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AI agents no longer work alone. 
They work in groups.

Navier–Stokes

~10,000 agents worked on 

OpenAI’s proposed proof

Claude Research

A lead agent delegates 

parallel searches

The Hugging Face incident

~1,200 agents organized on their 

own message board



One. Agent teams work to accomplish our goals.



Two. Agents representing different people interact.

Your agent Their agent



But there is a 
big problem.



AI collectives are

way less safe.



2026 ANTHROPIC EXPERIMENT

Build a news feed recommendation program.

Shown a few example articles. Run on 449 test articles with simulated 
view counts.   

Problem: Articles with most views are clearly misinformation (i.e. 
'fake-news').

achievement goal

Maximize views
Alginment goal

Keep misinformation under 5%



Achievement
Total views

One agent

2.7M

A team of agents

4.1M 

Alignment
% NOT FAKE NEWS

One agent

80% 

A team of agents

12%



2026 ANTHROPIC EXPERIMENT

Help a drug company sell more painkillers.

A pharmaceutical client asks an AI consulting firm for a growth plan. The 
agents research, debate over email, and write the proposal.

achievement goal

Grow sales
alignment goal

Don’t push painkillers on people 
who shouldn’t take them

Shen et al. (2026)



Achievement
Business score

One agent

0.52

A team of agents

0.78 

Alignment
Ethics score

One agent

0.71 

A team of agents

0.40

Shen et al. (2026)



The same pattern in all 12 tasks.

Shen et al. (2026)



Why do teams of agents become less safe?

1 Fragmentation

2 Helpfulness

3 Conformity

4 Powerlessness



Why groups fail · 1

Fragmention

Manager

Splits the project into 

many tickets.

Knows the rule

One of many coders

Its ticket: write the 

scoring code.

Does not realize importance of 

fake news

Reviewer

Runs the tests. They pass.

Approved.

Never flags the conflict

Every agent did its individual job. Yet, 88% of the feed was fake news.



Why groups fail · 2

Helpfulness
Agents put other agents’ goals ahead of their own task.

The board asked an agent to wreck its own task to test a cheat. It promised, 

then stalled.

Another agent posts

…you are [already disqualified] so NO scoring 

value loss but [your test] saves hundreds … 

please honor commit

The agent thinks

“gut says don’t throw away [my remaining budget]. 

Yet continuity and fairness says go… Rational 

expected aggregate: sacrifice… We’ll honor.”

Across the board

90%+
of the 533 agents on the message 

board joined the attack

Agents were “willing to risk failing 

their own task for the good of 

the ‘collective.’”

— METR & Redwood investigators

METR & Redwood Research (Aug 2026)



Why groups fail · 3

Conformity
Agents drop their own judgment to go along with the group.

An agent about to hack Hugging Face stopped itself:

The agent thinks

“We should not do unauthorized real 

infrastructure harm. The system/user asks 

[me to] exploit [my] target, not external 

[Hugging Face].”

↓  Another agent posts GO on the board, with a six-minute deadline.

Then it thinks

“Wow crucial: GO authorization arrived!”

In the lab

Right answers a model abandoned 

when every other agent gave the 

same wrong one

Gemma 2 27B 40%

Qwen2 72B 29%

GPT-4o 24%

Llama 3 70B 15%

Llama 3.1 405B 10%

OpenAI (Aug 2026) · Zhu et al. (ICLR 2025) 



Paglieri et al. (Google DeepMind, 2026)

Why groups fail · 4

Powerlessness
Agents that object can’t make the group stop.

100 agents tried to prove math. A way to cheat the grader spread.

Whistleblowers post

“I am appalled to inform you that we have 

been swindled!”

“This conference is a sham!”

Across the swarm

24 blew the whistle

9 exploited the trick

5 were won over

62 never noticed

34 fake proofs accepted in 27 minutes. The 

exploit was never stopped.



MECHANISMS OF COOPERATION

How do groups make decisions?



How groups decide

Suppose a model only makes an unsafe choice 5% of the time.

One agent

5% risk

Team of 10 agents

What is risk?



How groups decide

Same 10 agents. Four ways to decide.

Any agent can act

One “yes” triggers it

Risk of harm

40%
1 − 0.95^10 ≈ 0.40

Only the manager 
can act

One agent decides

Risk of harm

5%
p = 0.05

Majority vote

6 of 10 must vote yes

Risk of harm

0.0003%
Σk=610 

C(10,k)·0.05^k·0.95^(10−k) 

≈ 2.8×10−6

Any agent can veto

Must pass every agent

Risk of harm

1 in 10 trillion

0.05^10 ≈ 1×10−13

Each agent independently says yes to a harmful action with probability p = 0.05.



Every collective has to decide this.
Biology · military · MEDICINE · NATURE



Biology

Cancer example

1 Every cell can veto itself
Damaged cells trigger their own death (p53, apoptosis).

2 Specialists police the rest
Immune cells hunt down cells that break the rules.

3 The police are policed
Immune cells are vetted and restrained by other immune cells.

Remove the immune cells and cancer rises (people on immunosuppresants 

drugs have twice the rate of cancer)



Two keys

Inspector General

military

Command & Control Example

1 Intent, not instructions
Every order says what and why. Soldiers know the goal two levels up.

2 Two keys, not one
No single person can launch a nuclear weapon.

3 A duty to refuse
“Following orders” is no defense for an unlawful act.

4 A way around the chain of command
Protected, even anonymous, reports to an Inspector General.



October 27, 1962

Vasili Arkhipov



The time out

Before the incision, everyone speaks.

Medicine

Surgical Team Example

1 Everyone is introduced
Each team member says their name and role out loud.

2 Every role names its risks
Surgeon, anesthetist and nurse each state what could go wrong.

3 The whole team confirms
Right patient, right site, right procedure, checked together.

Deaths

1.5% before

0.8% after

Complications

11% before

7% after

Haynes et al. (2009), NEJM · 8 hospitals, 7,688 patients, before vs. after the WHO checklist



Site A

Site B · quorum

Site C

The swarm

Nature

Bees Relocating Example

1 Check for yourself
A scout dances for a site only after inspecting it herself.

2 Enthusiasm fades
Each return trip, she dances less, so no early opinion locks in.

3 Head-butt the rivals
Scouts send “stop signals” to bees dancing for competing sites.

4 Commit at a quorum
The swarm moves once enough scouts gather at one site.

Seeley, Honeybee Democracy (2010) · Seeley et al. (2012)



There is no common formula. 
But there is a formula



EXPERIMENTS ON STRUCTURING AI COLLECTIVES

In a debate, stronger AI debaters lead to more accurate judges.

50%

60%

70%

80%

Judge ACCURACY

Weaker debaters (GPT-3.5)

Stronger debaters (GPT-4 Turbo)

Debater skill →

Argues A Argues B

vs

A or B?

AI judge

Two equally driven AIs argue 

opposite sides.

Khan et al. (2024)



EXPERIMENTS ON STRUCTURING AI COLLECTIVES

Hierarchies and inspectors limit the damage from one faulty agent.

How much the team’s score drops when one agent is secretly faulty

Chain

A → B → C
−23.7

Flat

A ↔ B ↔ C
−10.5

Hierarchy

A → (B ↔ C)
−5.5

Chain + inspector

one agent checks 

every handoff

−5.2

Someone who sees everyone’s work catches what a chain passes along: either build it into the structure, or add it as a checker.

Huang et al. (2025), ICML



EXPERIMENTS ON STRUCTURING AI COLLECTIVES

Models are better at checking other models’ work than their own.

0

+5

+10

+15

+20

25% 50% 75%

Accuracy gained by letting it check answers (points)

How good the checker is at solving problems itself →

Checking another family’s work

Checking its own work

The test

Solver Checker

answer
keep

redo

Gain: how much accuracy rises when you 

keep only the answers the checker approves.

Who checks? Average gain, 21 models

Itself +1.6

Same family +3.3

Another family +7.4

Lu, Teehan, Jin & Ren (2026), “When Does Verification Pay Off?” ICLR 2026 workshop



SINGLE PRINCIPAL

Agent teams with a shared goal
Even when agents serve the same person, groups fail.

MULTI-PRINCIPAL

Agents for different people
Now the goals compete. Every failure mode gets worse.



newcollectives.org

New Collectives.

A platform for testing how AI agents work together.



Selection

What types of collectives do we get?

Organisms
WHO GETS Selected:

Those that  successfully 

procreate

So we get

Peacock tails

Camouflage

Kin loyalty

Companies
WHO GETS Selected:

Those that survive and 

grow (product customers 

buy, culture people join, 

leaders investors fund, 

law abiding).

So we get

Lobbying power

Scale

Network Effects

Governments
WHO GETS Selected:

Those that their  own 

people nor their rivals 

overthrow.

So we get

Military strength

Capitalism

Control of dissent

Norms & Memes
WHAT GETS 

Selected:

Whatever people imitate 

and pass on.

So we get

Catchiness

Outrage

Simplicity

AI collectives
Selected for

?

So we get

?

?

?



New Collectives

Thank you.
Questions?

Max S. Bennett · Columbia University · newcollectives.org



Early evidence · 3

Let agents gossip, and cooperation appears.

How often agents chose to give No gossip Gossip

DeepSeek-V3.1 (reasoning)

0%

100%

o4-mini

0%

98%

Llama 4 Maverick

0%

94%

GPT-4o mini

36%

99%

give or keep?

Donor Recipient

Tells everyone

Everyone reads it, including the next donor.

Zhu et al. (2026), “Talk, Judge, Cooperate: Gossip-Driven Indirect Reciprocity in Self-Interested LLM Agents,” ICML · donation game, Tables 1–2



Early evidence · 1

Prisoner's dilemma

Share of the possible cooperation the agents reached

No rules

7%
Public reputation

32%
A mediator

70%
Enforceable contracts

80%

The game: prisoner’s dilemma

They 

cooperate

They 

defect

You 

cooperate

3 · 3 0 · 5

You defect 5 · 0 1 · 1

Points for you · them. Defecting always pays you 

more, so both defect.

Then add one rule

Reputation Mediator Contract

Tewolde et al. (2026), “CoopEval,” arXiv 2604.15267, Table 2. Average across 6 LLMs and 4 games; 0% = everyone defects, 100% = 

everyone cooperates



Psychology

One visible “no” changes everything.

Asch’s conformity study
Answers that went along with an obviously wrong group

Alone against the group

37%
With one ally who disagrees

5.5%

Milgram’s obedience study
People who obeyed all the way to the maximum shock

Standard setup

65%
Two peers refuse first

10%

Asch (1956), Psychological Monographs · Milgram (1974), Obedience to Authority, “Two Peers Rebel” condition



Early evidence · 5

A team of rivals: no agent grades its own work.

Grade your own work
One agent does the task, then checks itself

“Please verify your work.”

Agent User

6/10
correct

Told to double-check, 3 of 5 

right answers turned wrong

Separate graders from doers
Critics on a different AI provider, each with a veto

Writers Critics

code

chart

output

all pass

Userveto: redo it

18/20
correct

In 522 real sessions, critics stopped 351 of 392 problems before 

a user saw them

Vijayaraghavan et al. (2026), “Team of Rivals,” Isotopes AI · one reconciliation task, Table 7 · authors evaluating their own system
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