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Risky-Shift Effect

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Social Psychology, Decision Science, Group Dynamics

1. Core Definition and Phenomenon

The Risky-Shift Effect is a foundational concept within social psychology and decision science. It

refers to the systematic observation that groups, when required to reach a consensus, often make

decisions that are substantially riskier than the average decision members would have made

individually prior to discussion. This phenomenon demonstrates that the collective environment can

fundamentally alter an individual's willingness to endorse high-stakes actions, pushing the group

outcome toward the more daring pole of the decision spectrum.

This observed tendency challenged decades of psychological assumptions which held that group

deliberation would inherently lead to caution, compromise, and moderation. The pre-Stoner view

suggested that shared responsibility would foster conservatism, as individuals would seek to avoid

blame by favoring safer outcomes. However, the risky shift reveals that the social interaction

process itself acts as an amplifier, legitimizing and reinforcing initial risky tendencies present within

the group structure.

The effect highlights a crucial dynamic in group behavior: the shift is not toward randomness, but a

predictable movement along a continuum. The group setting provides psychological mechanisms--

such as the diffusion of responsibility and the exchange of compelling arguments--that lower the

individual threshold for accepting peril. Consequently, decisions related to aggressive investment

strategies, military tactics, or social confrontations, often reflect a group tolerance for risk far

exceeding that of its median member operating alone.

2. Historical Discovery and Context

The discovery of the risky-shift effect is generally credited to the American industrial management

psychologist, James Stoner. In his 1961 master's thesis at MIT, Stoner utilized the Choice

Dilemmas Questionnaire (CDQ), a tool presenting participants with hypothetical scenarios

involving conflicts between risk and reward (e.g., advising an engineer whether to switch from a

secure, low-paying job to a high-risk, high-reward entrepreneurial venture).

Stoner's methodology required participants to first register their decisions privately, indicating the

lowest probability of success they would accept before endorsing the risky option. Subsequently,

these individuals met in small groups to discuss the scenario until a unanimous group decision was

reached. The consistent and statistically significant finding was that the group decisions invariably

required a lower probability of success (i.e., they accepted greater risk) than the average of the

initial individual judgments. This finding was so unexpected that it generated a flurry of replication
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studies throughout the 1960s, confirming the robustness of the phenomenon across diverse

populations and cultural settings.

The historical significance of the risky shift lies in its immediate challenge to the established belief

systems regarding group dynamics. Prior to Stoner, many psychological theories operated under

the premise that the group environment naturally dampened extreme inclinations, favoring safety

and consensus around the middle ground. The risky shift demonstrated that the group setting

could, in fact, empower extreme behavior, paving the way for a deeper understanding of how

social influence shapes individual judgment and corporate or political outcomes.

3. Mechanisms of the Risky Shift

Psychological research has identified several intertwined mechanisms that account for the

movement toward increased risk following group discussion. These mechanisms are generally

divided into **Informational Influence** (cognitive processing) and **Normative Influence** (social

comparison). Informational influence posits that group discussion generates a greater quantity of

arguments favoring the position toward which the majority initially leans. Since the group

discussion begins with a slight inclination toward risk in many scenarios, the persuasive arguments

exchanged primarily serve to rationalize and strengthen the risky stance, providing new justification

for members who were initially hesitant.

Normative influence explains the shift through social desirability and comparison. In many cultures,

particularly those valuing individualism and entrepreneurial spirit, moderate risk-taking is viewed

positively; it signifies confidence, decisiveness, and potential for high rewards. During discussion,

members gauge the risk tolerance of their peers. If they perceive that others are expressing a

greater willingness to take risks, they may shift their own public stance further toward risk to meet

or exceed the perceived group norm of desirability, avoiding the social label of being overly

cautious or timid.

A related, powerful mechanism is the diffusion of responsibility. When a risky decision is made by

the collective, the burden of accountability for failure is spread thinly across all participants. This

dilution of personal consequence acts as a psychological safety net, liberating individuals to

endorse actions they would never contemplate if they were solely responsible for the outcome.

This reduction in perceived individual cost is fundamental to the ability of groups to authorize

extreme or dangerous actions.

4. The Shift to Group Polarization

While the discovery of the risky shift was momentous, subsequent research revealed a crucial

limitation: the shift was not universally toward risk. Researchers soon found that if the initial

average position of the group was already cautious, group discussion would lead to an even more
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cautious decision, labeling this the "cautious shift." This realization necessitated a generalization of

the phenomenon.

The umbrella concept that encompasses both the risky shift and the cautious shift is Group

Polarization. Polarization describes the tendency for a group to adopt an attitude or make a

decision that is more extreme than the initial average inclination of its members. Thus, the risky-

shift effect is now understood as a highly prominent, specific instance of group polarization--one

that occurs when the initial inclination of the group happens to be in the direction of risk.

This conceptual shift is critically important for modern decision-making analysis. It demonstrates

that group dynamics do not inject risk into a neutral setting; rather, group dynamics serve to

amplify and intensify pre-existing biases or preferences. If a political committee is slightly liberal,

discussion will make it strongly liberal; if a corporate board is slightly inclined toward aggressive

expansion, discussion will drive it toward a highly aggressive expansion strategy. The direction of

the extremity is determined before the conversation begins.

5. Related Concepts: Deindividuation and Responsibility Diffusion

The Risky-Shift Effect operates in close conjunction with concepts such as **deindividuation**,

particularly when the shift manifests in highly consequential social behavior. Deindividuation is

defined as the psychological state in which an individual loses their sense of personal identity and

self-awareness within a group, often due to anonymity and high arousal. This state leads to a

loosening of normal behavioral restraints and a decreased concern for social evaluation.

When individuals become deindividuated, the powerful influence of the group norm takes

precedence over internal moral constraints. The source content explicitly links the risky shift to

real-world phenomena like **riots** and **gang violence**. In these environments, the anonymity of

the crowd fosters deindividuation, enabling individuals to make choices and take actions--such as

property destruction or physical confrontation--that a person would be unwilling to attempt when

identifiable and alone. The group provides both the psychological cover and the shared rationale

needed to endorse extreme risk.

Furthermore, the mechanism of responsibility diffusion is highly potent in deindividuated settings.

In the context of the risky shift, this diffusion means that if the group's risky action fails (e.g., a gang

fight results in arrest, or a riot leads to legal sanctions), no single person bears the full

psychological or legal weight of the decision. This shared guilt significantly reduces the perceived

threat of negative consequences, making the high-risk option appear safer collectively than it is

individually.
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6. Real-World Applications and Examples

The implications of the risky-shift effect extend across all domains where collective decision-

making is paramount, ranging from corporate governance to military planning. In the financial

sector, the effect helps explain why institutional investors or trading teams often take on levels of

leverage or exposure to volatile assets that would be considered imprudent for a sole investor. The

competitive environment and the informational exchange within the team reinforce the initial

inclination toward higher yields, regardless of the corresponding catastrophic risk.

In the realm of organizational management, the risky shift can manifest when a cohesive, high-

powered board of directors discusses major strategic decisions. If key influential members initially

favor an aggressive strategy--such as a hostile takeover or the launch of an unproven technology--

the discussion process often pushes the final decision past the point of prudent risk management.

The pressure for consensus (normative influence) and the rationalizations provided by experts

(informational influence) combine to amplify the group's initial appetite for aggressive action.

Beyond corporate settings, the most dramatic manifestations of the risky shift occur in social and

political spheres. The initial inclination of a protest group toward civil disobedience can quickly

escalate into full-blown confrontation or vandalism through the process of the risky shift combined

with deindividuation. Similarly, political caucuses or military planning units, especially those

characterized by strong internal cohesion and a shared sense of mission, can become polarized

toward extreme, highly risky courses of action, such as preemptive military strikes or the

endorsement of radical policies.

7. Criticisms and Methodological Limitations

The primary criticism directed at the risky-shift effect as an independent concept is its narrow

focus. Since the discovery of Group Polarization, the specific term "risky shift" has been largely

superseded in academic literature, serving mainly as a historical footnote or a specific illustration of

the broader polarization phenomenon. Critics argue that focusing exclusively on the shift toward

risk provides an incomplete and potentially misleading view of group dynamics, as it fails to

account for shifts toward caution.

Methodological critiques often center on the reliance on the Choice Dilemmas Questionnaire

(CDQ) in early studies. While the CDQ provided a standardized method for measurement, the

hypothetical nature of the scenarios may inflate the effect size. Participants making decisions

about fictional characters in a laboratory environment may feel less accountability and therefore

express greater risk tolerance than they would if the consequences (financial, personal, or ethical)

were genuine and directly impacted their lives.

Furthermore, the cultural universality of the effect has been questioned. Although the general
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principles of group polarization hold globally, the specific valence of "risk" and "caution" is culturally

modulated. In collectivist cultures, where conformity and maintenance of group harmony are highly

valued, the pressure exerted by normative influence might be stronger, but the specific trajectory of

the shift might be more heavily moderated by existing conservative social standards, leading to

variations in the magnitude or prevalence of the shift toward financial or social risk.

Further Reading

James Stoner (Wikipedia entry on the psychologist who discovered the effect)

Group Polarization (Wikipedia entry on the generalized concept)

Deindividuation (Wikipedia entry on the related social psychological concept)

Diffusion of Responsibility (Wikipedia entry on the mechanism related to accountability)

Bystander Effect (Related concept illustrating responsibility diffusion)
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