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The Groupthink Model 

The Impact of Groupthink on 

Decision Making 

Case Study: 

The Afghanistan and Iraq Wars 

Dr Sharifullah Dorani* 
Sharifullah.durrani@cesran.org 

This short essay contains two sections. Section one briefly reviews what the 
Groupthink Model is.  Section two deals with how the approach can be 
applied to inform a foreign policy case by examining George W. Bush and 
Barack Obama’s decision making styles for Afghanistan and Iraq. The essay 
ends with some concluding remarks. The central aim of this paper is to 
demonstrate how the Groupthink Model can be utilised to explain and 
understand a foreign policy decision, as the author of this short essay has 
made extensive use of the model in his recently published book: America in 
Afghanistan.1  

The Groupthink Model  

In Foreign Policy Analysis (FPA) there have been approaches involving the 
effect of large and small group decision-making on foreign policy. Most 
decisions relating to foreign policy are made in small group settings, and 
one of the popular approaches has considered the effect of the dynamic of 
‘small group of policy makers’ (about ten or more policymakers) upon 
foreign policy.  

One analysis of a number of small group decisions by Irving L. Janis, 
entitled Groupthink2, discovered that there was always fear of exclusion 
and rejection by members of the group, and the primary purpose became to 
keep the group cohesive. As this occurred, there was the existence of 
‘groupthink’, meaning the purpose of keeping the group cohesive replaced 
the purpose for which the group was built. Decisions were made, even 
though some members of the group did not agree but went ahead anyway 
for fear of exclusion. This had ‘dysfunctional consequences’ for the group 
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process, which in turn had ramifications for foreign policy choices.3 The 
‘dysfunctional consequences’4 of groupthink included: conformity or a 
sense of ‘we can easily’ achieve the objectives; discouraging an atmosphere 
of open debate between opposing camps/policymakers; disregarding 
warning signals from the rival groups and instead stereotyping their views; 
refusing to consult lower officials as well as experts; and failing to consider 
alternatives. 

The Effect of Groupthink on the Afghanistan and Iraq Wars  

The effect of ‘groupthink’ – that is, especially a sense of ‘we can easily’ 
achieve the objectives of the Global War on Terror (GWOT) to root out 
terrorism by underestimating the enemy and chances of failure – was 
present during the decision making for the GWOT in September 2001: Bush 
and his advisors downplayed the shortcomings of ‘the counterterrorism 
strategy’ and exaggerated the usefulness of ‘the light footprint strategy’ 
(using a small number of American troops and resources); they did not 
discuss alternatives to the invasion of Afghanistan (and Iraq); they did not 
consider what to be done if things went wrong in Afghanistan and Iraq; they 
did not take dissent seriously from Secretary of State Colin Powell; they did 
no ascertain more precise information about the history, culture, society 
and traditions of Afghanistan (and Iraq) and its decades-long disputes with 
Pakistan. 

Secretary of Defense Robert Gates, Steven Hurst and the Afghan expert 
Amin Saikal argue that being ignorant of Afghanistan and Iraq’s details was 
one major destructive factor, causing the United States (US) to announce 
objectives impossible to achieve. Learning in detail about the Af-Pak 
disputes, Bush might have requested concrete pledges from President of 
Pakistan, Pervez Musharraf, and, most importantly, kept a close watch on 
Pakistan’s double game post-Taliban defeat. Had Bush properly debated the 
way the Afghans perceived the warlords, he might have found alternatives 
to them, or at least developed a strategy to minimise their influence after 
the Taliban was defeated. Most importantly, Bush might have discovered 
alternatives to the decision to invade Afghanistan. In the end, an entirely 
different decision might have resulted. Instead of discussing the details 
regarding Afghanistan (and Iraq) as well as the wisdom of the GWOT, the 
discussion centred on developing a war plan, the issue of how wide 
terrorism was, and whether Iraq could be included at the first stage of the 
GWOT.5 American journalist Rajiv Chandrasekaran wrote a bestseller on 
how unaware American policy makers were of the way of life in Iraq.6 

But unlike Bush, Obama regarding the Afghanistan War used all the 
necessary methods to minimise the ‘dysfunctional consequences’ of 
groupthink: conformity or a sense of ‘we can easily’ achieve the objectives. 
Obama’s ‘rational’ approach required decisions to be made on the basis of 
‘information’ not ‘emotions’. Obama preferred to have a deliberate and 
highly analytical process in which all contrasting views and options were 
analysed. The President, therefore, invited not only his immediate advisors 
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to the decision making, but also career diplomats and experts (even from 
outside of the administration) to directly confront their policy suggestions, 
disagreements and, at times, themselves in front of the President.  

Obama did not want to repeat the disorderly decision making process of 
President Lyndon Johnson in 1965 and Bush in 2002–3, in which both 
presidents failed to examine the reasoning, assess the consequences and 
debate the alternatives. It, therefore, took Obama three months to review all 
suggestions by the opposing camps to make his ‘surge decision’ in 2009. 
Furthermore, Obama’s analytical decision making style was one of the main 
reasons the review led to being debated in public.7  

The Groupthink Model is a vital approach of FPA. It has been employed by 
foreign policy researchers to analyse foreign policy choices. This short essay 
has, likewise, explained in relation to the Bush and Obama Administrations’ 
decision making towards Afghanistan and Iraq that how a faulty operating 
style could lead to poor foreign policy decisions.   
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