
Abilene Paradox
A Lesson in Group Decision Making

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
For the next 45 minutes or so, we are going to dive into the Abilene Paradox and how it can help you during group decision making within the work place. 

Throughout this presentation we will cover several items that pertain to the Abilene Paradox. 

We will discuss things I hope you can take away and use back in your office. 

We will also cover warning signs, look at some negative consequences, and look into avoiding the Abilene Paradox all together.  



About Me

• Eslie Oxendine
• Operations Superintendent for Road and Bridge          
• Employed with Sumter County BOCC for 

31 years

INTERESTS:  

• Spending time with family
• Hunting, fishing, and camping



Training objectives

• Define Abilene Paradox

• Understand individual and group dynamics and how they contribute to poor 
group decision making (How Does It Happen?)

• Recognize warning signs of  mismanaged agreement.

• Discuss negative consequences of  Abilene Paradox.

• Strategies to minimize Abilene Paradox in the workplace.
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These are some of the things I hope you take away from this presentation.

First, I want you to understand the concept of Abilene Paradox in the workplace.

Second, I want you to understand how poor group decisions happen. 

Third, I want you to be able to look for warning signs of bad decision making

Fourth, I want you to recognize the negative consequences that can occur.

And Lastly, I want to give you some strategies you can use in the workplace so that this doesn’t happen. 



Abilene Paradox

• Occurs when a group of  people 
agree on a course of  action that no 
one wants, often due to poor 
communication or fear of  speaking 
up. (Cooks-Campbell, 2022)
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Presentation Notes
What is the ABILENE PARADOX? AND  HOW DOES IT HAPPEN.
(read the definition from the slide)


I’m sure this has happened to all of us at one time or another.  

Me, myself I can count numerous times I went along with something just out of fear of being an outcast and I’m sure you can too. 



Road to Abilene

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
So that you have a CLEAR understanding of exactly how the Abilene paradox got its name , I’m going to share a short video titled the Road to Abilene



How Does It Happen?

• Action Anxiety - fear of  speaking up.
• Negative Fantasy - going against group will 

cause harmful consequences.
• Fear of  Separation - “not a team player”
• Remaining Silent - going along with the 

group. 
• Lack of  open communication - not 

comfortable sharing true thoughts/feelings
• Over reliance on a single leader – one 

person dominating group discussions
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How does the Abilene Paradox happen in the workplace? 

 Action Anxiety- this is when employees are afraid to speak up

 Negative Fantasy – this occurs when people are afraid that speaking up will result in negative consequences , examples (losing job, not being respected, won’t be liked)/ not that this is really going to happen ..it is an unfounded fear

Fear of Separation - you will not be seen as a team player and fear of becoming an outcast

Remaining Silent – when you just go along with the group instead of speaking your mind. 

Lack of open communication – when you are part of a workplace that does not make employees feel comfortable sharing their true thoughts

Over reliance on a single leader - there is always one person in the group who appears dominant and leads all decision making.  



Warning Signs 

• Group members express different opinions in 
PRIVATE

• Frustration or RESENTMENT toward 
management

• Group members avoid responsibility and point 
BLAME on others 

• Lack of  TRUST by group members
• Decisions require UNANIMOUS agreement
• Very little DISSENT expressed in group 

discussions
• Members feel PRESSURE to agree
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Here are some warning signs that you or your organization is on the road to Abilene.

GROUP MEMBERS EXPRESS DIFFERENT OPINIONS IN PRIVATE- What this means is that they have a different opinion when you are talking to them by their self than they do when they are in a group. 

FRUSTRATION OR RESENTMENT TOWARD MANAGEMENT – this is when employees are unhappy at work and express anger toward their boss.  

GROUP MEMBERS AVOID RESPONSIBILITY AND POINT BLAME ON OTHERS– employees are always pointing fingers instead of accepting their own responsibility in what happens

LACK OF TRUST BY GROUP MEMBERS- when there is no trust between coworkers and management

DECISIONS REQUIRE UNANIMOUS AGREEMENT – everyone has to agree to move forward

VERY LITTLE DISSENT IS EXPRESSED IN GROUP DISCUSSIONS- when there is little to no disagreement in group discussions.  If no one is disagreeing then you know that people are not speaking their true feelings. 

MEMBERS FEEL PRESSURE TO AGREE– this is when you are in a group setting and you feel pressure to agree and not speak freely. 



Negative Consequences

• Financial Loss
• Unsafe workplace
• Employee dissatisfaction
• Mistrust
• Destabalizes the organization
• Less creativity, innovation, and risk taking
• Poor team cohesion
• Decreased motivation
• High turnover
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What can happen? Here are a few things that can happen with poor group dynamics and poor group decision making. 

Financial Loss – Company loses money. (And in turn) you lose money and possibly your job.

Unsafe workplace – We are not talking about physically unsafe. We are sayint that people do not feel comfortable and safe to speak their own mind

Employee Dissatisfaction – Employees are not happy in their job

Mistrust – No trust in the workplace

Destabalizes the organization–This is when the company loses its stability in the marketplace. They are no longer making money, or making growth. 

Less creativity, innovation, and risk taking – this is when employees are not expressing new ideas or willing to take risks for company growth

Poor team cohension   - employees do not feel like they are on the same team

Decreased motivation  - employees are no longer motivated in their job

High Turnover – company not able to keep or retain employees








Skip the Trip
(Strategies to avoid Abilene Paradox)

• BEFORE meeting - preventative measures

• DURING meeting – open communication

• AFTER meeting - reflection
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Next we are going to discuss things that you can do before, during, and after group meetings to avoid the Abilene Paradox



Before Meeting

• Focus on PREVENTION
• Invite the RIGHT people
• Schedule ONE on ONE conversations
• Plan enough TIME for discussions
• ORGANIZE available data/information
• CLEARLY state decision to be made and results to be accomplished.
• Develop OPTIONS
• Create SUPPORTIVE work environment
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Now let’s look at some things a company can do before group meetings to avoid the trip to Abilene. 

FOCUS ON PREVENTION– prevent poor decisions from occurring in the first place

INVITE THE RIGHT PEOPLE– people who going to be affected by the decisions. May want to invite someone outside the group for non biased opinions

SCHEDULE ONE on ONE CONVERSATIONS– get true feelings

PLAN ENOUGH TIME FOR DISCUSSIONS – don’t make people feel like they are rushed

CLEARLY STATE DECISION TO BE MADE AND RESULTS TO BE ACCOMPLISHED- make sure all employees understand decisions to be made and what can occur as a result of these decisions

DEVELOP OPTIONS – if at all possible, explore all options

CREATE A SUPPORTIVE WORK ENVIRONMENT – work environment where everyone feels comfortable expressing their true feelings and value people who think outside the box. 




During Meeting

• Set CLIMATE of  openness and 
participation.

• Review RISKS and BENEFITS
• Review DATA
• Chances of  SUCCESS?
• CHECK points
• Embrace DIVERSITY
• Develop CONFLICT resolution skills
• Don’t require UNANIMOUS agreement
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These are things you can do during group meetings to help prevent the Abilene Paradox.

SET CLIMATE OF OPENNESS AND PARTICIPATION – Setting a tone that values participation and differences in opinion

REVIEW RISKS and BENEFITS – discuss all possible risks and benefits that can occur from the decision

REVIEW DATA – review accurate and up to date information pertaining to decisions. Make decisions based on data not assumptions.

CHANCES OF SUCCESS: what is the likelihood that the decision made will succeed and not fail

EMBRACE DIVERSITY: (refer to picture)  look at the 4 men holding up the one who is different and may have different opinions from the group. We should value differences in people

DEVELOP CONFLICT RESOLUTION SKILLS:  this requires leaders to be good at managing people with conflicting opinions so that positive outcomes can occur. 

DON’T REQUIRE UNANIMOUS AGREEMENT : do not require EVERYONE to agree on the decision in order to move forward. Let everyone have their own opinion. 






After Meeting

• Allow time for REFLECTION

• WEIGH risks (should a poor decision stand?)

• Don’t CRITICIZE for changing their mind. 
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Let’s take a look at some things you can do after a group meeting:

ALLOW TIME FOR REFLECTION – don’t act so quickly on the decision/ Allow people time to reflect

WEIGH RISKS (should a poor decision stand?)  – look at all possible outcomes and decide if another group discussion should take place.

DON’T CRITICIZE FOR CHANGING THEIR MIND – make it ok for employee to come to you with a change of heart. 



Final Thoughts

• The inability to manage agreement, 
not internal conflict, is the most 
pressing issue facing modern 
organizations. 

• — Jerry Harvey, Ph.D
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Here are some final thoughts relating to group dynamics and decision making. 

Refer to BLUE BOX.. These are a summary of ways to promote good group decision making and avoid the Abilene paradox

Stay Engaged
Speak Your Truth
Suspend Judgement
Expect non closure
Maintain Confidentiality
Experience Discomfort
Listen with the intent to learn

Jerry Harvey, the person who coined the term Abilene Paradox and how mismanaged agreement affects a company or organization quoted….




Questions/Comments

?
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