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ABSTRACT 
 
This article describes a simulation that explores the role of 
conflict in group decision-making processes.  In the 
exercise, students experience different approaches to group 
decision-making, and then provide their assessment of each 
procedure.  An Internet-based software application 
provides students with real-time feedback regarding their 
assessments, and enables students to compare and contrast 
each decision-making method during the class discussion.  
This discussion tends to focus on the level of cognitive and 
affective conflict that emerges in each method, and the 
impact that these process characteristics have on decision-
making outcomes.   
 
SYNOPSIS 
 

In these exercises, students experience and evaluate 
three quite different approaches to group decision-making: 
the Consensus Method, the Dialectical Inquiry (DI) 
Method, and the Devil’s Advocacy (DA) Method.  The 
Consensus Method requires members of a group to engage 
in a free exchange of ideas, seeking common ground when 
disagreements emerge and crafting solutions that all 
members find acceptable.  By contrast, the DI and DA 
Methods systematically induce conflict and debate into the 
decision-making process.  Both also use subgroups.  In the 
DI Method, the subgroups develop opposing alternatives 
and then come together to debate their assumptions and 
recommendations.  In the DA Method, one subgroup offers 
a proposal, while the other plays the devil’s advocate, 
carefully probing all elements of the initial 
recommendations (Schweiger, Sandberg, & Ragan, 1986).   

A set of Harvard Business School case studies entitled 
Decision-Making Exercises (A), (B), and (C) provides a 
complete set of instructions for this simulation (Roberto, 
1996).  The (A), (B), and (C) cases each contain 
instructions describing one of these decision-making 
methods.  In addition, students must prepare two Harvard 
Business Review case studies, Growing Pains and The Case 
of the Unhealthy Hospital.  When carrying out the exercise, 
students utilize the relevant decision-making method to 
develop recommendations for the protagonist in the 
associated Harvard Business Review article.      

Class proceeds in three steps.  First, each student 
actually experiences two different decision-making 
approaches.  All students begin with the Consensus 

Method, as described in the (A) case.  Then, one-half of the 
class reads Decision-Making Exercise (B) and experiences 
the DI Method, while the other half of the class reads 
Decision-Making Exercise (C) and experiences the DA 
Method. Second, students evaluate the processes they used 
by responding electronically to a survey via the Internet.  
All surveys are identical and include questions about the 
quality of the final decision, the level of conflict and critical 
evaluation during the decision process, and students’ 
satisfaction with the decision and the process.  Third, the 
instructor leads a classroom discussion in which students 
reflect on their experiences and evaluate the strengths and 
weaknesses of each approach, using summaries of the 
survey results as evidence.  These survey results are 
instantly generated after students enter their survey 
responses, and are provided to the class through an Internet-
based software application.  

 
PURPOSE 
 

These exercises have three primary purposes.  First, 
they give students the opportunity to experience a diverse 
set of decision-making approaches.  Typically, students will 
already have experienced processes that resemble the 
Consensus Method, but will have had little exposure to 
other approaches.  The exercises thus broaden their 
understanding of the range of techniques managers may use 
when designing or choosing decision-making processes. 

Second, the exercises provide students with an 
opportunity to evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of 
each approach to decision making.  Students generally find 
that the Consensus Method leads to higher levels of 
commitment, individual satisfaction, and group harmony, 
while the DI and DA Methods normally generate more 
comprehensive and critical analysis of assumptions and 
alternatives (Schweiger, Sandberg, & Ragan, 1986).  These 
strengths and weaknesses suggest that it is difficult to 
identify a single “best” method.  Instead, students discover 
that the selection of a particular decision-making approach 
is often contingent upon the situation or task at hand. 

Third, the exercises provide students with an 
opportunity to explore the role of conflict in decision 
making.  They learn that the concept is complex and 
multidimensional.  On the one hand, cognitive conflict, or 
debate over issues and ideas, normally increases decision-
making effectiveness by raising the level of critical 
evaluation, the quality of assumptions, and the quality of 
the final decision.  On the other hand, attempts to increase 
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discussion, disagreement, and debate over issues often lead 
to interpersonal friction and personality clashes, which 
scholars call affective conflict.  Affective conflict normally 
decreases decision-making effectiveness by reducing the 
level of individual commitment, as well as individuals’ 
desire to continue working with the group (Amason, 1996). 
This, in a nutshell, is the dilemma for managers leading 
decision-making processes:  to keep cognitive conflict high 
and affective conflict low.  
 
LESSONS 
 

The instructor can conclude the class by summarizing 
around four broad themes: making process choices, the 
types of conflict, the effects of conflict, and strategies for 
managing conflict.    

First, managers have a range of decision-making 
approaches from which to choose.  To make effective 
choices, they must perform two evaluations.  First, they 
must evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of alternative 
decision-making processes.  Second, they must assess the 
circumstances, and select the method that appears most 
appropriate for the situation.  In general, the DI and DA 
Methods tend to generate more alternatives and 
perspectives as well as more careful evaluation of 
assumptions and ideas, while the Consensus Method tends 
to generate higher levels of commitment, satisfaction, and 
group harmony (Schweiger, Sandberg, & Ragan, 1986).  
Given these strengths and weaknesses, managers must 
consider the type of decision faced by their teams.  If a 
decision is ill-structured, the team will benefit from 
utilizing the DI or DA Methods because these approaches 
will help them generate multiple perspectives on their 
relatively ambiguous problem.  If a decision is routine and 
structured, managers will benefit from the Consensus 
Method because this approach takes less time, builds 
commitment, and facilitates speedy and successful 
implementation.   

Second, these decision-making approaches generate 
different types and levels of conflict. Cognitive conflict 
consists of differences of opinion concerning issues and 
ideas; it is generally task-oriented.  Affective conflict 
consists of interpersonal tension and friction; it is generally 
personality-oriented.  The two forms of conflict are usually 
positively correlated.  Managers find it difficult to 
encourage cognitive conflict without also creating 
interpersonal friction (Jehn, 1995; Amason, 1996; 
Eisenhardt, Kahwajy, & Bourgeois, 1997a).   

Third, conflict impacts three key dimensions of 
decision-making effectiveness:  decision quality, individual 
commitment and acceptance, and satisfaction with the 
group experience.  Cognitive conflict tends to increase 
decision quality, while affective conflict diminishes 
individual commitment and satisfaction.  The former 
increases the quality or content of decisions, while the latter 
makes it more difficult to achieve successful 
implementation (Amason, 1996).    

Finally, in order to devise and implement good 
decisions, managers must find a way to encourage 
constructive debate over issues and ideas, while minimizing 
interpersonal disputes. Researchers have begun to identify 
techniques that managers can utilize achieve these results; 
they include maintaining a focus on factual information, 
seeking more than two perspectives on each issue, using 
humor to relieve tension, identifying common goals, 
maintaining a balanced power structure, and acting 
decisively to “call the question” if consensus does not 
emerge among team members (Eisenhardt, Kahwajy, & 
Bourgeois, 1997b). 
 
COMPLEMENTARY CASE STUDIES 
 

To complement these exercises, the instructor may 
teach students a pair of very famous case studies in the next 
class session.  One case describes the Bay of Pigs decision, 
and the other provides an overview of the Cuban Missile 
Crisis decision (Janis, 1982).   The case studies illustrate the 
actual use of the three decision-making methods that the 
students experienced during the exercises.   The Bay of Pigs 
approximates a Consensus method, and illustrates the 
pressures for conformity that may arise when groups strive 
for consensus (Janis, 1982).  The Cuban Missile Crisis 
provides an example of a team that employed a 
combination of the DI and DA methods, and demonstrates 
how structured techniques for creating constructive debate 
helped the group arrive at a better decision (Janis, 1982).  
The combination of the exercises and these two case studies 
provides a very powerful tool for teaching students about 
the role of conflict in group decision-making processes. 
 

REFERENCES 
 
Amason, A. (1996). “Distinguishing The Effects of 

Functional and Dysfunctional Conflict on Strategic 
Decision Making.”  Academy of Management Journal, 
Volume Thirty-Nine, Number One, 123-148. 

Eisenhardt, K, Kahwajy, J. & Bourgeois, L. (1997a).  
“Conflict and Strategic Choice:  How Top 
Management Teams Disagree.” California 
Management Review, Volume Thirty-Nine, Number 
Two, 42-62. 

Eisenhardt, K., Kahwajy, J. & Bourgeois, L. (1997b). “How 
Management Teams Can Have a Good Fight.” Harvard 
Business Review, Volume Seventy-Five, Number Four, 
77-85. 

Janis, I. (1982).  Victims of Groupthink.  Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin. 

Jehn, K. (1995).  “A multimethod examination of the 
benefits and detriments of intragroup conflict.”  
Administrative Science Quarterly, Volume 40, 256-
282. 

Roberto, M. (1996). Decision-Making Exercises (A), (B), & 
(C).  Harvard Business School Case Studies, Numbers 
9-397-031, 9-397-032, 9-397-033.     

 205 



Developments in Business Simulation and Experiential Learning, Volume 28, 2001 
Schweiger, D., Sandberg, W. & Ragan, J. (1986).  “Group 

Approaches For Improving Strategic Decision 
Making.”  Academy of Management Journal, Volume 
29, Number One, 51-71. 

 206 


	Table of Contents
	Volume 28, 2001
	Using A Web Based Tutorial Program To Enhance Student Learning
	Reflecting On Reflection: An Examination Of Reflective Learning And Assessing Outcomes
	Overcoming Obstacles To A Cross-Global Collaborative Classroom
	Panel Discussion On Building And Maintaining Trust In The Abselesque Classroom
	Cosmopolitan-Based Cross National Segmentation In Global Marketing Simulations
	Strategic Management And The Case Method: Survey And Evaluation In Hong Kong
	Designing Interactive Self-Learning Modules Using Macromedia Director
	Teaching Financial Markets Using The Wall Street Journal
	Core Course Outcomes Assessment And Program Continuous Improvement Using An Integrative Business Plan Œ An Empirical Evaluation
	Using A Mock Trial Activity For Interdisciplinary Learning
	Fidelity, Verifiability, And Validity Of Simulation: Constructs For Evaluation
	2001 International Collegiate Business Strategy Competition:  37 Years Of Collegiate Competition
	Motivating Students: An Initial Attempt To Operationalize The Curiosity Gap Model
	E-Learning: The Next Wave Of Experiential Learning
	Helping New Game Adopters: Four Perspectives
	An Initial Validity Invesitigaion of A Test Assessing Total Enterprise Simulation Learning
	Administering A Marketing Simulation  -  Common And Varied Practices Among Instructors
	Issues In Case Method Instruction:  Class Discussion Leadership
	Sex Composition, Cohesion, Consensus, Potency And Performance Of Simulation Teams
	Integrating Management Curriculum: Linking Courses With Frontpage
	Absel: The Way We Talk!
	Teaching Strategic Management: A Case Study In The Diffusion Of Innovation In Education
	A Demonstration Of Bussim Strategy    A Total Enterprise Simulation
	Teaching Methods: Etic Or Emic
	Antecedents Of Work Team Performance In A Business Simulation: Personality And Group Interaction
	When Experiential Educators Reflect Upon Their Craft: A Qualitative Research Report
	Strategic Sensemaking In Organizations: Model Formulation And Operationalization
	Panel Discussion:  A Model For Initiative Development:  Discussion And Ideas Of Individual Spirit Harmonics
	Assessing The Efficacy Of Experiential Learning In A Multicultural Environment
	Are Business Schools Producing 21st Century Managers?
	Blue Horizon Cruises: An International Simulation Exercise To Illustrate Conflicting Economic And Cultural Models
	Different Perceptions Of The Same Thing: An Experiential Exercise
	Current Use Of Agribusiness Simulation Games: Survey Results Of University Agribusiness And Agricultural Economics Programs
	Team Building 101 For Accountants
	An Online Evaluation Of  The Compete Online Decision Entry System (Codes)
	Total Enterprise Simulation Winners And Losers: A Preliminary Study
	Gilding The Lily, Enhancing The Pedagogical Experience, Or Fixing What Isn™t Broke: The Dilemma Of New Simulation Versions
	The Absel Endnote Database: The Perfect Tool For The Bernie Keys Library
	Decision-Making Exercises (A), (B), And (C):  Examining The Role Of Conflict In Group Decision-Making
	Group Decision Simulation (A)-(F):  Examining Procedural Justice In Group Decision-Making Processes
	Evaluation Of Performance In Business Games: Financial And Non Financial Approaches
	A Framework For Evaluating Simulations As Educational Tools
	Congruence II™: A Strategic Business Board Game
	The Tournament Concept: Extending The Idea Of Using Simulations As Instruments Of Assessment
	The Economic And Political Transition Of The Mexican State In The Threshold Of Twenty First Century: From The Entrepreneurial State To The State Of Entrepreneurs.
	Experiential Learning For Accountants: The Not For Profit Project
	An Investigation Of The Environmental Awareness Attained In A Simple Business Simulation Game
	A Daily Exercise In Theory Application: Is This Why I Had To Take Marketing, Management, Finance –?
	An Alternative View to Scoring Selected Simulation Games and Experiential Exercises


