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Abstract
Purpose – Despite the emphasis on contemporary historical case studies in groupthink research,
Janis believed that examining decision-making processes recorded in antiquity was also relevant.
However, neither Janis nor other groupthink researchers have adequately explored the model among
decision-making bodies described in earlier history. The current paper aims to begin to fill this gap by
analyzing the judicial and legislative body of ancient Israel, known as the “Sanhedrin,” in the context
of Janis’s groupthink model.

Design/methodology/approach – The authors focus on classic Jewish rabbinic sources such as the
Mishna, Talmud, and writings of Maimonides, exploring the functioning of the Sanhedrin, the
authoritative body of ancient Israel, in the context of Irving Janis’s groupthink model.

Findings – The authors highlight the insightful ways the Sanhedrin’s members may have avoided
groupthink and the symptoms of defective decision-making that have plagued other groups.

Research limitations/implications – The authors’ analysis enables them to further understand
the rationale behind many of the Sanhedrin’s unique regulations, granting insight into an important
and authoritative ancient group.

Practical implications – This analysis of the Sanhedrin’s procedures also highlights multiple
practical ways that Janis’s ideas and prescriptions may be implemented by juries, modern day
managers, and organizational bodies.

Originality/value – The authors are the first to explore the functioning of the Sanhedrin in the
context of the groupthink model, highlighting the insightful ways its members may have avoided the
symptoms of defective decision-making that have plagued other groups. Their approach should be of
interest to researchers and theorists in both the fields of management and history. Importantly, they
include practical application relevant to the science of modern organizational behavior.

Keywords Management, History, Groupthink, Sanhedrin, Group thinking, Israel

Paper type General review

Rarely has a single theory had such enormous and lasting impact on a wide array of
disciplines as Irving Janis’ “Groupthink” model. According to Janis, members of
high-status decision-making groups may develop such extreme forms of camaraderie
and solidarity that they suppress dissent, valuing group membership and harmony
above all else. This silencing of ideas that depart from majority thinking can have
devastating results; it may lead to the distortion of reality, the adoption of risky polices,
and the abandonment of ethical considerations (Janis, 1971, 1972, 1982).

Considered among “the most influential [theories] in the behavioral sciences”
(Turner and Pratkanis, 1998), social psychologists, political and computer scientists,
historians, and counselors have applied the implications of Janis’ ideas to their work
(Esser, 1998; t’Hart, 1991). Scholars of organizational decision-making and
management (Chapman, 2006; Choo, 2008), as well as management history
(Ahlstrom and Wang, 2009; Rost et al., 2010), have also directed their attention to
groupthink. Indeed, the theory has even gained prominence outside the academic and
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business worlds, its framework applied to current events discussed in popular print
and electronic media (Fell, 2011; Hertan, 2008; Schneider, 2011). Remarkably, the term
“groupthink” began appearing in mainstream dictionaries in 1975 (Turner and
Pratkanis, 1998), only a few years after Janis first coined the term.

Janis (1971, 1972, 1982) proposed that when a cohesive group of decision-makers is
placed under certain antecedent conditions, groupthink may result. These conditions
include structural factors, such as group insulation and the absence of impartial
leadership and methodical decision-making procedures; and situational factors,
including external threats leading to high stress. He also described three categories of
symptoms of groupthink that lead to defective decision-making: overestimation of the
group, closed-mindedness, and pressures toward uniformity. Finally, Janis suggested
methods, such as appointing a “devil’s advocate” and holding “second-chance
meetings”, to prevent groupthink from occurring.

Janis used his theory to help explain how seemingly intelligent and well-informed
leaders and policy-makers, such as Presidents Kennedy and Johnson and their
respective advisors, could have made decisions leading to historic foreign policy
fiascoes. In his own words, “The US road to disaster – in Vietnam, the Bay of Pigs,
Korea, and Pearl Harbor – is paved with groupthink – the desperate drive for
consensus at any cost that suppresses dissent among the mighty in the corridors of
power” ( Janis, 1971, p. 43). Janis then contrasted these fiascos with successful group
decisions, such as those culminating in the Marshall Plan that rebuilt Europe after
World War II and the US response to the Cuban Missile Crisis. Others have applied
Janis’ model to more recent historic examples, including the conflict in North Ireland
(Hergovich and Olbrich, 2003), the Iran Hostage Rescue Mission (Smith, 1985), the
Rwandan genocide of the Tutsis (Dutton, 2007), NASA’s Challenger (Dimitroff et al.,
2005; Esser and Lindoerfer, 1989; Moorhead et al., 1991) and Columbia (Dimitroff et al.,
2005; Myers, 2004) shuttle disasters, and the 2003 US invasion of Iraq (Lagnado and
Newell, 2003). In one of the most contemporary works of this type, Howard (2011)
explains the dot-com bubble, the WorldCom and Enron scandals, and the subprime
mortgage crisis that paralyzed the United States economy in recent years, in the
context of groupthink.

Despite the emphasis on modern historical case studies in groupthink research,
Janis realized that examining decision-making processes recorded in antiquity was
also relevant. For example, he cites Herodutus and Tacitus who separately describe
customs that Janis believed may have helped prevent groupthink among certain
groups in ancient Persia and Rome (Janis, 1982). However, neither Janis nor other
groupthink researchers have adequately explored the model among decision-making
bodies described in earlier history, perhaps because of the difficulty in gathering ample
pertinent evidence about them. The current paper begins to fill this gap by analyzing
the judicial and legislative body of ancient Israel, known as the “Sanhedrin,” as
depicted in classic Jewish rabbinic literature[1], in the context of Janis’ groupthink
model.

The Hebrew word “Sanhedrin” is likely derived from “synedrion,” the ancient Greek
term for “general assembly” or “judicial body” (see Hoenig, 1953). In Jewish sources, it
refers primarily to the supreme religious court that met on the Temple Mount in
Jerusalem, later relocating around the time of the destruction of the Holy Temple in the
year 70 CE. However, there were also smaller local bodies elsewhere in ancient Israel
that were given the same appellation and often functioned in similar ways (Babylonian

JMH
18,3

286



Talmud, Tractate Sanhedrin, folio 2a, Soncino Press version). Our analysis will first
demonstrate that the Sanhedrin was indeed at risk of groupthink, and we will follow
with a discussion of its regulations and practices to ascertain whether the Sanhedrin’s
proceedings may have mitigated this risk. We will then conclude with implications for
future researchers and modern day managers.

It is noteworthy that we are not the first to examine the Sanhedrin from the
perspective of modern behavioral science. Langbert and Friedman (2003) review this
ancient body in the context of transformational leadership, a concept that has received
a fair amount of attention in the field of management history (Friedman and Langbert,
2000; Humphreys, 2005; Humphreys and Einstein, 2003; Svyantek, 1999). Indeed, this
form of research enriches both our understanding of the history as well as our
understanding of organizational behavior.

Groupthink and the Sanhedrin
The principal antecedent to groupthink, according to Janis, which results when
camaraderie and esprit de corps are emphasized over critical analysis, is group
cohesiveness. Although insufficient by itself to guarantee a groupthink result, group
cohesiveness understandably sets the stage for such outcomes as pressure toward
uniformity and the resulting closed-mindedness. Furthermore, when a cohesive group
is faced with some of the other antecedent conditions Janis identifies, related to
organizational structure or situational context, the odds of groupthink increase. In fact,
contemporary research confirms that groupthink may occur even in the presence of
just a few of the antecedents identified by Janis (Turner and Pratkanis, 1998).

That the Sanhedrin indeed constituted a cohesive group is suggested by the Talmud
(Tractate Sanhedrin, 29a), which stresses that members of the Sanhedrin should be on
companionable terms; it was feared that negative interpersonal dynamics might
otherwise cloud judgment. What’s more, the Sanhedrin membership seems to have
been characterized by a degree of homogeneity, and was also charged with high stress
decisions. These two factors – the former, related to organizational structure, and the
latter, to situational context – would increase the odds of groupthink, according to
Janis’s model.

That the Sanhedrin membership was significantly homogeneous can similarly be
inferred from Talmudic and rabbinic sources. During the era of the Sanhedrin, there
were different schools of biblical interpretation, each with its own corresponding
philosophy and approach to Jewish law. The most prominent among these were the
Sadducees, who subscribed to a literal interpretation of the bible, and the Pharisees,
who believed that the written word of biblical law could only be understood in the
context of rabbinic oral tradition. While both schools were, at least at some point,
represented in the Sanhedrin, Shimon ben Shatach, a leading Pharisaic figure,
succeeded in expelling all Sadduceean members (Megillat Ta’anit chapter 10, Vered
version), transforming the Sanhedrin into a relatively monolithic group.

Members of the Sanhedrin further shared family, class, and other similarities, in
addition to the previously-mentioned religious and ideological commonalities. The
Talmud (Tractate Sanhedrin, 32a) states that only those qualified to marry a daughter
of the Priestly clan (kohanim) could be inducted into the Sanhedrin. In other words,
members of the Sanhedrin shared perfect pedigree and family background (Tractate
Sanhedrin, 36b). Those without children were also excluded from membership
(Tractate Sanhedrin, 36b), as were those who were either young or very old (see
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Tractate Sanhedrin, 36b and 71a, and Maimonides Sanhedrin 2:3,6, Yale University
Press version).

In addition to the groupthink risks posed by its cohesiveness and homogeneity, the
Sanhedrin may have been in danger of groupthink due to its situational context. Janis,
referring to case studies of World War II and the Cold War, writes that “high stress
from external threats” ( Janis, 1982, p. 250) can increase the chances of groupthink. In
fact, Neck and Moorhead (1992) emphasize that “the symptoms of groupthink will be
most pronounced when high stress from external threats are present” (p. 1084). The
Sanhedrin indeed often found itself under extreme pressure from the country’s political
leadership and from powerful belligerent foreign rulers (Langbert and Friedman, 2003).
For example, the Talmud (Tractate Kiddushin, 66a) records that “all the Sages of Israel
were massacred” at the hands of Jannai, the first century BCE king of Judea. Even
Shimon ben Shatach, a leader of the Sanhedrin and brother of the queen, was able to
safely return from hiding only following his sister’s special intersession (Tractate
Berachoth, 48a)[2].

Moreover, the Sanhedrin’s members were charged with various other grave and
weighty matters, such as whether to declare war and rulings in capital cases (Tractate
Sanhedrin, 2a). Even though some of these potentially high stress inducing decisions
might not have been related to external threats, they would nonetheless undeniably
necessitate “highly consequential decisions,” the presence of which constitutes a
groupthink antecedent condition added by later theorists (Neck and Moorhead, 1992).

The Sanhedrin: preventing groupthink
As the previously-cited evidence suggests, the Sanhedrin was likely characterized by
at least moderate cohesiveness and homogeneity, and was subject to pressures
stemming from external threats and the responsibility to issue highly consequential
decisions. These organizational and situational factors should have predisposed the
Sanhedrin to the risks of groupthink, according to Janis and other researchers.
Intriguingly, though, various guidelines and traditions may have prevented many of
the other suggested antecedent conditions from developing in this group. Moreover, the
Sanhedrin, unlike many modern groups that have been studied in this context, seems
to have functioned in a way that incorporated many of the suggestions that Janis
himself believed would actually prevent groupthink outcomes.

When groups lack a tradition of impartial leadership, Janis believed they are at
increased risk of groupthink. When leaders favor their own ideas, strongly
discouraging deviation or dissent, they foster precisely the repressive environment
in which poor decision-making festers. By contrast, numerous Talmudic sources
suggest that the Sanhedrin’s membership held a very different concept of leadership
from that which would engender groupthink. Firstly, directorship of the Sanhedrin was
often shared, with an av bet din (literally, “father of the court”) serving alongside the
nasi (literally, “prince”), who presided over the Sanhedrin (Maimonides, Sanhedrin 1:3;
see also Talmud, Tractates Hagigah, 16b and Horayoth, 13b). In practice, this
arrangement assured that different viewpoints could be represented within the group’s
leadership.

Evidence that the Sanhedrin’s leadership system was effective in preventing one
opinion from dominating others can be found in the epic semikhah debate recorded in
the Talmud (Tractate Hagigah, 16a). The relevant verse in Leviticus ( Jewish
Publication Society version, chapter 3:2) dictates that one who offers a sacrifice in the
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Holy Temple is obligated to perform the semikhah ritual in which he leans his hands on
the animal’s head. A debate subsequently arose regarding this mandate, with some
Talmudic sages arguing that semikhah should be performed the day before the festival
when the sacrifice would be offered, while others held it should be performed on the
festival day itself. Interestingly, the nasi and av bet din of five successive generations,
along with their respective supporters, continued the debate (Talmud, Tractate
Hagigah, 16b). This famous dispute highlights the fact that the Sanhedrin’s division of
leadership among multiple individuals prevented harmful domineering of the
decision-making process, allowing wide latitude even to dissenters.

Further evidence of the particular leadership tradition prominent among the
Sanhedrin’s members comes from the Talmud tractate known as Aboth, (“[Ethics of
the] Fathers,”) a compendium of aphorisms and proverbs attributed to Jewish sages of
the late ancient period, many of who were members and leaders of the Sanhedrin. The
quotations contained in this collection emphasize humility, deference, and scholarship
as the values most important to leadership. For example, Shemayah, himself a nasi,
emphasized that one should “hate acting the superior” (Talmud, Tractate Aboth, 1:10).
Rabbi Yishmael, another sage, further stressing the importance of considering others’
perspectives when evaluating a case, said “Judge not alone, for none may judge alone
save One [G-d]” (Tractate Aboth, 4:8). A second of Rabbi Yishmael’s statements
encapsulates the very essence of impartial leadership: “Say not, ‘Accept my view,’ for
they are free but not thou” [i.e. “they are free to concur, but not thou to force them to
concur”] (Tractate Aboth, 4:10, and note 7 there).

Against this backdrop, it is easy to understand a case recounted in the Talmud
(Tractate Pesahim, 66a) regarding the behavior of the Bene Bathyra (literally, “sons of
Bathyra”) who apparently lead the Sanhedrin. The Talmud relates that during their
tenure a question arose (regarding whether the Paschal lamb may be slaughtered on
the Sabbath) that they were unable to resolve. On hearing that a young Babylonian
immigrant scholar named Hillel had insight into their quandary, they summoned him
to the court. When Hillel provided an answer that had eluded these great sages, the
Bene Bathyra immediately resigned their positions and appointed Hillel as court nasi.
The dramatic and surprising behavior of the Bene Bathyra and others like them is
actually consistent with a longstanding tradition of leadership that would have
drastically reduced the risk of groupthink in the Sanhedrin.

Notwithstanding the previous, the Talmud (Tractates Rosh Hashana, 25a,
Berakoth, 27b, and Bekoroth, 36a) records a case in which an overbearing leader did
emerge; however, the Talmud also recounts swift action taken by members of the
Sanhedrin to diffuse the situation. A difference of opinion existed between Rabban
Gamliel, the nasi, and Rabbi Yehoshua, a member of the Sanhedrin, regarding the
nature of the evening prayer service. When approached outside the courtroom, Rabbi
Yehoshua expressed his personal opinion that the service was optional. However, on
arrival the following day, Rabban Gamliel challenged him regarding his position on the
matter, which was contrary to his own, and humbled Rabbi Yehoshua, requiring him to
remain standing throughout the day’s lengthy proceedings. Especially given that
Rabban Gamliel had engaged in such overbearing tactics in the past, the other
members of the Sanhedrin voted to depose him. This Talmudic vignette portrays
prompt action to remove a directive leader from a position in which he could have
perpetuated harm by suppressing opposition.
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On a related note, during capital cases junior members of the Sanhedrin always
spoke before their seniors (Talmud, Tractate Sanhedrin, 32a), preventing undue
influence on the formers’ opinions. In fact, Maimonides (Sanhedrin 10:1) writes that in
capital cases it is a sin to simply base one’s ruling on the reasoning of a colleague,
rather than carefully considering the evidence oneself. In sum, not only were members
not pressured to vote in accord with leaders’ or senior members’ positions, they were
actively encouraged in their independence.

In addition to the benefits of impartial leadership, Janis believed that groups
possessing clear rules governing decision-making are also at reduced risk of
groupthink. Indeed, the Sanhedrin strictly adhered to specific guidelines that
mandated a methodical review and analysis of evidence and information. These rules
even dictated how members sat (Talmud, Tractate Sanhedrin 36b), the order in which
they spoke (Talmud, Tractate Sanhedrin 32a), how witnesses were examined (Talmud,
Tractate Sanhedrin 29a), and numerous other core procedural elements.

In order to avoid groupthink, Janis suggests that each member of a decision-making
group be independently charged as a critical evaluator, thus encouraging members to
air doubts and objections. The Sanhedrin, in fact, took practical steps to enforce the
notion of such individual member responsibility. For example, it was prohibited for a
member to claim “I was for acquittal while my colleagues were for conviction, but what
could I do, seeing that they were in the majority?” (Talmud, Tractate Sanhedrin, 29a),
thereby shirking personal accountability for the group’s decision. Additionally, the
semi-circular configuration in which the judges sat (Talmud, Tractate Sanhedrin, 36b)
may have emphasized that, despite differences in seniority and eminence, no
individual’s opinion or vote was more important than another’s.

Janis also identifies group insulation from outside opinions as a factor that increases
susceptibility to groupthink; to mitigate such danger he suggests inviting outside
experts to share their views. Along these lines, Maimonides (Sanhedrin 21:8) implies that
judges consulted with outside experts, a fact apparent from the Talmud as well (Tractate
Nidah, 22b). Nachmanides (Sefer Ha-Mitzvot, Congregation Bnei Yosef edition) further
explains that any scholar who heard of a Sanhedrin ruling that he believed erroneous
was required to travel to Jerusalem and present his argument to the court. Similarly,
disciples watched court proceedings and were generally allowed to volunteer their
opinions (Talmud, Tractate Sanhedrin, 32a), further ensuring diversity of input.

However, Janis realized that sometimes no one is inclined to argue the alternative
position on an issue. He therefore suggests that groups consider purposely fracturing
their unanimity by introducing a “devil’s advocate” who will support an alternative to
the popular opinion. The Sanhedrin introduced such advocates on behalf of acquittal in
capital cases, where a tainted verdict to condemn would have been particularly tragic.
Specifically, if the defendant refrained from arguing on his own behalf, Sanhedrin
members were required to do so (Talmud, Tractate Sanhedrin, 29a).

Janis also suggested that once a decision has been reached, the group should divide
into smaller groups and discuss the matter outside of the group setting. Where the
stakes were very high, the Sanhedrin did just that. If after only brief deliberations all
members supported conviction in a capital case, the final verdict was mandatorily
postponed until the next day. In the intervening night, members formed small groups
and continued to discuss the case (Talmud, Tractate Sanhedrin, 40a). This practice of
postponing finalization of the verdict also necessitated “second-chance meetings,”
another decision-making technique that Janis suggested. He argued that groups should
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reconvene one last time before important choices are settled, allowing discussion of
remaining uncertainties.

In addition to unknowingly incorporating many of Janis’s own groupthink
prevention strategies, the Sanhedrin had another practice of its own that may have
been similarly beneficial. Unlike in contemporary US law, where capital cases require a
unanimous jury decision (Mitchell and Eckstein, 2009) the Sanhedrin would
automatically acquit a defendant if all members argued to convict in such a case
(Talmud, Tractate Sanhedrin, 17a). While such a practice could seem counterintuitive,
it may have been established as a last-ditch measure to prevent groupthink-like
outcomes. If all 70 members’ vote unanimously, without any dissension at all, then
there is reason to fear that groupthink conformity pressures may be to blame.

Implications: juries and corporate boards of directors
Two specific contemporary areas where groupthink research is highly relevant include
jury deliberations and decision-making by corporate and organizational boards of
directors. Particularly in the former case, though, there is a relative dearth of inquiry.
Mitchell and Eckstein (2009) recently wrote that “almost no known research has been
published on the application of the groupthink hypothesis to juries.” These theorists
make the case that juries may be at special risk of groupthink, for many reasons. For
example, especially if sequestered for long periods, jurors may form a cohesive group.
In such situations they are also frequently intentionally insulated from those outside
their group. Moreover, the juror selected as foreperson may be partial to a particular
point of view and may use the position of authority to advocate for a given stance.
Also, there are no mandated norms requiring juries to use specific or methodical
procedures in their deliberations. Additionally, given that juries frequently face
“pressure for a unanimous decision” there may be explicit concurrence seeking that
further lends itself toward groupthink.

Despite these risks, though, poor jury decision-making is hardly a given, as Neck and
Moorhead (1992) demonstrate in their analysis of the trial of John Delorean. They argue
that groupthink was prevented in that case, principally because the jurors, of their own
volition, opted to use methodical procedures and selected a leader who chose not to
promote his own viewpoint. Mitchell and Eckstein (2009) further suggest that juries
divide into subgroups, deliberating on issues simultaneously, but under different leaders;
assign the role of “devil’s advocate” to a different member during each session; and
conduct a “second-chance meeting” where members express remaining doubts and
reconsider their overall decisions. Indeed, as demonstrated earlier, many of these critical
factors, which should be encouraged among juries, match efforts made by the Sanhedrin.

Methods of groupthink avoidance are also relevant in the vital attempts to reform
corporate boards of governance following the scandals and crises that have plagued
the nation’s financial system in recent years. As mentioned earlier, one of the reasons
the Sanhedrin might have initially been viewed as at risk of poor decision-making
outcomes stems from the fact that its membership was relatively homogeneous. To
prevent such situations among corporate boards of directors, membership diversity
should instead be encouraged. Howard (2011) suggests realistic methods where
institutional investors, as well as creditors, could be permitted to nominate board
members, thereby increasing heterogeneity on corporate boards. Maharaj (2008, 2009a,
b) similarly suggests that members be carefully selected to ensure proper board
structure and function, and that corporate leaders be educated about groupthink and
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its dangers. In a further bid to decrease groupthink in such bodies, Howard suggests
formalizing a “devil’s advocate” role wherein board members would assume this
position as part of a rotation and following appropriate training.

Conclusion
As we have seen, the practices of the Sanhedrin may be viewed in the context of the
groupthink model. According to research by Janis and others, this ancient body should
have been predisposed to faulty decision-making, save for numerous astute preventive
measures and methods of function, as we have argued. We believe our observations
may bear dual significance. Firstly, our analysis enables further understanding of the
rationale behind many of the Sanhedrin’s unique regulations, granting insight into an
important and authoritative ancient leadership group. Future research of this type will
no doubt encourage greater appreciation of the Sanhedrin and other historical
decision-making bodies.

Furthermore, our scrutiny of the Sanhedrin’s procedures highlights multiple
practical ways that Janis’s ideas and prescriptions may be implemented by modern day
managers and other group leaders. As implied previously, managers must be sensitive
to the fact that cohesiveness, particularly among a relatively homogeneous group,
while seemingly positive and conducive to harmony, may result in pressures toward
uniformity and even closed-mindedness. Particularly in situations where groups are
also charged with highly consequential decisions, and perhaps face external threat
from competitors or adversaries, the probability of groupthink and poor
decision-making only increase. Moreover, a single domineering leader, even if
well-intentioned, may exacerbate these risks.

Nonetheless, as suggested by Janis, and as anticipated by the Sanhedrin, there are
ways to preempt problems, even when the previous organizational and situational risk
factors are present. For example, specific procedures planned from the outset, mandating
methodical review and analysis of evidence, should guide decision-making. Invitation of
outside experts and even assignment of a “devil’s advocate” add fresh viewpoints and
allow dissenters an opening to puncture undue pressure toward artificial unanimity. At
times, groups could be divided into subunits allowing consideration of issues outside the
larger group setting. Postponement of final decisions until after a “second-chance
meeting” allows for airing remaining doubts. Especially critical, managers and leaders
should act with impartiality, encouraging subordinates to voice opinions free of pressure
to conform to their views. One simple way to accomplish this is to allow, as did the
Sanhedrin leadership, junior members to speak before they have learned their leaders’
views. Managers might also strive to attain the humility and deference that Sanhedrin
members considered necessary for any potential nasi who would lead their ranks.
Finally, if an eventual decision is indeed unanimous, rather than cause for confidence,
groups might choose to be extra cautious in ascertaining whether groupthink was a
contributing factor, as modeled by the Sanhedrin.

Notes

1. Although we focus on the Sanhedrin as it is portrayed in classic Jewish religious literature,
we recognize that the picture of this authoritative body that emerges from Christian and
other sources differs significantly from our presentation. For an extensive discussion of the
Sanhedrin from numerous perspectives, see Hoenig (1953) and Mantel (1965).
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2. See also Talmud Tractate Gittin, 57b which describes an earlier incident wherein the entire
Sanhedrin was singled out for slaughter by the invading Babylonian commander
Nebuzaradan; and 56a there where it is implied that the rabbis of the Sanhedrin recognized
that their decisions could, and later did, lead to violent reprisals from the Roman authorities.
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