
 
  

Abilene Paradox 

Idea In Short

The Abilene Paradox describes a group dynamic where a collective decision is made even
though individual members, or even the entire group, would prefer a different course of
action. In short, the group ends up doing something that no one actually wants to do. This
paradox highlights the critical role of open communication and genuine consensus-building
in effective group decision-making. As the definition states: "The Abilene Paradox is a group
phenomenon in which a group decides to take one action even though individual, many or
even all group members favour a different action." This often results from a perceived
pressure to conform, leading to a situation where everyone agrees to something they
privately disagree with.

The term "Abilene Paradox" was coined by Jerry B. Harvey, a former business
administration professor. In his article, Harvey recounts a family trip from Coleman, Texas,
to Abilene, 53 miles away, for dinner. The trip, undertaken in a hot, un-air-conditioned car in
sweltering temperatures, proved unpleasant. Upon returning home, a conversation revealed
that no one had actually wanted to go to Abilene. Each family member had agreed under the
assumption that everyone else was enthusiastic about the idea. As the mother-in-law
explained, "To be honest, I didn't enjoy it much and would have preferred to stay here. I only
went along because you three were so enthusiastic about it. I wouldn't have gone if you all
hadn't pushed me to go." This anecdote perfectly illustrates the paradox: the group
collectively pursued an action that no individual member desired.

The core of the Abilene Paradox is not a failure to manage conflict, but rather a failure to
manage consent. It's about the inability to establish genuine agreement within a group. This
lack of genuine consent leads to actions that are contrary to the individual and collective
desires of the group members.

In short, the Abilene Paradox is a situation where a group makes a decision that no one
individually wants, due to a breakdown in communication and a failure to establish true
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consensus.

Symptoms of the Abilene Paradox

Harvey outlines six key symptoms that characterize the Abilene Paradox:

1. Individual Evaluation: Each team member assesses the situation individually and
subjectively, often making assumptions about the collective perspective

2. Individual Solutions: Each member develops a solution that seems best both
individually and for the perceived collective

3. Failure to Communicate: Team members fail to express their true desires and
beliefs, often misleading each other about the perceived collective reality. As the
father-in-law in Harvey's story states, "I never really wanted to go to Abilene. I just
thought you would be bored… I would rather have played another game of
dominoes and eaten the leftovers from the icebox."

4. Decisions Based on Assumptions: Based on these inaccurate assumptions,
decisions are made that contradict both individual and collective intentions

5. Negative Consequences: The resulting actions lead to frustration, anger, irritation,
and dissatisfaction within the group. Members may form subgroups and blame
others for the negative outcome

6. Recurring Cycle: If the underlying issue of managing consent is not addressed, the
cycle repeats itself with increasing intensity, leading to further dissatisfaction and
poor decision-making

These symptoms highlight the importance of open communication and honest expression of
individual preferences within a group.

In short, these symptoms provide a framework for recognizing and addressing the Abilene
Paradox within a group setting.

Counteracting the Abilene Paradox

Several strategies can help mitigate the Abilene Paradox:

1. Educating the Group: Explaining the paradox to the group helps members
understand the concept, recognize its potential impact, and actively avoid falling
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victim to it
2. Seeking Genuine Consensus: Actively seeking genuine consensus by explicitly

asking team members if they truly agree with the decision and share the rationale
behind it is crucial

3. Observing Non-Verbal Cues: Paying attention to non-verbal cues, such as facial
expressions and body language, can reveal unspoken dissatisfaction with a group
decision. Addressing these concerns openly and respectfully is essential

4. Facilitating Open Communication: Even though Harvey emphasizes the
management of consent, addressing concerns about potential conflict is also
important. Some individuals may avoid expressing dissenting opinions to avoid
conflict. Facilitators or leaders should create a safe and inclusive environment
where everyone feels comfortable sharing their true perspectives

These measures emphasize open communication, active listening, and a commitment to
achieving genuine consensus within the group.

In summary, these strategies offer practical steps for preventing and mitigating the Abilene
Paradox in group settings.

Reinforcing Factors

Beyond the core issue of mismanaged consent, several other factors can reinforce the
Abilene Paradox:

1. Lack of Individual Input: When decisions are made by one person "for" the group
without individual input, the paradox is more likely to occur

2. Attribution Error: Individuals may incorrectly assume that their own assumptions
reflect the collective view

3. Group Polarization: Individual views within the group can become more extreme,
reinforcing perceived group tendencies

4. Groupthink: Individual opinions conform to a perceived or assumed group
consensus, suppressing dissenting viewpoints

5. Pluralistic Ignorance: A majority of the group secretly rejects a norm but assumes
that the majority accepts it

6. Forecasting Error: Individuals incorrectly predict the opinions and intentions of
others and adjust their own behavior accordingly
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7. Collective Intelligence (Wisdom of the Many) Misapplication:Individuals may rely
on the perceived wisdom of the group, assuming that the majority opinion is
inherently correct

8. Influence of Enthusiasm: A highly enthusiastic individual can sway the group, even
if others harbor doubts

These factors highlight the complex dynamics that can contribute to the Abilene Paradox,
emphasizing the importance of careful observation and proactive intervention.

In short, these reinforcing factors illustrate the various psychological and social dynamics
that can contribute to the Abilene Paradox.

Summary

The Abilene Paradox serves as a powerful reminder of the importance of open
communication and genuine consensus in group decision-making. It demonstrates how
easily a group can collectively pursue a course of action that no one individually desires,
leading to frustration, dissatisfaction, and suboptimal outcomes. By understanding the
symptoms, implementing preventative measures, and recognizing the reinforcing factors,
groups can avoid "unwanted journeys" and make decisions that truly reflect the collective
will. The key takeaway is that effective group decision-making requires more than just
avoiding conflict; it requires actively fostering an environment where individuals feel safe
and encouraged to express their true preferences and contribute to genuine consensus. As
Harvey's anecdote illustrates, a simple trip to Abilene can become a valuable lesson in the
complexities of group dynamics and the importance of open communication.
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