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Risky Shift

The Core Definition of Risky Shift

The risky shift phenomenon refers to the observable tendency for groups to make decisions that

are more extreme and often riskier than the average of individual decisions made by the same

members acting alone. Initially, it was widely assumed that groups would inherently be more

cautious than individuals, due to the perceived moderating influence of collective deliberation.

However, extensive research has consistently demonstrated that group discussion can, in fact,

amplify the initial inclinations of its members, leading to a shift towards greater risk-taking in

situations where risk is already a valued or acceptable component of the group's initial stance. This

effect is a specific manifestation of a broader psychological principle known as group

polarization, where group discussion leads to an enhancement of the group's initial average

position, whether it be towards risk or caution.

The fundamental mechanism behind the risky shift is multifaceted, encompassing various social

and cognitive processes that unfold during group decision-making. When individuals convene to

discuss a problem, they are exposed to a broader range of arguments and perspectives than they

might consider in isolation. Crucially, in a group context where initial leanings favor a certain level

of risk, members are likely to encounter more novel and compelling arguments supporting that

risky stance. Furthermore, the social dynamics within a group play a significant role. Individuals

may feel a reduced sense of personal accountability for the consequences of a decision when that

responsibility is diffused among multiple members, a concept known as diffusion of

responsibility. This collective diffusion can empower individuals to endorse more daring choices

than they would if solely accountable.

Beyond the cognitive exposure to arguments and the psychological comfort of shared

accountability, social comparison processes also contribute significantly to the risky shift. Within a

group, individuals often evaluate their own opinions and positions relative to those of others. If a

group implicitly values risk-taking or if members perceive that others are leaning towards a riskier

option, individuals may adjust their own stance to align with, or even exceed, what they perceive as

the group's prevailing norm. This desire to be perceived favorably, or to be seen as a competent

and contributing member, can lead individuals to advocate for positions that are more extreme than

their private views. Thus, the risky shift is not merely an aggregation of individual preferences but

rather a dynamic outcome of social influence, cognitive reassessment, and altered perceptions of

responsibility within a collective setting.

Historical Context and Discovery
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Pioneering Research and Early Discoveries

The discovery of the risky shift phenomenon challenged long-held assumptions within social

psychology regarding group behavior. Prior to the 1960s, conventional wisdom, often influenced

by studies on conformity and obedience, posited that groups would generally be more conservative

and cautious than individuals. This prevailing belief suggested that the presence of others would

temper extreme viewpoints, leading to more moderate, safer decisions. However, this assumption

was directly contradicted by the groundbreaking master's thesis of James Stoner in 1961 at the

Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Stoner's research involved presenting participants with a

"Choice Dilemmas Questionnaire," which consisted of various hypothetical scenarios requiring a

decision between a safe, less rewarding option and a risky, potentially more rewarding one.

Participants first made their decisions individually, then discussed the scenarios in groups, and

finally made their decisions again individually.

Stoner's surprising findings revealed that group discussion consistently led to choices that were

riskier than the average of the initial individual choices. This counter-intuitive outcome sparked

considerable interest and a flurry of subsequent research, rapidly becoming one of the most

intriguing discoveries in social psychology. Researchers quickly moved to replicate Stoner's

findings and explore the boundary conditions of this "risky shift." The initial shock value of the

discovery stemmed from its direct challenge to the idea of group moderation, forcing psychologists

to re-evaluate the complex interplay of individual and collective decision-making processes. The

1978 study cited in the original text by Stoner, Fraser, and Folger likely represents a later iteration

or comparative study building upon this foundational discovery, further exploring the nuances of

group versus individual decision-making, rather than the initial identification of the risky shift itself.

Evolution of the Concept and Related Findings

Following Stoner's initial discovery, further research revealed that the phenomenon was not limited

exclusively to shifts towards risk. Instead, it was found that group discussion tends to exaggerate

the initial average tendency of the group, whether that tendency is towards risk or caution. This

broader phenomenon was termed group polarization. The risky shift is therefore understood as a

specific instance of group polarization, where the group's initial leanings happen to be towards risk.

If the group's initial average tendency is towards caution, discussion will lead to an even more

cautious decision. This refinement of the concept provided a more comprehensive understanding

of how group dynamics amplify pre-existing inclinations.

It is crucial to distinguish risky shift and group polarization from Groupthink, another important

concept in group decision-making, although the original text used them interchangeably. While

both can lead to poor decision outcomes, their underlying mechanisms differ. Groupthink, as

theorized by Irving Janis, describes a phenomenon where a group of cohesive individuals
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prioritizes harmony and conformity over critical evaluation of alternative viewpoints, leading to

irrational or dysfunctional decision-making. The primary driver of Groupthink is the desire to

maintain group cohesion and avoid conflict, which can result in a failure to consider risks or ethical

implications. In contrast, risky shift and group polarization are driven by processes such as social

comparison and persuasive arguments, which amplify pre-existing tendencies rather than primarily

suppressing dissent for the sake of harmony. While a group exhibiting risky shift might also

experience elements of Groupthink, they are distinct psychological phenomena with different core

explanations.

A Practical Example

Illustrating Risky Shift in a Corporate Setting

To fully grasp the implications of the risky shift, consider a common scenario in the business world:

a marketing team deliberating on a new advertising campaign for a product launch. Imagine a

company that has developed an innovative, yet untested, product. The marketing team is tasked

with deciding the budget allocation and the overall tone of the campaign. Individually, before any

group discussion, each member of the team might lean towards a moderately conservative

campaign, perhaps allocating a reasonable budget for traditional advertising and a cautious

approach to social media, mindful of potential backlash or unforeseen costs. Each individual's

personal assessment of the risk might be moderate, reflecting a balanced consideration of

potential rewards against potential pitfalls and resource expenditure.

Step-by-Step Application and Outcome

Now, let's trace the application of the risky shift within this marketing team's decision-making

process. As the team convenes, members begin to share their initial thoughts. Some members

might express slightly more adventurous ideas, perhaps suggesting a higher budget for a viral

social media campaign or a more provocative advertising message, believing these approaches

could yield greater returns. As these ideas are introduced, others in the group might find

themselves influenced by the perceived enthusiasm or confidence of their peers. The Social

Comparison Theory comes into play here, as individuals may compare their own moderate

stance to the bolder proposals of others and feel a pressure to align, or even outdo, the perceived

group norm of daring. They might want to be seen as proactive and innovative.

Furthermore, the discussion will likely generate numerous arguments in favor of the riskier options.

Enthusiastic team members might present compelling, albeit potentially one-sided, arguments

about the potential for massive market penetration, brand recognition, and competitive advantage

that a bold campaign could achieve. This exposure to persuasive arguments theory, heavily

skewed towards risk, can shift individual perceptions of the viability and desirability of daring
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strategies. Concurrently, the diffusion of responsibility mechanism contributes to this shift; no

single individual feels solely accountable for the entire marketing budget or the potential failure of a

risky campaign. The collective burden reduces individual inhibitions. Consequently, what began as

a collection of moderately cautious individual preferences might, after group discussion, coalesce

into a collective decision for a significantly larger budget, a more aggressive social media strategy,

and a highly provocative advertising message - a decision far riskier than any individual would

have endorsed alone. This amplified risk, while potentially leading to greater rewards, also carries

substantially higher stakes and a greater chance of negative repercussions for the company.

Significance and Impact

Theoretical Importance to Social Psychology

The discovery and subsequent extensive study of the risky shift and its broader manifestation,

group polarization, profoundly impacted the field of social psychology. It fundamentally

challenged the prevailing notion that groups inherently lead to moderation, forcing researchers to

develop more nuanced models of social influence and group decision-making. This paradigm

shift illuminated the powerful and sometimes counter-intuitive ways in which group dynamics can

shape individual attitudes and behaviors. The phenomenon underscored that collective interaction

is not merely an averaging process but rather a transformative one, capable of intensifying pre-

existing tendencies. It spurred the development of theories like Social Comparison Theory and

persuasive arguments theory, which provided robust frameworks for understanding how

individuals adjust their positions based on perceived group norms and the exchange of information.

The risky shift thus became a cornerstone in the study of social influence, collective behavior, and

the often-unpredictable outcomes of group interaction.

Real-World Applications and Implications

The practical implications of understanding the risky shift are far-reaching, extending across

numerous domains where groups make critical decisions. In the realm of business and finance,

awareness of risky shift is crucial for investment committees, startup founders, and marketing

teams who might collectively endorse ventures or campaigns with higher risk profiles than any

individual member would privately support. For instance, an investment firm's committee might

decide to allocate a significantly larger portion of a portfolio to high-risk, high-reward assets after

group deliberation, potentially exposing clients to undue volatility. Similarly, in military and political

strategy, groups of advisors or policymakers might agree on more aggressive or audacious

courses of action, such as initiating conflicts or implementing drastic policy changes, when

deliberating collectively compared to their individual inclinations. The historical record is replete

with examples where collective decisions, made under pressure and within cohesive groups, have

led to unexpectedly bold or even reckless outcomes.
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Beyond these high-stakes environments, the risky shift also has relevance in everyday contexts,

such as jury deliberations, public health campaigns, and educational settings. Juries, for example,

might arrive at more extreme verdicts (either more lenient or more punitive) after deliberation than

the average of their initial individual judgments. In public health, understanding how groups amplify

attitudes towards risk (e.g., regarding health behaviors like smoking, drinking, or adherence to

safety guidelines) can inform the design of more effective intervention strategies. For instance, if a

peer group initially leans towards downplaying the risks of a certain behavior, group discussion

might reinforce and amplify that risky perception, making individuals even less likely to adopt safe

practices. Conversely, if a group initially leans towards caution, discussion can make them even

more vigilant. Recognizing these dynamics allows for the implementation of safeguards, such as

requiring individual accountability, encouraging diverse viewpoints, or structuring discussions to

ensure thorough consideration of all potential outcomes, thereby mitigating the potentially

detrimental effects of an unchecked risky shift in critical group decision-making scenarios.

Connections and Relations

Related Psychological Concepts

The risky shift is not an isolated phenomenon but is intricately connected to several other

fundamental concepts in psychology, particularly within the domain of social influence and

decision-making. Most notably, it is a specific manifestation of group polarization, which

describes the general tendency for group discussion to strengthen the average initial position of

the group members. If the initial leanings are towards risk, the group will polarize towards greater

risk (the risky shift); if towards caution, the group will polarize towards greater caution. This broader

concept provides the overarching framework within which the risky shift is understood. The

mechanisms explaining both risky shift and group polarization include Social Comparison

Theory, where individuals adjust their views to align with, or surpass, perceived group norms, and

the persuasive arguments theory, which posits that individuals are exposed to a greater number

of arguments supporting the dominant viewpoint during group discussion, leading to a stronger

endorsement of that position.

Another related concept, often confused with risky shift, is Groupthink. While both can lead to

flawed group decision-making, their primary drivers differ. Groupthink emphasizes a desire for

harmony and conformity, often leading to a suppression of dissenting opinions and a failure to

critically evaluate alternatives, which might result in either overly cautious or overly risky decisions,

but the risk amplification is not the central mechanism. Risky shift, conversely, is directly about the

amplification of risk preferences due to social comparison and persuasive arguments, often without

a deliberate suppression of dissent. Furthermore, the concept of diffusion of responsibility,

where individuals feel less personal accountability when acting within a group, plays a significant

role in enabling the risky shift. This diminished sense of individual culpability allows members to
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endorse more extreme or risky choices, knowing that the consequences will be shared among the

collective, thereby lowering the psychological barrier to risk-taking.

Broader Category and Subfields

The risky shift phenomenon is firmly situated within the broader field of social psychology, which

explores how individuals' thoughts, feelings, and behaviors are influenced by the actual, imagined,

or implied presence of others. It falls under the specific subfield of group dynamics and social

influence, providing critical insights into how groups function, make decisions, and shape individual

behavior. Its study contributes significantly to our understanding of collective intelligence,

conformity, and leadership within various social contexts. Additionally, the principles underlying the

risky shift intersect with cognitive psychology, particularly in its examination of judgment and

decision-making processes, as individuals' risk perceptions and evaluations are altered through

group interaction. It also holds considerable relevance for organizational behavior, informing

practices in team management, leadership development, and strategic planning within corporate

and institutional settings, where understanding and mitigating the potential for undesirable group

decision outcomes are paramount.
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