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Antidotes to problems associated with uniformity of viewpoints have generally involved
dissent in one form or another (Katzenstein, 1996), one being “devil’s advocate.”
Research on authentic dissent has documented additional advantages in that it stimulates
divergent and original thought (Nemeth, 1995). In this study, authentic dissent was com-
pared with devil’s advocate and with no dissent. Findings indicate that authentic dissent
was superior in (a) stimulating a greater proportion of original thoughts, (b) considering
the opposite position, and (c¢) direct attitude change. Devil’s advocate was found to stimu-
late cognitive bolstering of the initial position, thus raising concerns about the unintended
consequences of techniques such as devil's advocate and the subtle task facing attempts to
foster original thought and yet maintain cohesion.

In studies on the quality of process and outcome in decision-making groups,
one major problem appears to the seeking of uniformity or agreement. People
fear being different or having differing views. This is partly a result of the fact
that they assume that “truth lies in numbers™ and that, if they differ, error must lie
with them. It is also a result of a fear of being rejected, a consequence likely to
occur if they maintain a minority viewpoint (Allen, 1965; Asch, 1956; Mackie,
1987; Schachter, 1951). Thus, there is often agreement at the expense of quality
of discussions or decisions (Pratkanis & Aronson, 1992).

Such tendencies are illustrated by Janis’ (1982) work on Cabinet-level
foreign-policy decisions, ones termed fiascoes. Strains to uniformity (group-
think) were found to cause an adoption of a preferred solution without adequate
consideration of information or alternatives. There is also evidence that the
uniformity is not just at the level of the decision. Larey and Paulus (1999)
found that people converge both in the rate of ideas and the type of ideas that are
generated.
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Most antidotes for these problems of uniformity have taken the form of fos-
tering dissent in one form or another (Katzenstein, 1996; Turer & Pratkanis,
1997). Brainstorming techniques (Osborn, 1957), for example, have been used to
promote diversity of views by trying to counter fears about being evaluated
(Diehl & Stroebe, 1987). Janis (1982) offered several recommendations, includ-
ing the use of outside experts, meetings of subgroups, and the use of a “devil’s
advocate.” The role of the latter is to vigorously criticize plans under consider-
ation by a group. The hope is that such dissent will thwart the rush to judgment
and instead foster discussion, a consideration of more alternatives and careful
scrutiny of the available information.

A good deal of the research on the value of a devil’s advocate has compared
this technique with that of no dissent, defined as either an “expert” or consensus.
Other research has compared it to “dialectical inquiry” in which a counter plan is
offered, rather than simple criticism of the preferred plan. Both techniques
have been found to be useful, especially when compared to expert or consensus
conditions (Cosier, 1978; Mason, 1969; Mitroff, Barabba, & Kilmann, 1977;
Schweiger & Finger, 1984). However, consistent differences between the two
methods have, by and large, been equivocal or nonexistent (Katzenstein, 1996).

The advantages of such techniques may lie in the fact that they instruct people
to “consider the opposite™ or at least consider a plausible alternative. Such
techniques, when specifically instructed, have been found to aid consideration
of alternatives and to lessen bias (Hirt & Markman, 1995; Lord, Lepper, &
Preston, 1984). Even reading or hearing a counterattitudinal message influences
the quantity and quality of thought (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993; Petty & Cacioppo,
1986). However, in group settings, there are not generally specific instructions
for each aspect. Perhaps more importantly, there are literally hundreds of studies
documenting how difficult it is for people to seriously question their own judg-
ment, especially when that judgment is bolstered by consensus (Paulus, 1989).
Thus, such role playing or techniques may not stimulate an actual reappraisal or a
serious consideration of alternatives.

However, authentic dissent has been found to actively stimulate such cogni-
tive activity. Those exposed to dissent actually search for more information
(Nemeth & Rogers, 1996), consider more strategies in the service of performance
(Nemeth & Kwan, 1987), and evidence more original thought (Nemeth & Kwan,
1985). They also detect correct solutions that otherwise would have gone unde-
tected (Atsumi & Burnstein, 1992; Nemeth & Wachtler, 1983). In naturally
occurring groups, the presence of minority dissent has been found to improve the
quality and quantity of ideas and solutions (Smith, Tindale, & Dugoni, 1996; Van
Dyne & Saavedra, 1996).

The disadvantages of authentic dissent lie primarily in the conflict that is
engendered and the dislike for the person holding the dissenting viewpoint. Thus,
there might be a practical advantage to a devil’s advocate if he or she stimulates
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divergent thinking as does authentic dissent. One might achieve both better deci-
sions and cohesion; however, we hypothesize otherwise.

The devil’s advocate, by role playing dissent, is likely to be discounted as a
useful source of information on the issue (Maass & Clark, 1984; Moscovici &
Nemeth, 1974). Additionally, dissenting viewpoints that do not seriously chal-
lenge a group member’s own judgment may fail to provide sufficient motivation
for the reassessment of currently held views and a search for alternatives
(Kruglanski, 1989; Taylor, 1981). Role playing may actually thwart serious con-
sideration of new alternatives. Armed with the possibly incorrect belief that other
options have been considered, thoughts may corroborate one’s initial belief and
confidence may be inflated.

In the current study, we experimentally manipulate whether dissent is authen-
tic or whether it is assigned in the form of a devil’s advocate. These conditions
are compared to a condition where there is no dissent (consensus condition).

The hypotheses for the study are as follows:

Hypothesis 1. Authentic minority dissent will stimulate more orig-
inal (internally generated) thoughts and fewer paraphrases of oth-
ers’ thoughts (externally generated) than will devil’s advocate or
consensus conditions.

Hypathesis 2. Authentic dissent will stimulate pro and con
thoughts on the issue, while devil’s advocate will stimulate
thoughts favoring one’s initial judgment.

Hypothesis 3. Authentic minority dissent will stimulate better
recall of members’ arguments than will the other two conditions.

Hypothesis 4. Authentic minority dissent will lead to more direct
attitude change than will devil’s advocate.

Method

Overview

The task involves a personal injury case, adapted and pretested to ensure that
most individuals would favor a low level of compensation. Subjects were run 1n
groups of 4 and played the part of a juror ostensibly interacting with other jurors
in a civil lawsuit, with the goal of determining compensation for the victim. In
fact, all participation was via computer, with preprogrammed arguments for the
other 3 participants. In one condition (consensus), all persons agreed on a low
compensation; in a second condition (authentic minority), one individual
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indicated an opinion of high compensation; and in a third condition, one individ-
ual was assigned the role of devil’s advocate and took the high-compensation
position, as in the authentic dissent condition. Dependent measures include opin-
ion change, thought listing about the case, search for information, and recall of
facts and arguments.

Participants and Procedure

Subjects were 47 female undergraduates who volunteered for participation
through the Psychology Department’s subject pool. Upon entry, subjects were
seated at one of four computers. All individuals were separated by dividers so
that, while they were aware of each other’s presence, they could not see each
other and were asked not to speak to each other.

Individuals logged onto the computer, and a realistic feedback indicated that
all 4 individuals were connected. They were then asked to read a personal-injury
case (adapted from Nemeth & Wachtler, 1974). The case involved a washing-
machine repairman who was injured on the job as a result of the collapse of a
handrail in a client’s home. While his lost wages and medical costs had been
covered, he was suing for “pain and suffering.” Eight scale values were permitted
for the award in $75,000 increments (1 = 31 t0 $75,000,2 = 875,001 to $150,000,
up to 8 = more than $525,000). All subjects judged appropriate compensation as
1 or 2 on the scale; that is, between $1 and $150,000. Feedback as to the others’
judgments depended on the condition being manipulated. All participants
believed that they were Person A. In the devil’s-advocate condition, the instruc-
tions asked Person B to play the role of devil’s advocate. That person was
instructed to “take a position that differs from the others—regardless of her
actual beliefs.” In the authentic-dissent and conirol conditions, no such informa-
tion was given.

When the “first ballot” appeared on the screen, it showed that Persons C and
D chose the same interval as did the subject, thus favoring low compensation. In
the devil’s advocate and the authentic-minority conditions, Person B chose a high
interval, favoring high compensation. In the consensus condition, Person B chose
the same position as did Persons A, C, and D. Thus, in the consensus condition,
all individuals agreed with the subject. In the devil’s advocate and authentic-
minority conditions, Person B differed by favoring a judgment that was much
higher, but such dissent was assigned by the experimenter in the devil’s-advocate
condition.

The group then “deliberated” for three rounds by typing in their comments.
Al comments then appeared on a single screen but, in fact, the comments of the
other three individuals were preprogrammed.

Following the deliberations, individuals listed their thoughts about the case.
These thoughts were analyzed both for originality and for polarity. They were
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also asked for their final award amount to assess direct attitude change. Follow-
ing this, they were asked for recall of the statements made during the delibera-
tions. They were permitted to ask any questions, and then were debriefed and
dismissed.

Results

Data were analyzed by three-level one-way ANOVAs, with the three levels
representing the authentic dissent, devil’s advocate, and consensus conditions.

Recall of Arguments

To some extent, recall of arguments is as much a manipulation check as a
dependent measure, in that dissent, being unique and unexpected, should stimu-
late more attention and better recali of the arguments expressed. Recall of argu-
ments was coded by two judges for correctness, with an interrater reliability of
approximately 90%. A 3 x 3 MANOVA (Condition x Participants, with repeated
measures over the participants) showed a significant main effect for member,
F(2, 82) = 6.00, p < .01; no significant main effect for condition, F(2, 41) = 0.94,
ns; and a significant interaction between condition and participant, F(4, 82) =
3.64, p < .01. Subjects accurately recalled Person B’s statements more than Per-
son C or D, but this was primarily when Person B was a dissenter. Subjects in
both the authentic-minority and devils’-advocate conditions correctly recalled
more of Person B’s statements than did subjects in the consensus condition,
K41)=2.12, p < .05, and #(41) = 2.40, p < .05, respectively.

Source of Thoughts

Thoughts were coded by two trained judges as either internally or externally
generated, using the procedures suggested by Cacioppo, Harkins, and Petty
(1981) and Zdaniuk and Levine (1996). A thought was judged to be external if it
was a paraphrase (accurate or not) of either a statement made by one of the other
group members during the deliberation or presented in the case vignette. /nternal
thoughts were those judged as generated by the participant—a thought consid-
ered to be new and original. Interjudge reliability was 89%.

A three-level one-way ANOVA was calculated on the proportion of internal
thoughts. Results showed a statistically significant difference between condi-
tions, F(2, 41) = 3.95, p < .05. Subjects in the authentic-dissent condition had a
significantly higher proportion of original thoughts (internally generated) than
did those exposed to a devil’s advocate, 1(41) = 2.14, p < .0S5; or those in the con-
sensus condition, #(41) = 2.70, p < .05. The latter two conditions were not signifi-
cantly different.
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Table 1

Means of Dependent Variables by Condition

Authentic dissent Devil’s advocate No dissent

(n=14) (n=17) (n=14)

Origin of thoughts

Internal 4.71, 4.50, 4.21,

External 0.29, 0.88,, 1.57,
Polarity of thoughts

Supporting thoughts 0.14, 0.81,, 0.50,

Opposing thoughts 0.21, 0.19, 0.20a
Opinion change 0.29 0.12 -0.21

Note. Means that do not share subscripts are significantly different at the .05 level by
planned contrasts.

Considering the raw number of internal and external thoughts, participants
did not differ in the raw number of internally generated thoughts by condition,
F(2,41) =0.13, ns, but they did differ in the raw number of externally generated
thoughts, F(2, 41) = 5.00, p < .0S. Subjects in the authentic-dissent condition had
significantly fewer externally generated thoughts than did subjects in the consen-
sus condition, #(41) = 3.14, p < .01; but did not differ from the devils’-advocate
condition, #(41) = 1.50, ns. The latter had marginally fewer external thoughts
than did the consensus condition, #(41) = 1.80, p <.09 (Table 1).

Polarity of Thoughts

Thoughts were also coded along a polarity dimension; namely, the direction of
the thought. There were three categories: supporting the participant’s position
(favoring low award), opposing the participant’s position (favoring high award),
and neutral (Cacioppo et al., 1981). While most thoughts were neutral, those in the
devil’s-advocate condition expressed more thoughts for their own position (low
award) than did those in the authentic-minority condition, #(41) = 2.16, p < .05.
The no-dissent condition was in between, not differing significantly from either
experimental condition in number of thoughts supporting own position (Table 1).

Opinion Change

Change in opinion from the first ballot to postdeliberation was analyzed
by means of 2 3 x 1 ANOVA and was found to be marginally significant,
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F(2,42) = 2.60, p < .09. Those in the authentic-dissent condition increased their
awards more than did those in the no-dissent condition, #(42) = 2.22, p < .05. The
devil’s-advocate condition was in between, not differing significantly from either
the authentic dissent or control conditions, #(42) = 1.54, ns, and #(42) = 0.78, ns,
respectively.

Another way of viewing opinion change, however, is relative to no change.
Comparing each of the change scores to zero change, the authentic minority sig-
nificantly persuaded others, #(13) = 1.68, p < .05; whereas the devil’s-advocate
and consensus conditions did not: #(16) = 0.81, »s, and #16) = -1.40, p < .09, for
the devil’s advocate and consensus conditions, respectively. In fact, the direction
of the consensus condition was polarized to an even lower amount (Table 1).

Discussion

We started with the question as to whether authentic minority dissent and its
role-playing counterpart, devil’s advocate, would stimulate divergent thought as
well as more original thought. We further sought to understand if they were dif-
ferentially effective. Dissent, whether role played or authentic, has been hypothe-
sized as an antidote to some of the concurrence-seeking tendencies in groups,
tendencies that include a lack of consideration of both information and alterna-
tives. Authentic dissent, as studied in the minority-influence literature (Nemeth,
1995), appears to do more than thwart the constraining aspects of groups. It actu-
ally stimulates divergent as well as original thought.

In the present study, we find that individuals exposed to either authentic dis-
sent or to a devil’s advocate paid attention to the dissenter’s arguments. In
both conditions, individuals accurately remembered more of Person B’s (the
dissenter) arguments than did individuals in the consensus condition (where
Person B took the same position as they did). This, of course, is not particularly
surprising, since dissenters are often the object of attention, of arguments
directed at them, and of ridicule (Schachter, 1951). However, it is of interest that
this attention is so accurate in the authentic-minority and devil’s advocate condi-
tions. They not only remembered Person B, but they also accurately remembered
what she said.

Perhaps more important are the findings regarding divergent and original
thought. It was here that we found the superionity of authentic minority dissent,
relative to the devil's advocate. Subjects in the authentic-minority condition had
a higher proportion of thoughts that were “internally generated”; that is to say,
their thoughts were their own, relative to a paraphrase of someone else’s argu-
ments or the phrasing of the case vignette. The devil’s-advocate condition did not
significantly differ from the no-dissent condition in this respect; both conditions
had smaller proportions of thoughts that were internally generated than did those
in the authentic-minority condition.
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In raw numbers of internal versus external thoughts, the data demonstrate that
it is the external thinking that truly differentiates the conditions. The consensus
or no-dissent condition showed the most externally generated thoughts. The
devil’s advocate was marginally better in the sense that participants had margin-
ally fewer external thoughts than did those in the no-dissent condition. However,
it was the participants exposed to the authentic minority that showed significantly
fewer thoughts that were externally generated or paraphrases of others’ views.

Polarity of these thoughts was also of interest. While most individuals
reported relatively neutral thoughts (i.e., thoughts that were not easily coded as
favoring one position or another), the tendency to think in ways that supported
one’s initial position versus the opposing position differed by condition. Espe-
cially interesting is the fact that individuals exposed to the devil’s advocate
showed a tendency for cognitive bolstering. They had significantly more
thoughts that favored their own initial position than did those who were exposed
to authentic dissent. The consensus condition was in between. Though not signif-
icant, the direction was that the consensus condition showed more bias toward
own position than the authentic-minority condition, but less than the bias shown
in the devil’s-advocate condition.

Finally, some evidence for considering at least one other opinion comes from
the fact that there is movement to the dissenting position when it comes from an
authentic minority. There was less movement to the devil’s-advocate position.
Further, the authentic-minority condition was the only condition showing signifi-
cant opinion change. Of some interest is that the no-dissent condition shows the
classic polarization effect. After discussion among likeminded individuals, the
opinion change was more extreme in the direction of the initial judgment.

As a whole, the findings offer evidence that authentic-minority dissent is
more effective in stimulating unbiased thinking, consideration of both sides of an
issue, as well as original independent thought, relative to a devil’s advocate.
However, the devil’s advocate did lessen the amount of external thinking relative
to no dissent. It 1s the no-dissent condition where people thought in terms of oth-
ers’ views; devil’s advocate was marginally better in that respect, and authentic
dissent was significantly better.

The one aspect suggesting a note of caution with regard to a devil’s advocate
is the tendency for individuals to think in ways that supported their initial view-
point. Thus, their thoughts, while internally generated, were directed at confirma-
tion of their initial judgments. Their thoughts were not particularly divergent. In
fact, they were biased.

It is clear that numerous questions are raised from this series of findings,
among them the role of conflict in decision making, the exact thought processes
that are stimulated by dissent and the relationship between such processes, and
the solutions that ensue. However, these results do argue that the devil’s advocate
is not simply a weaker but benign version of authentic dissent. Rather than
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stimulate consideration of other views, the devil’s advocate may have an insidi-
ous aspect in that people may believe that they have considered an alternative
and, as such, are even less vigilant about considering other options. They may
become even more extreme and confident in their initial views and, contrary to
Janis’ (1982) belief that the devil’s advocate is an antidote to groupthink, it may
actually spur such a rush to judgment.

Beyond these specific questions, we would do well to remember Sutton and
Hargadon’s (1996) admonition that there are other outcomes of importance as
well, including acceptance of the decision, its execution, morale, and cohesion of
the group. In this article we have concentrated primarily on the ability of dissent
to stimulate divergent and original thought. In that sense, authentic dissent is
superior to a devil’s advocate. However, we have not focused on possible nega-
tive consequences of the conflict that may be engendered by authentic dissent.
Most likely, the devil’s advocate will lead to a less contentious and potentially
disruptive atmosphere. This raises a subtle set of considerations and leaves open
the possibility that the devil’s-advocate mechanism might be more finely tuned to
harness its stimulating properties while ameliorating conflict.
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