If taken seriously, these recommen-
dations have the potential to introduce debate into a relatively homogeneous
and cohesive group.

Another recommendation of Janis’s that could have helped to prevent
some of the pressures for concurrence-seeking that occurred in this case is
the holding of a ‘second chance’ meeting after a preliminary consensus has
been reached. “To encourage members to reveal vague forebodings, it might
not be a bad idea for the second-chance meeting to take place in a more re-
laxed atmosphere far from the executive suite.” Such a tactic fits nicely with
Bush’s more personal leadership style and his already existing tendency to
hold small, informal meetings away from the formal halls of power. Provided
that all group members had access to these deliberations, such a procedure
could allow for the expression of doubts that may not have been fully formed
when the initial consensus was reached. Again, explicitly giving group mem-
bers the task of formulating and sharing solid objections to the initial decision
could be useful in such a situation.

Finally, this case raises a policy concern that Janis did not anticipate—
worst-case thinking. Entertaining worst-case scenarios and planning for the
worst can be a useful exercise in any decision-making setting. Indeed, consid-
ering all alternatives is a central means of preventing the occurrence of group-
think. However, the dangers of acting upon worst-case thinking—a prospect
that the United States is uniquely able to contemplate due to its unparalleled
status on the world stage—are extremely serious. By basing plans of action



upon worst-case scenarios, decision-makers undermine the role of the intel-
ligence community, whose task it is not only

the dangers of acting upon to gather information but also to assess the
worst-case thlnklng—a relative likelihood of various threats. When

combined with the self-imposed insulation
g{gfg fg ll;II’I‘I](;UtéI‘II; ZZ’??O from various elements of the intelligence com-

munity observed in this case, such a tendency

contemplate due to its may significantly distort the threat assessment.

unparalleled status on the ~ Also, if it is known that a country both enter-

world stage—are extremely tains and acts on worst-case scenarios, adver-

serious. saries might be encouraged to attempt to gain

an advantage by overstating their capabilities

in order to initiate a confrontation. Finally,

acting on worst-case assumptions, can lead policy-makers to overlook more

serious threats. As Cirincione et al. explain,

In the run-up to the Iraq war, the United States was engaged in a difficult cam-
paign with Afghanistan, was in a struggle against Al Qaeda and its like around the

world, and faced unambiguous nuclear proliferation threats from North Korean and
Iran...Clearly, sound strategy demanded priorities, which can only be based on the

best available intelligence—not the worst possible nightmare.*

Therefore, not only does the tendency for worst-case thinking pres-
ent a form of situational stress not originally recognized by Janis, but it
also poses wider implications for the success of foreign policy decisions
reached through entertaining such scenarios.

CONCLUSION

In sum, this paper reveals that strong pressures for concurrence-
seeking were present in the deliberations of the Bush war cabinet re-
garding Iraqi WMD. Yet, for reasons outlined above, the application
of the groupthink model is not entirely unproblematic. Whether or
not one may conclude that groupthink led to the decision-making fail-
ures in this case is largely dependent on the chosen rigor with which
the model is applied. Nevertheless, the groupthink model possesses a
powerful array of explanatory resources that can be used to understand
why members of the core decision-making group within the Bush ad-
ministration were so convinced of the existence of and threat posed by



Iraqi WMD. The case also yields important policy lessons that may help
prevent future occurrences of the kind of poor decision-making that
plagued the deliberations prior to the invasion of Iraq.
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