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Minority Influence in 
Organizations: Its Origins and 

Implications for Learning and Group 
PeiforflJance 

Carsten K. W De Dreu and Bianca Beersma 

Introduction 

Social influence is key to managerial effectIveness and an integral part of 
working in teams and organizations. Members of orgamzatlOns rely on one 
another to validate their views of the world, they seek and maintalll norms 
and values about what they deem appropriate or not, and they influence one 
another to serve theIr personal or group interests. Some scholars even go as 
far as definlllg organizations III terms of social lllfluence processes. For 
example, Vickers (1967) defines organizatIons as structures of mutual expecta
tion, attached to roles that define what each of its members shall expect from 
others and from themselves. Weick (1979, p. 3) argues that "organizing IS first 
of all, grounded in agreements concerning what is real and illusory, a ground
ing that is called consensual validation." 

Consensual validation IS an ongoing and dynailllc actiVIty and the process 
of gaining consensus constitutes a very basIc source of disagreement and social 
conflict (Taylor, 1992). That IS, members of organizations disagree with one 
another about their VIews of the world, about theIr interpretation of facts 
and figures, about proper norms and values, and about whose interests should 
prevail. How people deal with oppositlOn has been a core topic in psychol
ogy and management science for more than 40 years, starting WIth now clas
sical studies on bargallling (Deutsch, 1949), norm formation (Sherif, 1936), 
and conformIty (Asch, 1956). A common finding in each of these lines of 
research is that people tend to yield to the powerful, and align themselves 
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with the majority POlllt of view (Cialdini & Trost, 1998). Studies on bar
gaining and negotIation show that the more powerful party usually gets the 
bigger share of the pie, thus reflecting greater and more effective influence 
(e.g., Rubin & Brown, 1975). LikeWIse, newcomers in groups quickly 
adapt to the group norms and values; they side with th~ majority perspec
tive WIthin theIr group (e.g., Levine & Moreland, 1998). Evidence suggests 
that people tend to follow the majority view about reality, even when the 
majority point of view IS obviously wrong (Baron, Kerr, & Miller, 1993). 
And III organization theory and research, many studies have emphasized com
pliance and conformity. For example, Yukl and Falbe (1990) examined the 
effectiveness of certain influence tactics and found that managers produce 
conformity to a greater extent when they use rational persuasion rather than 
coerClOn. -

Conformity, however,Is but one side of the coin. Bec.ause consensual vali
dation is an ongoing and ~ dynamic activity there is, by definition, deviance 
and dissent. That is, within organizations there always are members who do 
not conform to the majority perspective, do not comply with organizational 
policies, rules, and regulations, or do not accept the organization's mission 
and objectives. Moreover, the mere fact that organizations change suggests 
that these minority factIons are able to influence the majOrIties' interpreta
tion of the world, the majOrItIes' Ideas about proper-norms and values, and 
majorities' position in how resources should be allocated. In other words, in 
groups and organizations we are likely to encounter minority factions who 
reSIst the majorIty and, to some extent, are able to influence the majority 
perspective on a number of Issues. 

In this chapter, our aimis to provide a framework for understanding when 
and why minority dissent In: organizational groups lllfluences attItudes and 
opinions, group functioning, and group performance. Because minority influ
ence can be seen as the flip side of conformity processes, a better under
standing of minorIty influence brIngs us one step closer to a comprehensive 
model of SOCIal Influence III organizations. Second. modern organizations face 
an increasing diverSIty in theIr workforce. Orgamzation members differ in 
terms of their demographic, lllformatlOnal, and normative background 
(Williams & O'Reilly, 1998) and thIS increases the likelihood of minority 
factions opposing the dominant majority perspective within orgamzations. 
Uriderstanding ininority lllfiuence helps research and theorizlllg about the 
effects of diversity III organizations. Accordingly, we seek an~wers to three 
questions. First, what are the OriglllS of minority dissent in groups and 
organizations - where does it come from? Second, when and why are 
illlnority factions able to influence majorIty attitudes and opinions? And 
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third, when and how do minority factions mfluence group and organiza
tional performance? 

In the first part of the chapter we review recent empirical studies dealing 
with the nature and origins of nnnority dissent. Subsequently, we discuss the 
influence of minority dissent using judgment and decision makIng research 
concerned with the "status quo bias," and SOCIal psychological research and 
theory concerned with opinion change as a function of persuasive arguments, 
attributed to majority and mlllonty factlOns. In the third part of the chap~er 
we review research on the effects of minority dissent on group creativity, 
innovation and task performance. We conclude with some avenues for future 
research. 

The Definition and Origins of Minority Dissent in 
~ Organizational Groups 

Minority dissent can be defined as publicly advocating and,pursmng beliefs, 
attItudes, Ideas, procedures, and policies that go against the "spirit of the 
times" and challenge the position or perspective assumed by the majonty (De 
Dreu & De Vnes, 1997). Levine and Kaarbo (this volume) argued that in 
political decision-making groups four types of minorities may be distin
gmshed. Progressive minorities advance a new perspective and seek to con
vince the majority of its value. Conservative rmnorities attempt to block the 
majorities' tendency to adopt a new, progressive perspective. Modernist minori
ties try to block the majorities' tendency to return to previously held atti
tudes and policies, while reactionary minorities try to persuade the majority 
to return to previously help opinions and perspectIves. As- with political 
decision-maklllg groups, we may also find examples of each of these four 
types of minorities in organizational settings. An example of a progressive 
minority is the newly hired medical aSSIstant who consistently advocates 
Implementation of a novel treatment she was taught about at school. An 
example of a conservative minority is the small factlOn of employees who 
resist the introductlOn of a computer system thought to enhance internal 
communication between management and employees. An example of a mod
ermst mmority is the mmonty trying to persuade the majority that with time 
the recently implemented organizational change program should become 
benefiCIal and therefore should not be reversed prematurely. Finally, an 
example of a reactionary minonty is the small group of colleagues inSIsting 
on droppmg affirmative action policies. 

" 
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Before turmng to a discussion of the consequences of minority dissent in 
orgamzations we need to address the origins of minority dissent. De Dreu, 
De Vries, Franssen, and Altmk (in press) focused on the antecedents of will
ingness to dissent. They exarmned personality differences including extraver
sion, which was expected to be positIvely related to the mdividual's 
willingness to dissent, and group antecedents including past treatment of 
dissent, clarity of group objectIves, and quality of group commumcation. 
Respondents were highly educated, with 74% having a university degree or 
comparable level of education. About one-third of the respondents worked 
as consultants, another third worked as engineers, and the remaining respon
dents were general managers, or worked as finanCIal staff members. Their 
average age was 35, and 59% were male. Willingness to dissent was reliably 
measured with four items: "I gIve my opinions when they disagree with the 
other members of my team;' "I adjust to the group, even when I'm not fully 
convinced" (reverse scored), "I'm inclined to publicly attack the majority 
point of VIew," "I dare to take a minority position within the team" (responses 
could be gIven on five-pomt scales, with 1 = never, to 5 = very often). Results 
showed that more extraverted mdividuals displayed greater willingness to 
voice dissent, and that willingness to dissent was greater when the group had 
reacted pOSItiVely to dissent in the past. Moreover, willingness to dissent 
decreased when the group had hIgher clarIty of ObjectIves, especially among 
extraverted indiVIduals. Finally, results showed that willingness to dissent 
increased when the group prOVIded for more communication opportunities. 
However, extraverted individuals benefited from communication opportuni
ties and introverte.d individuals did not (see Figure 12.1). 

Similar findings were obtained by LePine and Van Dyne (1998) when they 
examined the antecedents to voice in work groups. Voice is related to minor
ity dissent and refers to expressmg views and searchmg for, alternative 
methods and strategies to perform the task (Van Dyne & LePine, 1998; see 
also Rusbult, Farrell, Rogers, & Mainous, 1988). Contrary to voice, minor
ity dissent IS explicitly seen as challenging the majonty perspective and it is 
not necessarily constructlVe and mtended to improve. Nevertheless, research 
and theory on voice may be useful in understanding mlllonty dissent and 
vice versa. LePine and Van Dyne (1998) discuss two broad classes of 
antecedents to voice III work groups - person-centered antecedents and situa
tionantecedents. Person-centered antecedents are those variables that are rooted 
III personality and mdividual differences. An example is satISfactlOn WIth one's 
work. USlllg Hirschman's (1970) framework, LePine and Van Dyne argued 
that satisfaction should be positively related to voice m work groups. In addi..:. 
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Figure 12.1 Willingness to dissent as a function of opportunities for communication and 
individual differences in extraversion (based on De Dreu et aI., in press). 

tion, they proposed that global self-esteem - the degree of posItive self-worth 
that individuals ascribe to themselves - is positIvely related to voice in work 
groups. Situation antecedents are those varIables that are independent of the 
mdiVldual but rooted in the situation, including the group to whIch one 
belongs. Because larger groups increase anonymIty and make mdiVldual con
.tributions to group work less identifiable, LePine and Van Dyne expected 
group SIze to be negatIvely related to voice. In a fIeld study involving 95 
work groups from 21 firms, they obtained support for their predictions. Sat
isfactIOn with the work group predicted VOIce especially in smaller groups, 
and global self-esteem predicted voice espeClally in larger groups. 

The research by LePine and Van Dyne (1998) and De Dreu et al.(in press) 
provides some first msights into the origms of minority dissent in organiza
tions. Person-centered antecedents include extraverSIOn, satisfaction with the 
work group, and global self-esteem. SituatIOn antecedents include group size, 
clarity of group objectives, and opportunities for commumcation. Interest
ingly, both studies provide good eVIdence that person-centered and SItuation 
antecedents interact to produce willingness to dissent and to voice one's 
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deVlant opimons and viewpoints. It is Important to realize, however, that these 
studies were conducted in organizatIOnal settings using cross-sectional designs. 
We need to be cautIOUS WIth conclUSIOns about causality, although this seems 
less of a problem with regard to the person-centered antecedents discussed 
above. 

One may speculate about the different origins of different types of dissent. 
For instance, certam personality charactenstics such as hIgh levels of authori
tariamsm may make it more -likely that someone aligns with a reaCtionary 
rather than progressive minority. Likewise, individuals with high levels of 
uncertamty avoidance (Sorrentino & Short, 1986) may be more likely to 
join modernist and conservative minorities than progressive rmnorities, while 
those people with high levels of openness to experience (Barnck & Mount, 
1991) may be likely to form a progressive minority. Again, we expect inter
actions with the situation, and research is needed to examine these issues m 
more detail. We believe such research is important because it may proVlde 
those seekmg to enhance or reduce the occ~rrence of minority dissent in 
work groups with the tools to do so. 

Minority Dissent and Social Influence 

Moscovici (1980, 1985) argued that people depend on each other to validate 
their views of the world, and majority and minority influence should be 
understood in terms of dependency and social power, the majority being the 
dominant and the minority being the dominated party. When It comes to 
the validation of informatIon, consensus provides a solid cue as to whether 
a particular position, attitude, or preference is correct, appropriate, or JustifI
able (Chaiken & Stangor, 1987). Seen as such, majority factions have a power 
advantage over minority factions because of the larger number of people 
endorsing a majority rather than rmnority position. 

Power affects SOCIal attention in ways that predispose powerful individuals 
to be more biased judges and less powerful indiVIduals to be less accurately 
Judged (Fiske, 1993; Fiske & Depret, 1996). Powerful individuals tend to rely 
on Judgmental heuristlCs to a greater extent and base their judgments about 
powerless individuals on SOCIal stereotypes. Keltner and Robmson (1997) 
indeed showed that factions defending the status quo were more prone to 
polarize the opposing faction's attitudes and underestimate the preferences 
they shared with their opponents. 

The cognitive and motivatlOnal processes outlined above translate into 
behavioral strategies that are likely to be preferred by mmority and major-
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ity factions in organizations. Research on marital relatIOns reveals that defen
dants have a strong tendency to withdraw from the debate and remam lllac
tive, while complalllants engage in increaslllgly strong forms of demanding 
behavIor. From a strategic perspective, this demand-withdrawal,pattern makes 
sense, in that complainants often have the best chance of "wlllmng" the 
dispute by demanding, while defendants often "win" by remainlllg lllactive, 
that is, by not changlllg (Kluwer, Heeslllk, & Van de Vliert, 1997). Rubin, 
Pruitt, and Kim (1994), in discussing the attack-defend model of escalation, 
argue that in this kind of conflicts the attacker IS assigned blame for the nega
tive consequences of the conflict, and is more easily perceived in negative, 
derogative terms. 

Fighting or difending the ,status quo 

The relative disadvantage due to faction size may be increased or reduced 
by the type of position the minonty faction is advocating. Disagreement 
between mlllority and majority factions IS often asymmetrical in that 
one faction (th,e minority) wants change while the other faction (the 
majority) wants to maintain the status quo. This is the case for reactionary 
and progressIve mlllonties alike but not for modernist and conservative 
minorities that defend the status quo against a maJonty faction seeking to 
change it. 

SituatIons in, which one party defends and another party seeks to change 
the status quo are similar to complamant-defendant disputes (Pruitt, 1998). 
Research on judgment and deCIsion making proVides evidence for the status 
quo bias: the individual's tendency to attach greater subjectIve weIght to the 
current rather than prospectIve situatIOn (Samuelson. & Zeckhauser, 1988). 
This status quo bias exists for several reasons. One is that change mvolves 
transaction costs including broker's fees, search costs for identifYing alterna
tives, learning costs associated WIth familiarIzing oneself with alternatives, and 
actiVIty costs mvolved m motivatmg a change (Schweitzer, 1994). Second, 
change involves risk and ambIgUIty - "the proof of the pudding is m the 
eating" - and this makes It more difficult to justifY the costs of change. Third, 
change involves gains as well as losses, but losses loom larger and receive 
greater weight in judgment (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979). Finally, indiVId
uals have more knowledge about, and access to, informatIOn concerning the 
current state of affairs than about the prospective situation (Rltov & Baron, 
1995). This means that those defending the status quo have an information 
advantage compared to those seeking to change the status quo. Taken 
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together, change is likely to be evaluated in negative terms while the status 
quo is likely to be evaluated in pOSItiVe terms. Defending rather than trying 
to change the status quo prOvides one with a relative power advantage and 
one has an easier task justifYing one's position. 

The status quo bias is pervasive in organizations. As Weick argues: 

The thlCk layering of routines m most organizations, coupled With the fact that 
departures from routine increase vulnerability, mean ,that. discrediting is rare 
. , . orgarnzations are said to be accountable and .. , must continually give the 
impression that, . , the organization knows what it is domg. Doubts. hesitance, 
or reevaluation of past enactments are treated., as evidence that an organi
zation 1S unsure of itself rather than as evidence that it is reflecting, preservmg 
adaptability, or preparing for an even more diverse set of circumstances. The 
moral would seem to be that if you're going to discredit, keep qUIet about 1t. 
(1979, pp. 225-6) 

WeICk's observation is supported by research showing that organizations and 
therr employees tend to go to great length to eliminate mmority dissent. 
Minority dissent disrupts harmony and social relations in the group 
(Schwe1ger, Sandberg, & Rechner, 1989) and this may lead majonty factions 
to put (informal) pressures on rmnority dissenters to remain silent and to 
cooperate. Group members direct a substantial amount of their communica
tIOn toward the dissenting party, press the dissenter to change his or her point 
of view, or expel the minority from further participation (e.g., LeVine, 1980; 
see also Festinger, Gerard, Hymovltch, Kelley, & Raven, 1952). Frost and Egri 
(1991) discuss c~es m which organizations cover up evidence in support of 
the dissenter, sabotage the minority's functioning, or manage external com
mittees in ways that automatically silence the dissenter. 

Although ~ minority faction may have a power disadvantage because of 
its small faction size, thIS power disadvantage may be bolstered or leveraged 
depending on whether the minority faction defends the status quo or desires 
change. We suggest that progressive and reactIOnary minorities have a double 
disadvantage (the status quo bias, and a small number) while modernist and 
conservative minorities blend a power advantage (the status quo) with a 
power disadvantage (their small number). When minority factions have a 
(double) power disadvantage, as in the case of progressive and reactionary 
minorities, their mam strategy for getting their way is through mcreasing use 
of a demanding, forceful strategy. ThIS reduces their pOSItive image and minor
ity factIOns are likely to be stereoryped as negative, annoying, and rebellious 
people. Because change involves costs, and costs tend to loom larger than the 
potential benefits from change, the arguments advanced by mmority factions 
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are easily derogated and ignored. But when the mmority faction defends the 
status quo it mixes a small faction SIze WIth an information advantage and 
has a position that is relatively easy to defend. We expect conservative and 
modermst mmorities to have a relatively positive Image and, consequently, to 

be relatively influential (see also below). 
Taken together, minority factions have a power disadvantage due to their 

small number and consequently majority members may be inclined to 
develop and maintain stereotypical views of the minority. The specific type 
of position advocated by the minority faction depends strongly on whether 
it defends the status quo. Because seeking to change the status quo is diffi
cult to justify and reqUIres a forceful, aggressive strategy, progressive and reac
tionary minorities are expected to be seen as more annoying, rebellious, and 
negative, and to be less influential, than conservatIve and modernIst mmori
tIes who seek to defend the status quo. 

The Influence of "Powerless" (Progressive) Minorities 

Up to thIS pomt, our review suggests that minorIties have less of a "fighting 
chance" when it comes to influencing the majority faction, especially when 
the minority faction seeks to change the status quo. Progressive mmorities m 
particular may be responded to WIth rather strong reactIOns by the majorIty, 
including tendencies to cover up evidence in support of the dissenter, to 

. sabotage the minority's functIOning, and strategies that automatically silence 

. the dissenter (cf. Frost & EgrI, 1991). This may be true only, however, when 
the minority point of view poses an eXIstential threat to the group or orga
nization, as in the case ofa whistleblower (Near & Micelli, 1995).When such 
an existential threat is absent, or when the majority faction needs the minor
ity to cooperate to ensure effectIve group functioning, the majority reaction 
is more likely to be ambivalent. Consistent with Crano and Chen (1998; 
Alvaro & Crano, 1997; Crano, this volume) we suggest that in most cases a 
mmority faction is treated on the basis of a leniency contract: MajOrIty members 
are reluctant to be identified with the minority faction. but at the same time, 
they want to keep the group together. They listen to the minority, do not 
derogate its position, but remain mactIve as it comes to adopting the minor

ity pomt of VIew. 
Three categories of varIables appear to stimulate the maJOrIties' attention 

to a minority faction's posItion and. hence, minority influence (De VrIes, De 
Dreu, Gordijn, & Schuur man, 1996). The first class of variables deals with 
the behavioral style the minority uses. Social psychologICal experIments show 
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that minoritIes are more influential when they are consistent over time as 
well as in theIr argumentation (MoscoviCl. 1985). Consistency makes it dif
ficult for the majority to condone the mmonty without really considering 
the content of the minonty message, and more thorough, detailed process
ing of the mmority message is the reslflt. LikeWIse, when the. minority uses 
solid, good arguments for its posItion, majonty members have greater diffi
culty ignoring the message compared to situations in whICh the minority 
only presents its position, or provides weak arguments that are easy to refute 
(De Vries et al., 1996). 

The second class of variables deals with the issue under debate. Majority 
members are more likely to consider the rmnority point of VIew when the 
issue IS of great importance, IS involVing, and has clear personal (or orgam
zational) consequences (De Dreu & De Vries, 1996; Trost, Maass, & Kenrick, 
1992). However, when the minonty position can be attributed to self
interest, majority members are more likely to derogate the message and ignore 
it, compared to when the minority position cannot be "explamed away" in 
terms of self-mterest (MoskOwitz, 1996; Moskowitz & Chaiken, this volume). 
Likewise, when the minority position on a particular issue is highly surpris
ing and unexpected it IS more likely to attract majority attention (Baker & 
Petty, 1994). 

The thIrd class of variables deals with the defining characteristics of the 
minorIty factIOn. When the minonty is categorized as an ingroup rather 
than outgroup (e.g., does not belong to "our work unit") it is likely to be 
more influential (Alvaro & Crano, 1997). In this regard, It is Important to 
distinguish between so-called single and double minorities. Single minorities 
only differ from the majorIty faction in terms of their attitude position, 
while double minonties also differ on some other, social dimensions. 
Consider, for example, a software design team who are used to follOWIng a 
particular strategy to acquire outside contracts. The team has three female 
and five male members. A minonty of two arguing for an alternative, novel 
acquisition strategy is more likely to be influential when It consists of a 
man and a women (i.e., is a single minority) rather than when it consists 
of two women. In the latter case, the deviatIng position is qUIckly attributed 
to a "female bias;' thus rendering the mmority faction less influential 
(Maass & Clark, 1984). Finally, expectation states theory (De Gilder & Wilke, 
1995) suggests that high status minorities are more likely to be influential 
than low status mmorities. In the example of the software deSIgn team, a 
rmnonty consisting of two males is likely to be more influential than an all
female rmnority because men tend to be assigned greater expertise and 
knowledge. 



268 Carsten K. W De Dreu & Bianca Beersma 

Minority dissent and levels of influence 

Minority influence, when It occurs, may result m eIther one of ~o types of 
change in the majority. The first type of change is overt and pubhc - maJor
ity members publicly accept the minority posItion. The second type of 
change is covert and private - maJonty members pnvately accept the, lllnor
Ity posItion but fail to acknowledge it in public. ThIs typ~ of.change IS much 
more likely than the first. Public acceptance mcreases the hkelihood that other 
members of the organization identify the changmg majority member as part 
of the devlatmg mmority faction. Because deviant minonty factions have low 
power, are vulnerable, and in danger of persecution people tend to aVOId 
identification with a minority faction. Therefore, they are reluctant to openly 
adopt the minority position even when they privately agree (Crano & C~en, 
1998; De Dreu, De Vries, Gordijn, & Schuurman, 1999; Mugny, KaIser, 
Papastamou, & Perez, 1984; Wood, Pool, Leck, & Pe,rvis, 1996). A meta
analysis of social psychological research on mmonty influence supports thIS 
reasomng by showing that lllnonty influence is much stronger on private 
rather than public measures of attitude change (Wood, Lundgren, Ouellette, 
Busceme, & Blackstone, 1994). 

An interestmg and robust observation IS that private attItude change fol
lowing minority influence not only occurs on the issue that IS under con
sideration, but spreads to related issues as well. Perez and Mugny (1987) 
conducted an expenment in which Spamsh schoolgIrls were exposed to a 
minority influence agent advocating in favor of abortion. The authors mea
sured attitude changes on two topics - abortion and birth control. Results 
revealed that while the minonty message had some influence on the girls' 
attitudes towards abortion, substantIal change occurred on attitudes concern
ing birth control (for replications and extenSIOns, see Crano & Chen, 1998; 
D'e Dreu & De Vries, 1993). The meta-analysis CIted above found that this 
pattern - substantIal change on related Issues - was robust and independent 
of attitude tOplCS and measurement Issues (Wood et aI., 1994). Thus, It appears 
that minonty influence provokes deep and thorough processing of informa
tion, focused not only on the topic under conSIderation but also on under
lymg organizing principles. 

Minority Dissent and Group Performance 

Earlier we quoted Weick (1979), whose observatIons pomted to the fact that 
mmority dissent m organizations has to counter an Immense pressure to 
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conform and to maintam the status quo, but also reflects the inherent value 
accorded to dissent - increased reflection and adaptation. Indeed, mounting 
evidence suggests that organizational groups open to minority dissent 
perform better. In this section we argue that minority dissent contributes to 
organizational leaqling, stImulates creativity and divergent thought, and 
increases the quality of group decIsion making. 

Minority dissent and' learning in organizations 

In the section on minonty dissent and SOCIal influence we reVIewed research 
showing that minority dissent may promote deep and systematic rather than 
shallow and heuristic processing of mformation. Deep versus shallow think
mg relates to the distinction between single-loop and double-loop learning 
(Argyris, 1991; Weick, 1979). In single-loop learning, individuals focus on iden
tifying and correctmg errors in the external environment. In double-loop learn
ing, however, managers and employees look inward and reflect critically on 
theIr own behaVior, identify the ways they often inadvertently contribute to 
the organization's problems, and then change how they act. In double-loop 
learning, managers and employees "learn how the very way they go about 
defining and solvmg problems can be a source of problems in Its own right" 
(Argyris, 1991, p. 100). 

Double-loop learmng requires independent thinking, and several studies 
mdicate that the occurrence of minority dissent may stimulate independent 
thinking m majority members. Nemeth and Chiles (1988) showed that expo
sure to min~nty dissent increases individual courage to reSIst pressures to con:-

. . . ,.~ 

formity and the tendency to polarize attItudes toward extreme VlewpomfS 
that are undesirable m their consequences. Smith, Tindale, and Dugoni (1996) 
found that in deCision-making groups in which a minority advocated a deVi
ating position; less extreme and less polarized strategy decisions were made 
than m groups m which such a resistmg minonty was absent. Another indi
catIon comes from a study by Van Dyne and Saavedra (1996) who used a 
longitudinal design WIth natural groups who had' to analyze two ambiguous 
cases that emphasized divergent thmking and idea generation. Some group 
members were given private instructions to adopt a deviant position, that is, 
to act as a minority dissenter. Results showed that designated minority agents 
reported their roles to be stressful, yet they receIved relatively positive eval
uatIons from their peers and received substantIal admiration and respect. Also 
mmority agents promoted and facilitated role differentiation and concomi
tant specialization. Thus, minority dissent may provide an example of courage, 
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may stimulate role differentiation and may counter the polarization of atti
tudes. Each of these processes stimulates, in turn, independent thinking, and 
double-loop rather than single-loop learning m organizations (cf., Argyris, 
1991;Weick,1979). 

Minority dissent, divergent thought, and team innovation 

Research by Nemeth (1986) suggests that being confronted with minority 
dissent elicits "divergent" thmking. When recipients focus on the dissenter's 
message they attempt to understand why the minority thlllks this way as well 
as to falsify and counterargue its posItion. As a result, recipients take into 
account multiple perspectives and consider various aspects of the issue under 
debate (Butera & Mugny, 1996, this volume;.De Dreu & De Vries, 1993; 
Gordijn, De Vries, & De Dreu, 2000; Martin~& Hewstone, 1999; Nemeth & 
Kwan, 1985, 1987; Nemeth, Mayseless, Sherman, & Brown, 1990; Nemeth, 
1995:Van Dyne & Saavedra. 1996). For example, the study byVan Dyne and 
Saavedra (1996) discussed earlier showed that work groups with a minority 
influence agent produced more creative ideas and had more divergent per
spectives on the task than groups lacking a minority influence agent. 

Related to the divergent thinking research by Nemeth and others is 
research concerned with integrative compleXlty. Gruenfeld, Thomas-Hunt, 
and Kim (1998) studied integrative compleXlty m majority and minority 
factions within freely interactlllg groups. IntegratIve complexity refers to the 
individual's tendencies to exhibit (a) conceptual differentiation such as the 
recognition of multiple alternatives, and (b) conceptual integration such 
as the recognition of possible tradeoffi among alternatives. Research revealed 
that majority members tend to have greater mtegrative complexity than 
members of minority factions (Gruenfeld, 1995) but this evidence was 
based on archival materials. Gruenfeld et al. (1998) conducted an experiment 
to see whether the greater llltegrative complexity of members of a majority 
faction was due to their being confronted with minority dissent, or whether 
it was the result of a communication strategy aimed at convertlllg the 
minority faction. Results were consistent with the first explanation and 
showed that members of majority factions scored higher on integratIve com
plexity regardless of whether this integratIve complexity was strategIcally 
useful or not (i.e., whether their communications would reach the minority 
faction or not). 

That minority dissent in teams increases originality suggests that rmnor
ity dissent may contribute to innovation, defined as the introduction or appli-
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c~tion within a. team of ideas, processes, products, orproc~dures. which ate 
new to. that team and which. are. designed to be useful (cf., Amabile,. Conti, 
Coon, Lazenby, & Herron, J 996; West & Farr, 1990). Examples of team inno
vations include the development of a computer program, to keep track of 
holidays and sick l~ave within the team, a protocol fcirhandlitlg complaints, 
a new strategy to (re)introduce a product in the market, and a new and com
plementaryservice for valued customers. De Dieu and West (2000) argued, 
however, that creativity is a necessary but not sufficient condition for team 
innovation. Tn addition to being creative, groupsn~ed to process creative ideas 
critlCally so as to drop those that appear useless and iinplement those that 
have promise, thereby helping th.e group to adapt to its environment. Thus, 
group members need to share information and ~~ights, and work together 
to transform -ereative ideas into workable methods, products, and services. 

De Dreu and West (2000) hypothesized that participation facilitates inte
gration of lllformation and commitment to team decislOns. (Bowers & 
Seashore, 1966; Coch & French, 1948; Lawler & Hackman, 1969). To the 
extent that information and influence over deCIsion making are shared within 
teams, and there is a high level of interaction amongst team members, cross
fertilization of perspectives is more likely to occur. Through participation, 
creative ideas and solutions may be CritICally examined and adopted or 
rejected on the basis of arguments and evidence. Participation also provides 
the social support needed for newly adopted ideas to be pursued and 
implemented. In other words, participation may be key to turning (minonty 
dissent-induced) originality into innovative methods, products, and services. 
Thus, De Dreu and West (2000) predicted more innovatlOns in teams under 
high rather than low levels of rmnority dissent, but especi~y when these 
teams had high rather than low levels of participation in decision making. 
They tested this prediction in two studies. Minonty dissent and partIcipation 
in decision making was assessed through questionnaIres filled out by 
team members. In Study 1 innovations were traced by interviewing team 
coaches about the lllnovations in their teams, and in Study 2 team innova
tion was assessed through questlOnnaires filled out by the team supervisors. 
Study 1 involved 21 self-managed teams from a parcel service in The Nether
lands. Study 2 involved 28 teams from various organizations involved in a 
diverse set of tasks, including controlling, consulting, health care, and 
manufacturing. Results of both studies provided good support for the 
hypothesis. Innovation was higher when teams had high rather than low levels 
of minority .dissent, but especially when they also had high levels of partici
pation in decision making. Figure 12.2 represents, as an illustration, the results 
'of Study 1. 
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Figure 12.2 Minority dissent, participation in decision making, and innovations (based on 
De Dreu & T#st, 2000). 

Minority dissent and group deusion making 

As we argued at the outset of this chapter, group leaders often seek compli
ance and punish deviates (Festinger et al., 1952; Frost & Egn, 1991) and 
individuals within groups have a strong tendency toward conformity and to 
align with the majority perspective m their group (Baron et al., 1993; 
Moscovici, 1980). Although compliance and conformity pressures are fimc
tional in that they defme the group boundaries and facilitate coordinatIOn 
and task performance, jams (1972) showed that conformity pressures and 
(extreme) concurrence seeking may lead to defective decision making with· 
sometimes disastrous consequences (for evidence and reviews, see Aldag & 

Fuller, 1993; Park, 1990; Tetlock, Peterson, McGuire, Chang, & Feld, 1992; 
Turner & Pratkanis, 1997). Likewise, Hackman and Morris (1975) noted that 
an important reason why groups fail to outperform indivlduals is their pre
mature movement to consensus, with dissenting opmions elther being sup
pressed or dismissed~ 

The notion that conformity and compliance may be dysfunctIOnal to 
group deClsion making· has produced three more or less related lines of 

Minority Influence in Organizations 273 

research. Based on the assumption that compliance and conformity is more 
likely m homogeneous rather than heterogeneous groups (Hoffinan,1959; 
Hoffinan & Maler, 1961), research considered the relationship between 
team diversity in terms of personality, training, background, attitudes, and 
the quality of group decisIOn making (Bantell & jackson, 1989; O'Reilly, 
Caldwell, & Barnett, 1989). Team diversity is likely to have its positive effects 
on the quality of team declSlon making when It gives nse to debate and dis
agreement (Simons, Pelled, & Smith, 1999; Williams & O'Reilly, 1998). For 
example,Job-related types of diversity (i.e., functional background and tenure 
diverslty) in top management teams interacts with the amount of debate 
within teams to predict the extent to which the team attempted to be 
exhaustive and mclusive in making and integratmg strategic decisions (deci
sion conl'prehensiveness) (Simons et aI., 1999). 

That diversity fosters high quality decisions is consistent with a rather large 
set of studie~· examining the functionality of appointing a devil's advocate -
a team member whose role is to ·consistently criticlze the assumptions and 
directions suggested by the rest of the team (e.g., janis, 1972). For ,example, 
research by Schweiger, Sandberg, and Ragan (1986) compared decision
making groups that used an expert-based approach to groups witha· devil's 
advocate. Their results showed that appointing a~ devil's advocate improved 
the quality of the decision-making process, the quality of the decisions,. and 
the group members' commitment to the decision. Schwenk (1990) conducted 
a meta-analytic review of the research on devil'sadvocacy and concluded that 
through exposure to a devil's advocate, group members question their 
assumptions and come to realize these to be .!Iless than optimal. As a result, 
the quality of group decision making is improved. 

That voicing dissenting views is important for the quality of group deci
sion making is conslstent as well with research probing the functions and 
effects of more spontaneous forms of minority dissent. Authentic minority 
dissent has been shown to increase the quality of team decision making. For 
example, Dooley and Fryxell (1999) observed that, provided there was loyalty 
and competence within teams j dissent was associated with higher decision 
quality and decisIon commitment in strateglc decision-making teams in US 
hospltals. Peterson (1997) showed that the quality of team processes and out
comes depends on whether the leader was open to dissent. Peterson, Owens, 
Tetlock, Fan, and Martorana (1998) studied top management teams and found 
that successful teams encouraged more. dissent in private meetings. Other 
research indicates that exposure to minority dissent increases individual 
courage to reslst group pressures to conformity (Nemeth & Chiles, 1988), 
and prevents teams from polarizing their attitudes toward extreme viewpoints 
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that are undesirable in their consequences (Smith, Tindale, & Dugoni, 1996). 
Frey, Schulz-Hardt, and Stahlberg (1992) showed that minority dissent 
reduces the tendency in teams to search for confirmatlOn rather than dis
confirmation of preferred strategies and solutlOns. Research by Gruenfeld, 
Thomas-Hunt, and Kim (1998) showed that in groups composed of majori
ties and minorities members of the majorIty showed higher levels of cogni
tive complexity. Butera and Mugny (1996; see also Martin & Hewstone, 
1999), finally, observed that group members were more likely to find the 
correct solution for a problem when they were shown a minority rather than 
majority perspectlve on the subject matter. Thus, like an appointed devil's 
advocate, authentic minority dissent appears to prevent teams from biased and 
defective decision making. 

Conclusions and Avenues for Future Research 

ThIS chapter sought an answer to three interrelated questions. The fIrst ques
non was what are the origins of minority dissent in teams and organizatlOns. 
We reviewed research suggestmg that minority dissent is the. product of 
person-centered antecedents including extraversion and global self-esteem, 
and situation antecedents including group SIze, opportunities for communi
cation, and the clarity of team and organizational objectives. More research 
on the antecedents of mmoritydissent is needed, at the least because the evi
dence to date derives from cross-sectional research designs that do not settle 
issues of causality. In addition, the theory of minority dissent and minOrIty 
influence gains practIcal relevance when we know the conditions that foster 
or inhibIt, the occurrence of minority dissent in groups and organizations. 
One particularly interesting avenue for research is, m o~r view, the interac
.tion between person-centered and situation vanables on the one hand, and 
the type of minority (progressive, modernist, conservative, or reactionary) they 
trigger on the other. 

The second question we 'asked was when and why minority dissent mflu
ences majority factions in organizatlOnal settmgs. We argued that when 
minority dissent has to overcome a status quo bias, as m the case of pro
gressive and reactionary minorities, the minority is placed in·a relatively pow
erless position predisposing the minority to use rather forceful strategies to 
influence the maJonty. But because the majontyoften needs the minority to 
make the organization functlOn effectively, majority factions tend to condone 
rather than oppress minority factions. Given solid arguments and a. consistent 
behavioral style, mmority dissent may be influential although. as ample 
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research has shown, minority influence will be indirect and latent rather than 
direct and manifest. 

The final question we asked was what consequences minority dissent has 
for group performance. We Feviewed research suggesnng that minority dissent 
in organizations may contribute to double-loop "learning because it stimu
lates independent· thinking and strengthens majority members' courage to 
resist conformity pressures. In addition, much research has shown that minor
ity dissent stimulates creativity and divergent thought. We discussed recent 
research suggesting that minority dissent induces divergent thought which IS 
associated WIth team mnovation, provided there are hIgh levels of participa
tion m team decision making. Finally, research on group diversity, devil's advo
cacy, and authentic forms of dissent all indicated that minority dissent is likely 
to prevent premature moving to consensus, to reduce confIrmation bias in 
information processing, to promote cognitIve complexity and, therefore, to 
prevent def~ctivegroup decision making. 

It should be noted that the emerging literature on minority dissent in 
(organizational) teams ·tends to focus on just one SIde of group and organi
zational performance. In addition to originality and innovation, group per
formance depends on member satIsfaction and mental as well as ·physical 
well-being. Social harmony, interpersonal trust, and psychological safety are 
key to group functioning and performance (Edniondson, 1999; West, Borrill, 

. & Unsworth, 1998) yet minority dissent may negatively influence these 
factors. Put differently, to fully unders~and the influence of minority dissent 
m groups and organizations; researchers need to expand the repertoire of 
dependent variables. We need to go beyond originality and innovation .and 
consIder "soft" performance parameters including the affective consequences 
of minority dissent to both the dissenters and the members of the· majority 
factlOn.(cf., Hackman, 1983;Van Dyne & Saavreda, 1996). . 

Another avenue for future research is closer scrutiny of the issue under 
debate .. Minority influence research has predominantly focused on issues of 
interpretation. with a minonty faction disagreeing with the majority about 
how to view the world. In many mstances, however, a minority faction may 
disagree with the majority about the distribution and allocation of resources, 
and adopts a particular position to defend its self-mterests. The dynamics 
involved in conflicts of interpretation and conflicts of mterests are different 
at the cognitive, motivational, and behavioral level (De Dreu, Harinck, & Van 
Vianen, 1999; Druckman, 1994; Harinck, De Dreu, & Van Vianen, 2000; 
Levine & Thompson, 1996). Research is needed to examine the influence of 
minority dissent when divergent interests rather than divergent interpreta
tlOns of reality are at stake. 
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A final avenue for future research IS to examine the moderating influence 
of the group task. To date, research has consIdered group tasks lllwhlch crea
tivity and independent thinking is· useful and helps the group to perform 
better. We need to study the effects of minority dissent on attitude change 
and group performance when the group task requires convergence and con
sensus decision making (peterson & Nemeth, 1995: see also Smith, Tindale, 
& Anderson, thIS volume). Also, we need to study.minority dissent at differ
ent phases of group work, such as the generation of ideas and information, 
the exchange of information and arguments supporting or countering par
ticular decision alternatives, and thechOlce among .decision ·alternatives 
including its implementation. The general proposition we would like to end 
with, but which requires empirical testing, IS that in simple, routine tasks 
requiring convergence in thinking and consensus decislOn making, minority 
dissent di~tracts and hurts group performance. In more ~omplex, nonroutine 
tasks that require a certam degree of independent thmkmg, thorough mfor
matlOn processmg, and the full .exchange of information, minonty dissent 
may help groups to perform effectively. 

, In the field of organizatlOnal psychology and management science, schol
ars have argued that any orgalllzational culture that values the process of 
continuous learriing fosters dissent as a necessary and desirable part of orga
nizationallife (Argyris, 1982; Schilit & Locke, 1982; Turner & Pratkallls, 1997; 
West & Anderson, 1996; see also Janis, 1972). The research discussed in this 
chapter underlines this advice in that we showed that minority dissent stim
ulates (double-loop) learning, increases creativIty and innovation, and prevents 
defective group decision making. Future research is needed to examine the 
influence of different types of minority dissent on these performance para
meters, to examine the functionality of minority dissent in different group 
tasks, and to study the influence of minority dissent on "soft" performance 
parameters including individual well-bemg and health. Although the evidence 
for the benefits 'ofminority dissent IS' increaSing, it IS necessary to answer 
these questions to truly assess the value of minority dissent III teams and 
organizations. 
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