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This study examined four causes of group performance loss: goal speci-
ficity, communication, incentives for goal attainment, and high versus
low cultural collectivism. Subjects were managers from Israeli kibbut-
zim (63 individuals) and cities (59 individuals) who worked on a simu-
lated task requiring them to evaluate résumés. We used a two-by-three-
by-four design in which sample, goal, and test condition were varied to
test hypotheses. Group performance loss occurred only for urban re-
spondents with a do-your-best goal and team task.

Western corporations have shown a growing interest in teamwork, but
research evidence has not fully supported great hopes that teamwork will
increase organizational effectiveness. In fact, in the results of numerous
studies, people working together have not performed as well as they per-
formed when working alone, even when process loss was controlled for
{Gabrenya, Latane, & Wang, 1983; Latane, Williams, & Harkins, 1979). This
phenomenon of individuals exerting less effort when their efforts are com-
bined than when efforts are individual is known as social loafing (Levine,
Resnick, & Higgins, 1993; Shepperd, 1993). A meta-analysis of 78 studies on
social loafing led to the conclusion that the effect is robust and generalizes
across tasks and work populations (Karau & Williams, 1993). However, a
large number of variables moderate the tendency to engage in social loafing.
For example, social loafing was eliminated when participants worked with
close friends or teammates, when there were clear performance standards,
and when individual output could be evaluated. In addition, social loafing
was not apparent when tasks were meaningful, when people did not feel that
their input was redundant, when they did not think others were taking
advantage of them, and when the culture in which they were embedded
supported contribution to a group. Since most groups in organizations con-
sist of individuals who work together and get to know each other, one won-
ders whether social loafing is indeed the rule or the exception. This study
was designed to answer this question by simulating working conditions in
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which the members of a working team know each other, communicate with
each other, and have clear performance standards and rewards for perfor-
mance. We examined these effects in group-focused and self-focused cul-
tures.

SOCIAL LOAFING VERSUS SOCIAL FACILITATION

Social loafing is often explained by the attributions people make about
the motivation and performance of other group members. First, people may
believe that other group members exert enough effort to achieve a group’s
goals, thereby making their own efforts unnecessary or dispensable. This
phenomenon is often called the free-rider effect (Kerr, 1983). Second, a po-
tential inequity in contributions may occur when one person contributes
more than others. To avoid the possibility of becoming a sucker, that is, one
who contributes to the collective good when nobody else does, individuals
attenuate their efforts and cause an overall loss in group performance (Kerr
& Bruun, 1983; Kidwell & Bennett, 1993).

However, a separate line of research has suggested that working in the
presence of others may, in fact, increase the level of performance compared
to working alone. This effect is known as social facilitation, which is the
result of people’s motivation to maintain a positive self-image in the pres-
ence of others, particularly when they perceive the others as potential evalu-
ators. Three factors, the mere presence of others, evaluation apprehension,
and motivation to maintain a positive self-image, account for the social
facilitation effect. First, the mere presence of others affects behavior by in-
creasing an individual’s general level of arousal (Guerin, 1986). Arousal
enhances the emission of dominant and familiar responses. Therefore, the
presence of others increases performance on tasks that require familiar re-
sponses, but impairs performance on tasks that require novel responses,
because overarousal occurs (Zajonc, 1965). Alternatively, the mere presence
of others may create a cognitive overload, which can cause either perfor-
mance increment or decrement, depending on the information-processing
demands of the task (Baron, 1986).

Second, the presence of others increases evaluation apprehension. It
affects the focus of attention and creates demands on a person to behave in
a certain way and to gain positive evaluation. Harkins (1987) showed that the
presence of others and evaluation apprehension have an additive effect on
performance. These two effects occurred when the performers could be iden-
tified and their performance could be compared to certain standards or
norms.

Third, the presence of others causes people to focus attention on the self,
and to become aware of potential discrepancies between the actual and the
ideal self (Wicklund, 1975; Wicklund & Duval, 1971). Self-awareness creates
demands on a person to behave in a certain way and to accomplish a certain
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level of performance. Self-awareness can either enhance or impair perfor-
mance, depending on how it affects motivation and attention. The mental
resources allocated to self-evaluation are taken out of a pool of limited re-
sources that are allocated to perform the task. Therefore, self-regulatory pro-
cesses may impair performance of novel or complex tasks that require high
levels of attention (Kanfer & Ackerman, 1989).

The lines of research on social loafing and on social facilitation have
been developed separately from each other, and in most social psychology
textbooks accounts of that research have appeared in separate sections: so-
cial loafing appears as a subcategory of group performance, whereas social
facilitation appears as a subcategory of coaction—the effect of the presence
of others working independently on the same task (Harkins, 1987).

Two major differences distinguish past research on social loafing and
social facilitation: the presence of others, and evaluation by others. Both
existed in the social facilitation research but were often missing in the social
loafing paradigm. In most social loafing studies, individual performance was
not identifiable and could not be evaluated.

Evaluation apprehension is enhanced when there are clear measures of
performance, when there are standards, or norms against which performance
can be compared, and when feedback is provided (Guzzo & Shea, 1992;
Pritchard, Jones, Roth, Stuebing, & Ekberg, 1988). The presence of perfor-
mance measures and performance standards facilitates group evaluation and
increased group performance (Harkins & Szymanski, 1989). Loafing is mini-
mized by increasing the identifiability and uniqueness of members’ task
contributions (Harkins & Szymanski, 1989} and by increasing personal ac-
countability and personal responsibility (George, 1992; Wagner, 1995; Wel-
don & Gargano, 1988; Weldon & Weingart, 1993).

We argue that traditional research on social loafing has often been con-
ducted in artificial groups that did not conform with the definition of groups
as involving people’s mutual awareness and potential mutual interaction
{(McGrath, 1984): First, the presence of others, a major characteristic of
groups that enhances evaluation apprehension, was missing in almost all of
the studies on social loafing (exceptions are Erev, Bornstein, and Galili
[1993] George [1992], Wagner [1995], and Weldon, Jehn, and Pradham
[1991]). In some of the studies there were pseudo groups—subjects did not
perform in the physical or social presence of others, but rather, were led to
believe that they were part of a group (Earley, 1989, 1993; Latane et al.,
1979). For example, Earley told his subjects that “they were one of ten
managerial trainees who would be working on the in-basket task™ (1989:
573). Each “‘trainee” was seated individually at a table, and “subjects were
led to believe that they are performing the task with others, although they are
actually performing alone” (Earley, 1989: 565). In other cases, partitions
were put between group members so that they could not see, hear, or com-
municate with each other (Harkins, 1987; Harkins & Szymanski, 1989;
Sanna, 1992).
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Second, communication among group members, a major characteristic
of interactive groups, could not occur in the pseudo groups, or when group
members were separated by partitions. Communication enhances both
awareness of the presence of others and evaluation apprehension. In social
dilemma situations in which individuals may receive higher payoffs for
noncooperation than for cooperation, communication has been found to be
an effective method of eliminating social loafing (Shepperd, 1993; Weldon et
al., 1991) and enhancing cooperation (Chen & Komorita, 1994; Edney &
Harper, 1978; Wagner, 1995). Communication and interaction among group
members have been shown to increase commitment and group performance
(Matsui, Kakuyama, & Onglatco, 1987), and groups with both a group goal
and group feedback for reciprocal task interdependence had better perfor-
mance than groups with low levels of interaction (Mitchell & Silver, 1990;
Saavedra, Earley, & Van Dyne, 1993; Straus & McGrath, 1994). Communica-
tion between subordinates and superiors improved superiors’ performance
when subordinates were knowledgeable (Scully, Kirkpatrick, & Locke,
1995), and participation in goal setting and group discussion led to the
highest level of commitment to personal goals and to individual perfor-
mance (Erez, 1993; Erez & Arad, 1986; Latham, Erez, & Locke, 1988).

Third, in most of these studies subjects did not have specific group
performance goals, and they did not receive feedback on performance (Har-
kins, 1987; Harkins & Szymanski, 1989; Latane et al., 1979; Weldon & Gar-
gano, 1988; Williams, Harkins, & Latane, 1981). Only a few studies have
incorporated goals when testing group productivity loss (Earley, 1989, 1993;
Sanna, 1992; Shepperd & Wright, 1989; Weldon et al., 1991). The absence of
goals and feedback impaired evaluation apprehension.

Incentives reinforce emphasis on goal attainment and feedback. People
become more committed to their goals when goal attainment leads to re-
wards (Locke & Latham, 1990). Three types of rewards serve to overcome
social loafing: economic rewards for group accomplishment, including
money and awards; social rewards of liking, group membership, and status;
and self-rewards that are experienced when a task is intrinsically interesting
and when performance is personally valued (Shepperd, 1993). Previous re-
search has demonstrated that rewarding a group for goal attainment or for
successfully competing against other groups mitigates the effect of social
loafing (Erev et al., 1993; Shepperd & Wright, 1989; Zaccaro, 1984).

In sum, social loafing can be eliminated when the members of a group
are all present, work together, communicate with each other, and have spe-
cific standards and performance goals, and when goal accomplishment is
reinforced. All these conditions that eliminate social loafing coincide with
the definition of a group as involving mutual awareness and potential mu-
tual interaction among group members (McGrath, 1984). However, social
loafing may occur under certain conditions that do not allow people to
develop mutual awareness and cohesiveness: when groups are formed tem-
porarily or are in an early stage of formation.
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LOAFING, SELF, AND CULTURE

Culture has relevance for understanding the effect of social loafing. Ear-
ley (1989) demonstrated that group members with highly collectivistic val-
ues did not loaf and contributed to their groups’ performance, whereas mem-
bers with individualistic values loafed, in particular when they were not
held personally accountable for performance. Earley also showed that social
loafing rarely occurred in collectivist cultures like China but occurred more
often in individualistic cultures like the United States. Individuals in col-
lectivist cultures, including China and Israel, contributed to group perfor-
mance when they were led to believe that they were working in in-groups
but did not do so when working in out-groups or alone. Individuals in
individualistic cultures like the United States performed better when they
were working alone than when working either in in-groups or out-groups
(Earley, 1993). These findings reinforce Hackman and Oldham’s conclusion
that “unless the case of self-managing work groups is compelling, it may be
more prudent in traditional organizations to opt for the less radical alterna-
tive of enriching the jobs of individual employees” (1980: 225).

The reason social loafing does not occur among collectivists is that they
place group goals and collective action ahead of their own interests. In
contrast, individualists are motivated by personal gain, and contribution to
the group is inconsistent with self-interest, unless they are held personally
accountable for, and personally responsible for, their groups’ performance
(Earley, 1989, 1993). Individuals with highly individualistic values are less
likely to behave cooperatively than collectivists. Collectivists’ cooperative
behavior is not contingent upon group size or individual identifiability,
whereas cooperative behavior by individualists is more often observed in
small rather than large groups, and when they can be personally identified
(Wagner, 1995).

Collectivist values reflect how members of one culture relate to each
other and how important it is for them to belong to their social groups. These
values include self-definition as part of a group, subordination of individual
goals to group goals, concern for the integrity of the group, and an emotional
attachment to an in-group. The major themes of individualism are self-
definition as an entity distinct and separate from a group, emphasis on
personal goals, and little concern for and emotional attachment to an in-
group (Triandis, Bontempo, Villareal, Asai, & Lucca, 1988; Triandis, Leung,
Villareal, & Clark, 1985). Collectivists, unlike individualists, define the self
as an entity extending beyond the individual to include a particular group of
others (Wagner, 1995).

People in different cultures use the concept of collectivism/
individualism to evaluate the desirability of attachment to others and its
impact on their notions of self-worth and well-being (Erez, 1994; Erez &
Earley, 1993). In collectivistic cultures, there is low differentiation between
self and others. People stress similarities with other group members, and
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their selves are defined in relational terms. People in collectivistic societies
see themselves as part of an encompassing social relationship, and they
recognize that their own behavior is affected by what they perceive to be the
thoughts, feelings, and actions of others. The representation of collectivistic
values in a person’s self-definition shapes the “interdependent self”” (Markus
& Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, 1989).

In contrast, in individualistic cultures there is a clear differentiation
between self and others, and the normative imperative is to become inde-
pendent from others and to discover and express one’s unique attributes.
The essence of individualistic values involves a conception of the self as an
autonomous, independent person. The representation of these individualis-
tic values in a person’s self-definition shapes the “independent self”
(Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, 1989). It should be noted that every
person has both independent and interdependent selves, and one or the
other dominates, depending on the individual’s cultural values.

One of the methods that is commonly used to assess the independent
and the interdependent self is the Twenty Statement Test (Cousins, 1989;
McPartland, Cumming, & Garretson, 1961; Trafimow, Triandis, & Goto,
1991), which requires people to make 20 statements about themselves be-
ginning each with the words “Iam . ...” This projective test allows people
to express themselves openly. Therefore, it captures personal variability
more than a structured five-point Likert-type scale. Responses are content-
analyzed and classified into categories that reflect the independent or the
interdependent self. For example, a reference to a social role (e.g., “I am a
son” and “I am a member of the Academy of Management”) reflects the
interdependent self. A statement of a personal attribute, existing indepen-
dent of others (e.g., ‘T am 18 years old,” “I am ambitious”) is an expression
of the independent self. McPartland and colleagues first used the scale to
assess the relationship between the self-concept and withdrawal behavior of
patients newly admitted to psychiatric hospitals. They found that patients
whose self-concepts were dominated by statements reflecting their physical
characteristics were more withdrawn than those defining themselves in re-
lational terms. More recently, the measure was implemented to assess cross-
cultural differences in levels of independent and interdependent selves.
Consistent with their individualistic views, Americans were found to have
salient independent selves, whereas Japanese and Chinese people had sa-
lient interdependent selves, consistent with their collectivistic values (Cous-
ins, 1989; Trafimow et al., 1991).

An individual’s independent and interdependent selves evaluate team-
work and the opportunity to contribute to team performance differently.
Working with others and contributing to a group fulfills the interdependent
self and strengthens a person’s sense of belonging to the group. Individual
contribution to a group is less meaningful to the fulfillment of the indepen-
dent self because its self-definition is not in relational terms. Contribution to
a group becomes meaningful for the individual self only when a person is
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held personally accountable for group performance and when his or her
contribution to the group can be identified and evaluated.

The interdependent self is more attuned toward evaluation by others
than the independent self, in particular when others are part of the imme-
diate reference group. For this reason, perhaps, Chinese managers with
strong interdependent selves did not loaf when they were led to believe that
they were part of an in-group as they did when they thought they were part
of an out-group. In contrast, American managers with strong independent
selves are guided by self-evaluation, and contribution to a group is less
central to their values than it is to managers in collectivistic cultures. There-
fore, they attenuated their performance while working in groups (Earley,
1993).

In line with the model of cultural self-representation (Erez & Earley,
1993), employees in collectivistic cultures will positively evaluate the op-
portunity to contribute to group performance because it enhances their in-
terdependent selves. Cultural values shape the independent and the inter-
dependent self. They serve as criteria for evaluating the contribution of
certain motivational and managerial techniques to a person’s sense of self-
worth and well-being. Positive evaluations result in commitment and ad-
herence to a motivational technique, whereas negative evaluations inhibit
commitment and performance. Collectivistic values are represented in the
interdependent self, whereas individualistic values are represented in the
independent self. Therefore, group performance loss is more likely to occur
in individualistic cultures, where contribution to the group does not directly
enhance the independent self, but it will not occur in collectivistic cultures,
where contribution to the group satisfies the interdependent self.

The purpose of the present study was to examine the following effects
on group performance loss: the effect of cultures with high and low collec-
tivism as they are represented by the interdependent versus the independent
self; the effects of specific group goals, general group goals, and individual
goals; the impact of communication among group members; and the impact
of incentives. These four factors influence both awareness of the presence of
others and evaluation apprehension, which further affect individual contri-
bution to a group. We tested two hypotheses concerning culture.

Hypothesis 1: Individuals in whom the interdependent
self predominates will be more highly represented in a
collectivistic subculture, whereas those in whom the in-
dependent self predominates will be more highly repre-
sented in an individualistic subculture.

Hypothesis 2: Group performance loss, measured by the
difference between the mean performance scores of indi-
viduals working alone and their scores working in groups,
is less likely to occur in a collectivistic subculture, where
the interdependent self is dominant, than in an individu-

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.




1520 Academy of Management Journal December

alistic subculture, where the independent self is more sa-
lient.

We also tested three hypotheses concerning group-based motivation.

Hypothesis 3: Social loafing occurs when group goals are
set in general terms of ““do your best” but not when group
goals are specific and difficult.

Hypothesis 4: Social loafing is less likely to occur when
team members can communicate with each other than
when they cannot.

Hypothesis 5: Incentives for group goal attainment rein-
force individual contributions to a group.

METHODS
Subjects

Two groups of midlevel managers participated in the study; 63 were
from kibbutzim in Israel, and 59 were from urban areas. Participants in each
sample had known each other for at least six months as trainees in a long-
term managerial training program. We matched the urban individuals to
comparable kibbutz individuals by gender, age, and education. Average ages
were 41.7 years and 39.2 years for the kibbutz and urban samples, respec-
tively. There were 59 men and 4 women in the kibbutz sample and 55 men
and 4 women in the urban sample. The average level of education in the two
samples ranged from higher education with a nonacademic degree to higher
education with a bachelor’s degree.

Culture

The kibbutz and the urban sectors represent two distinct subcultures in
Israel. These two subcultures differ in their emphasis on collectivist and
individualist values and in the practice of these values as shown in their
principles of organization and conduct (Erez, 1986): A kibbutz is a commu-
nal settlement based on socialistic ideology and collectivist values. There is
no private ownership and no differential reward system. All kibbutz mem-
bers share the same facilities, including dining room, laundry, cars, medical
care, and education. A few examples of the principles of the communal life
of the kibbutz follow. (1) Production goals are communal rather than indi-
vidual, decision making is communal rather than hierarchically centralized,
and consumption is communal. Taken together, these features mean com-
munally decided priorities governing the use of communal resources. (2)
Equality in need fulfillment and in effort sharing is based on the Marxian
principle, to each according to his or her needs from each according to his or
her capabilities; this equality is coupled with dissociation between contri-
butions and effort and between contributions and the distribution of rewards
so that position and status do not determine material rewards. (3) Direct
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democracy is exercised by an organizational structure, which puts the high-
est authority concerning all kibbutz matters in the hands of the general
meeting (usually convening once a week), in which every member has a vote.
(4) Offices are rotated after predetermined periods of time ranging from one
to five years, and there is a communal system of education and child rearing,
whereby the community shares responsibility for the education of its mem-
bers’ children. (5) Each member has total life security in the domains of
economics, health, and care of dependents, and the social structure depends
solely on voluntary participation and cooperation for adherence to its norms
and has no formal reinforcement mechanisms (Leviatan, 1984).

These unique characteristics of the kibbutz society create a subculture in
Israel that is particularly distinct when contrasted with the urban sector. The
two subcultures are significantly different on objective dimensions of struc-
ture, communal life, policies governing resource allocation, power distribu-
tion, and participation in decision making. In contrast to people in the kib-
butz setting, individuals in the urban setting live their lives independently,
mostly in family units. Each person or family has its own resources and is
responsible for decisions concerning the creation and consumption of re-
sources. Every citizen has the rights and duties defined by national and
municipal laws. We expected these differences in sociocultural environment
to promote psychological differences between the two sectors, with the in-
terdependent self being more central to people in the kibbutz and the inde-
pendent self more central to people in the cities. The differences in self-
concept between the two sectors emerge over and above common character-
istics derived from Israel as a collectivistic and egalitarian culture (Hofstede,
1991).

Design

The study consisted of a two-by-three-by-four (culture-by-goal-setting-
condition-by-phase) partially crossed factorial design in which phase was a
repeated factor. The kibbutz and the urban sectors represent the first factor.
The second factor, goal-setting condition, had three categories: difficult in-
dividual goal, difficult group goal, and do-your-best goal. The level of goal
difficulty was determined in a pretest conducted on another sample (n = 32).
The individual goal was to evaluate at least 5 completed résumés of candi-
dates for a production manager position in each phase. The group goal was
to evaluate at least 15 résumés in each phase. The third factor consisted of
four within-subject performance phases that represented different task con-
ditions: phase 1 was an individual task and phase 2 was a team pooled task,
wherein each member contributed to group output without needing to di-
rectly interact with other work group members (Saavedra et al., 1993). The
comparison between phase 1 and phase 2 served to test the social loafing
effect; phase 3, in which there was communication among group members,
added to the previous task condition. Phase 4, which included economic
incentives, again added to the previous condition. Each phase lasted seven
minutes. In keeping with the social loafing literature, we chose a task for
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which performance was additive (conjunctive, in Steiner’s [1972] terminol-
ogy). That is, each individual’s performance was added to the performance
of other group members.

Task

As noted, subjects were asked to work on a simulated task requiring
them to evaluate the suitability of candidates for a production manager po-
sition. Subjects read candidates’ résumés and evaluated them on eight rel-
evant criteria. Four sources of information were available for each candidate:
(1) biographical data, (2} vocational experience, (3) general and specific abil-
ity, and (4) personality traits. Each member of a three-person group received
partial information that consisted of biographical data plus two of the addi-
tional sources of information. The fourth source of information could be
obtained from documented files that were presented to each team. In the last
two performance phases, which permitted communication, this information
was also available from other team members through personal communica-
tion, because each member of a three-person team lacked a different source
of information. Subjects were asked to evaluate each résumé according to the
eight criteria and to place a check on an evaluation form indicating whether
or not the applicant met each of the criteria.

The level of task complexity was not high according to the criteria
suggested by Wood (1986). The task did not require the processing of a great
amount of information since there were only eight criteria for evaluating the
applicants; it did not require a high level of coordination; and there was no
change involved in the process.

Measures

Performance was measured as the number of criteria checked and com-
pleted by the subjects at each performance phase.

Goal commitment consisted of the mean response to three items based
on Latham and colleagues (1988}): (1) “To what extent do you agree with the
goal that was set?”’ (2) “How important is it for you to at least attain the goal
that was set?” (3) ““To what extent will you strive to attain the goal that was
set?” Each item was rated on a seven-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1,
“strongly disagree,” to 7, “strongly agree.”

Independent and interdependent selves were measured by the Twenty
Statement Test (TST) developed by McPartland and colleagues (1961). In-
structions to subjects were as follows: “In the twenty blanks below please
make twenty different statements in response to the simple question (ad-
dresses to yourself), ‘Who am I?" Answer as if you are giving the answers to
yourself, not to somebody else. Write your answers in the order they occur
to you. Don’t worry about the logic or importance. Go along fairly fast”
(Cousins, 1989: 126). The measure has previously been used to depict cul-
tural differences in self-definitions.

The independent self consists of personal qualities, attitudes, beliefs,
and behaviors that do not relate to others (e.g., I am intelligent). The inter-
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dependent self refers to demographic categories or groups with which the
subject is likely to be experiencing “common fate” (e.g., “I am a father of two
kids”). Two judges content-analyzed the responses using the recommended
coding scheme (Cousins, 1989; McPartland et al., 1961). Responses were
coded as representing the independent self if they were self-referential and
were classified into one of these four categories. (1) Physical: references to
observable, physical attributes of self that do not imply social interaction
(e.g., “tall”), (2) attributive: references to the self as a situation-free agent
characterized by personal styles of acting, feeling, and thinking (e.g.,
“moody,” “ambitious”}, (3) personal aspirations: statements like “I aspire to
get a doctoral degree”, and (4) hobbies and preferred activities: statements
like “I enjoy playing the piano,” “I enjoy working in the garden.”

Responses were classified as representing the interdependent self if they
conveyed self-definition in relational terms, through references to others,
and were classified into one of six categories: (1) family (e.g., “I am a
mother”), (2) residency (“I am a kibbutz member”), (3) work or school af-
filiation (“‘I work in the guest house”), (4) military service (“I served in the
airforce”), (5) political affiliation (“I am a member of the Labor Party”), and
(6) human being (“I am a human being.”).

Communication was also measured. Subjects filled out a form indicat-
ing, for each criterion that they evaluated, whether they got an additional
information (1) by communicating with others or (2) by reading the files, or
(3) got no additional information. The frequency of responses in the first
category was the measurement of the amount of communication.

Ability, measured on the basis of individual task performance in a five-
minute practice trial (see Procedures), served as a control variable.

Procedures

The procedures used for the kibbutz and urban samples were identical.
An experimenter introduced herself to the trainees as a researcher interested
in developing a training method for improving managers’ performance in
evaluating new job applicants. In both samples, subjects were randomly
assigned to one of three goal-setting conditions: individual goal, group goal,
and do-your-best goal. Subjects in the three goal conditions were instructed
to seat themselves around tables in groups of three, and each group member
received a set of instructions and a packet of evaluation forms and résumés
that had to be evaluated. Subjects were asked to read the first set of instruc-
tions, which included a description of the position of production manager,
the list of criteria for evaluation, and one résumé for practice. Subjects were
given a five-minute individual practice trial to familiarize themselves with
the evaluation task. The manipulation of the goal conditions was then in-
troduced.

Phase 1: Individual performance. Subjects in both the individual and
group goal conditions were assigned the specific, difficult individual goal,
complete the scoring and evaluation of at least 5 résumés. Subjects in the
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third group were asked to do their best. Individual performance served as the
basis for comparison with subsequent group performance.

Phase 2: Team performance. Every three subjects were instructed to
form a team and were assigned goals according to the goal-setting condition.
In the individual goal condition, each member of the team was given the goal
of evaluating at least 5 résumés and asked to keep his or her completed
résumés separate from others’. In the group goal condition, subjects were
assigned a group goal of completing at least 15 résumés, and they were asked
to put their completed résumés in one pile. In the third, do-your-best group,
there were no specific goals, and subjects were asked to put their completed
résumés in one pile. Subjects in all three goal conditions were allowed to use
additional information from written files that contained complete informa-
tion about all the job applicants. One set of files was available for each team.
At this stage, subjects were not allowed to communicate with each other.

Phase 3: Team performance with intragroup communication. The in-
structions were the same as in the second phase, except that each team was
encouraged to exchange information about the candidates. Each subject was
instructed that other team members might have additional information about
the applications that he or she was missing.

Phase 4: Incentive for performance. Subjects continued to work as in
phase 3 but were rewarded according to their goal-setting conditions. Each
person in the individual goal condition received a personal reward for
achieving the individual goal of evaluating at least 5 résumeés; each person in
the group goal condition in a group that met the goal of evaluating at least 15
résumés also received a reward. In the do-your-best condition the reward
was offered when a team completed 15 résumés, so in phase 4 this was no
longer a general goal condition. The rewards were pens for subjects from the
kibbutz sector and coupons for sandwiches for subjects in the urban sector.
The two rewards were comparable in their value.

Subjects in the two specific goal conditions received a short question-
naire about goal commitment after goals were assigned in phases 1, 2, and 4.

RESULTS

The TST questionnaires were coded by two independent judges who
were blind to subjects’ sample membership (kibbutz versus urban). The
judges classified each sentence as referring to either the independent or the
interdependent self. The coefficient of reliability was .91. We calculated the
response rate for each category as the ratio between the number of indepen-
dent or interdependent responses and the total number of responses the
subject made (the maximum number of responses possible for each subject
or each category was 20). Table 1 shows the scores for independent and
interdependent selves in the kibbutz and urban samples.

The results supported Hypothesis 1: Urban subjects obtained higher
scores on the independent and lower scores on the interdependent self than
kibbutz subjects (t = 3.48, p < .001).
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TABLE 1
Means and Standard Deviations for Independent and
Interdependent Selves

Independent Interdependent
Statistic Urban Kibbutz Urban Kibbutz
Mean 0.78 0.62 0.22 0.38
s.d. 0.21 0.22 021 0.22
t 3.48*** S AR***

**% 1) < 001

The following correlations (r’s) between goal commitment and perfor-
mance were found: phase 1, .20 (p < .01); phase 2, .26 (p < .01); phase 4, .37
(p < .001). All the correlations were positive and significant. The highest
level of correlation was found in phase 4, when rewards for performance
were offered. The results support previous research on goal setting indicat-
ing that goal commitment significantly affects performance (Erez & Zidon,
1984).

The mean frequencies with which subjects communicated with other
group members and read the information files were as follows: Communi-
cation with other group members: for the urban sample in phase 3 the mean
was 3.44 (s.d. = 2.84); in phase 4, the mean was 5.03 (s.d. = 4.35). For the
kibbutz sample in phase 3 the mean was 4.54 (s.d. = 5.60); in phase 4, the
mean was 7.35 (s.d. = 7.93). Reading the files: for the urban sample, in phase
3 the mean was 0.49 (s.d. = 1.34); in phase 4, the mean was 0.83 (s.d. = 3.13).
For the kibbutz sample, in phase 3 the mean was 0.27 (s.d. = 1.01); in phase
4, the mean was 0.22 (s.d. = 0.59).

We analyzed the effects of culture, goal-setting condition, and experi-
mental phase on performance scores by repeated-measures analyses of co-
variance (ANCOVA), using phase as the repeated factor and ability as the
covariate. The homogeneity of the beta coefficients for the covariate was
tested, and no significant differences were found between the groups.

Table 2 presents the mean performance scores, and Table 3 summarizes
results of the analysis of covariance.

The results of the three-way ANCOVA demonstrated three main ef-
fects—culture, goal, and phase—as well as interaction effects (p < .05).

Subjects in the kibbutz sample outperformed subjects in the urban
sample with ability controlled. Subjects in the do-your-best goal condition
performed significantly more poorly than those with specific individual or
group goals, but there were no significant differences between the two spe-
cific goal groups. Post hoc analyses of the difference between the four ex-
perimental phases showed that performance was significantly higher in the
incentive phase (phase 4) than in all other three phases.

There were two significant two-way interactions (phase and sector, and
phase and goal) and a three-way interaction between sector, goal, and phase.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



1526 Academy of Management Journal December

TABLE 2
Performance by Experimental Conditions
Urban Kibbutz
Experimental Individual Group Do-Your-Best Individual Group Do-Your-Best
Phase Goal Goal Goal Goal Goal Goal

Phase 1

n 25 19 15 21 22 20

Observed mean 25.25 23.56 13.90 26.90 30.17 20.55

s.d. 5.16 10.35 6.34 7.30 9.58 6.90

Adjusted mean 25.19 25.77 15.08 25.99 28.95 20.83
Phase 2

Observed mean 25.41 20.87 11.00 28.50 28.58 19.05

s.d. 5.44 7.74 4.64 8.77 9.21 8.42

Adjusted mean 25.37 22.49 11.84 27.83 26.96 19.25
Phase 3

Observed mean 25.25 27.50 18.49 27.80 30.41 16.35

s.d. 4.39 4.90 4.58 8.91 10.21 6.65

Adjusted mean 25.21 28.87 19.15 27.23 30.02 16.52
Phase 4

Observed mean 32.95 33.37 27.85 35.30 40.52 29.10

s.d. 7.89 14.66 12.08 7.89 13.71 11.31

Adjusted mean 32.92 34.66 28.53 34.76 39.22 29.26

TABLE 3
Results of Three-Way Covariance Analyses of Performance

Source of Variance Mean Square df F P
Between

Sector 2,062.93 i | 7.63 0.001

Goal 2,896.93 2 10.72 0.001

Sector x goal 37772 2 1.40 0.25

Ability® 6,433.21 ; § 23.80 0.001

Error 270.33 104
Within

Performance phases 1,187.83 3 24.43 0.001

Phase x sector 122.19 3 251 0.05

Phase x goal 104.89 6 2.16 0.05

Phase x sector x goal 119.48 6 2.46 0.02

Error 48.62 312

@ Ability was a covariate.

To better understand the pattern of the three-way interaction, we did sepa-
rate analyses for the kibbutz and urban samples by using a two-way
ANCOVA for each (see Table 4). Figure 1 presents graphs of the interaction
effects in each sector.

Table 4 illustrates that there were significant main effects of goal and
phase in the two sectors. However, the two-way interaction between phase
and goal condition was significant in the urban sample only. We further
interpret these findings in line with the research hypothesis concerning
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TABLE 4
Results of Two-Way Covariance Analyses of Performance for the Kibbutz
and Urban Samples

Kibbutz Urban
Source of Mean Mean
Variance Square df F P Square df F p
Between
Goal 1,907.71 2 5.84 0.0068 1,633.55 2 10.02 0.001
Ability 1,974.52 1 6.04 0.0001 1,130.67 i | 6.94 0.01
Error 326.67 59 0.25 162.94 50
Within
Performance
phases 412.58 3 6.48 0.001 276.57 3 7.08 0.001
Phase x goal 41.21 6 0.65 0.69 83.98 6 2.15 0.05
Error 63.70 177 0.44 0.72 39.03 150 0.35 0.78

group performance. Hypothesis 2 proposes that group performance loss is
less likely to occur in collectivistic than in individualistic subcultures, in
particular when no goals, communication, and incentives on goal attainment
are available. The three-way interaction between culture, goal, and phase
supported Hypothesis 2. When we examined the interaction effect sepa-
rately in the kibbutz and urban samples, as noted, we found that the two-way
interaction between goal and phase was significant only in the urban sample.
Urban subjects who were in the do-your-best goal condition performed sig-
nificantly less well in phase 2 (group performance) than in phase 1 (indi-
vidual performance; p < .03); no such differences were observed between
phase 1 and phase 2 in the two specific goal conditions. In contrast, in the
kibbutz sample, no significant differences in performance were found be-
tween phase 1 and phase 2, in all goal conditions.

Hypothesis 3 proposes that social loafing occurs when group goals are
general, but not when they are specific and difficult. We tested this effect by
comparing phase 1 individual performance with phase 2 team performance
across the culture subgroups. The results supported Hypothesis 3, revealing
a significant main effect of goals and an interaction effect between goals and
phase (see Table 3). The interaction effect showed that performance in phase
2 was significantly lower than in phase 1 only in the do-your-best condition.
The presence of specific and difficult goals, whether individual or group,
eliminated social loafing.

Hypothesis 4 proposes that social loafing is less likely to occur when
team members communicate with each other than when communication is
not possible. We tested this hypothesis by comparing phase 3, group com-
munication, with phase 1, individual performance, and with phase 2, group
performance with no communication.

Table 3 shows that there was a significant effect of phase on perfor-
mance, a significant two-way interaction of phase and goal, and a significant
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FIGURE 1
Performance Means
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three-way interaction of phase, goal, and sector. We interpreted the three-
way interaction by testing the ANCOVA'’s effects in the kibbutz and the
urban samples separately. The results demonstrated that the two-way inter-
action effect of phase and goal was significant in the urban sample only. Post
hoc analyses demonstrated that in the urban sample there were significant
differences (p < .05) in performance between phase 3 and phase 2 in the
do-your-best and in the group goal conditions, but not in the individual goal
condition. In addition, there were significant effects between phase 3 and
phase 1. These findings supported Hypothesis 3 in the urban sample only,
where the communication in phase 3 helped overcome the social loafing
seen in phase 2 for teams in both the do-your-best and group goal conditions.

Hypothesis 5 proposes that incentives for goal attainment reinforce in-
dividual contribution to a group. We tested this effect by comparing phase 4,
in which there were incentives for performance, and phases 1 and 2, indi-
vidual and group performance, respectively. The results supported Hypoth-
esis 5 by demonstrating that the performance level achieved in phase 4 was
significantly higher than that in phase 1 in both samples in the individual
and group goal conditions (p < .001). It was also significantly higher than
phase 2 performance in the two specific goal-setting conditions in both the
kibbutz (p < .01) and the urban (p < .10) samples. It should be noted that in
phase 4 there was no longer a do-your-best condition since subjects were
rewarded for obtaining the goal set in the group goal condition. When in-
centives were introduced in phase 4, all subjects performed significantly
better than in phase 2.

DISCUSSION

The question that stimulated the present study was whether social loaf-
ing, leading to group performance loss, is the rule or the exception. The
answer to this question is important as more and more organizations shift
from individual work to teamwork. The research on social loafing has led to
the conclusion that it is a robust phenomenon that occurs when individuals
work in groups. The research design in most previous studies has been
similar, characterized by lack of real interactive groups. Subjects most often
performed in pseudo groups, sometimes alone and sometimes with parti-
tions between group members. Further, subjects were not allowed to com-
municate, and in most cases did not have specific goals or rewards for
performance.

The present study examined group performance loss in 16 conditions
representing four factors: with/without specific goals, with/without commu-
nication, with/without rewards, and with/without cultural values that sup-
port self-definition in relational terms and individual contribution to a
group. In all of the experimental conditions the group members performed in
the presence of others, and they had known each other for at least six
months. Perhaps familiarity is important for team building. Social loafing
was found in only 1 of the 16 conditions. Therefore, results demonstrate that
social loafing is the exception rather than the rule.
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This answer has both theoretical and practical implications. First, we
identified conditions that mitigate social loafing: the presence of familiar
others, the use of specific goals, intragroup communication, and incentives.
The presence of others and interpersonal interaction adhere to the definition
of groups (McGrath, 1984). Groups are intact social systems, and conceptual
models of group effectiveness always involve process characteristics of in-
teraction and communication (Goodman, 1990). Yet many studies of social
loafing have missed these dimensions.

The individualistic subculture of the urban sector of Israel endorsed the
independent self, which is less affected than the interdependent self by the
presence of others and by the criterion of contributing to group performance.
Therefore, in the absence of specific goals, communication, and incentives,
the urban groups experienced performance loss. In contrast, members of the
collectivistic subculture, whose individual contribution to their groups en-
hanced their interdependent selves, contributed to group performance even
in the absence of specific goals.

The Effect of Specific Group Goals

The positive effect of specific group goals on group performance pro-
vided additional support for the existing goal-setting research literature
(Locke & Latham, 1990; Weldon et al., 1991; Weldon & Weingart, 1993). The
design of our study allowed for testing the effect of specific goals, which
provided clear standards for evaluation, against the effects of do-your-best
goals, which did not provide such clear standards. The results demonstrated
that subjects who lacked standards for evaluation performed significantly
more poorly than subjects in the two specific goal conditions. In addition,
we observed group productivity loss only for those in the do-your-best con-
dition; no performance loss was observed in the specific group goal condi-
tion even when individual contributions could not be identified. Perfor-
mance evaluation according to standards seems to be more important to
group performance than the prospect of identifying individual contribution
to group performance.

The positive effect of specific goals on group performance can also be
explained by the expectancy model. Specific goals establish the link be-
tween performance and outcomes. They provide opportunities for develop-
ing high expectations, which motivate behavior (Shepperd, 1993). In addi-
tion, the valence of obtaining difficult goals makes a task more meaningful
(George, 1992; Locke & Latham, 1990). Therefore, the setting of specific and
difficult goals enhances the motivational force for goal attainment.

Intragroup Communication

As noted, most research on social loafing has examined the performance of
groups in which interaction is low: group members often do not know each
other, they have no direct contact, and they are not allowed to communicate
with one another. These groups do not quite fit the definition of groups as social
aggregates that involve mutual awareness and potential mutual interaction
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(McGrath, 1984), because both were minimized. The present study, in which
communication enhanced mutual awareness and interaction among group
members, provided further support to the positive effect of communication on
enhancing cooperation and performance (Chen & Komorita, 1994; Wagner,
1995). The subjects in our study knew each other prior to the experiment; they
were sitting together as a group, had direct contact with each other, and were
allowed to communicate on work-related issues in the third phase of the
experiment. Intragroup communication assured awareness of the presence
of others and facilitated evaluation apprehension. The present findings dem-
onstrated that in the urban sample, performance in the do-your-best goal
condition significantly increased in phase 3.

Communication with others increased evaluation apprehension. Com-
munication did not affect performance in the individual goal condition be-
cause performance standards existed anyway, and potential evaluation by
others, which was relevant for subjects in the group goal condition, became
less relevant for subjects with individual goals. The finding suggests that the
mere presence of others (in phase 2) was not enough to overcome social
loafing, which decreased with the introduction of communication, which
enhanced evaluation apprehension (Geen, 1991).

The kibbutz members did not improve their group performance in the
communication phase. Rather, under the do-your-best goal their perfor-
mance in phase 3 was marginally lower than that in phases 1 and 2. One
possible explanation is that kibbutz members are used to interpersonal com-
munication, and therefore they were less sensitive to its effect than the urban
Israelis were (Erez & Earley, 1993: 168). A second possible explanation is
based on observations we made during the experiment: Kibbutz members
took advantage of the communication phase to pursue “off-task” communi-
cation, including small talk. Therefore, when they did not have specific
goals to direct their effort in the do-your-best condition, they were margin-
ally less productive than they had been in phase 1, which served for com-
parison. Off-task communication was not observed in the urban sample.

Incentives

The effect of incentives on performance has long been recognized. Ac-
cording to goal-setting theory, incentives increase the level of goal commit-
ment. In the present study, incentives led to the highest level of correlation
between commitment and performance (r = .37). According to expectancy
theory, incentives enhance the level of motivation because they increase the
valence of performance outcomes and strengthen the link between perfor-
mance and outcomes. Hence, incentives could remedy group performance
loss by increasing the valence associated with achieving group goals {(Shep-
perd, 1993). In addition, incentives associated with goal attainment activate
the process of evaluation, which facilitates group performance. The results
of the present study support all three theories of motivation—goal-setting,
expectancy, and social facilitation—as incentives significantly increased the
level of performance. The highest level of performance was obtained in
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phase 4, the specific group goal condition, in the kibbutz sample. One pos-
sible explanation is that group incentives magnify the value associated with
the attainment of group goals and thereby enhance the level of motivation. A
second explanation is that the kibbutz members were more experienced in
teamwork, and they valued it more highly than the urban people. Therefore,
they had an advantage over the urban teams when they were all motivated to
win the rewards.

Culture: The Interdependent versus the Independent Self

The present findings demonstrated, in line with our hypothesis, that the
interdependent self was more prevalent in the subjects from kibbutzim,
which are highly collectivistic and egalitarian societies by definition. The
independent self was more prevalent among people from the urban sector,
which differs from kibbutzim in being more individualistic (Erez, 1986;
Leviatan, 1984). The Twenty Statement Test allows individuals to freely
express their self-concept, and it captured the cultural variation between the
kibbutz and urban sectors.

The model of cultural self-representation (Erez & Earley, 1993) served as
our basis for interpreting the moderating effect of culture on the effectiveness
of group goals, intragroup communication, and incentives. Contributing to
the attainment of group goals is more highly valued by the interdependent
self, which is also more sensitive to evaluations made by significant others
and hence more susceptible to the effect of social facilitation than is the
independent self. Therefore, the interdependent self positively evaluates
contribution to group performance, which leads to a high level of perfor-
mance, even in the absence of specific group goals. On the other hand,
contribution to the collective does not enhance the independent self, and
therefore, productivity loss occurred in the urban sample when no specific
goals were set. The present study supports previous research on the moder-
ating effect of culture on social loafing (Earley, 1989, 1993). However, this
study focuses on the representation of cultural values in the interdependent
and independent selves.

Culture moderated the effect of intragroup communication on group
performance in the do-your-best condition. Intragroup communication in-
creased awareness of the presence of others as potential evaluators. As a
result, group performance significantly increased. However, intragroup com-
munication did not improve performance in the kibbutz sample. As we have
already suggested, kibbutz members are used to the presence of others, and
therefore they were less sensitive to the change from no-communication to
intragroup communication (Erez & Earley, 1993). In addition, they took the
opportunity to communicate about issues other than the task and did not
allocate all their resources to performing the task when no specific goals
were set.

Finally, culture seemed to moderate the effect of group incentives on
performance. The highest level of performance was attained by kibbutz
members in the group goal condition, when goal attainment was accompa-

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



1996 Erez and Somech 1533

nied by incentives. It may suggest that group incentives increase the valence
of contribution to group goals, which is highly valued by the interdependent
self. The effect of group incentives was somewhat weaker in the urban
sample because the independent self does not appreciate contribution to
group goals as much as the interdependent self does.

Implications for International Management

There is a growing emphasis on teamwork in organizations. Therefore,
it is important to identify the conditions that minimize group productivity
loss. This study identified the following conditions. First, when team mem-
bers are familiar with each other, and when they work in the presence of
each other, they are less likely to loaf than they are when they work in
pseudo groups or in newly formed groups. Second, setting specific, moder-
ate-to-difficult goals overcomes group productivity loss. Goals provide stan-
dards for evaluation, direct a group toward goal attainment, establish the
link between performance and outcomes, and, when difficult goals are set,
increase the valence of goal attainment.

Third, communication among group members reduces social loafing.
This effect can be achieved when group members get to know one another,
when they have direct contact, and when they can communicate with each
other. Our findings suggest that in the absence of specific goals, members of
collectivistic cultures use channels of communication for processing off-task
information, and consequently, they reduce the attention allocated to task
performance. Thus, it is important to set specific and difficult goals and to
provide feedback on performance in order to focus attention on task perfor-
mance.

Fourth, performance-based incentives should be considered as potential
motivators. Incentives establish standards for evaluation, and they increase
the valence associated with goal accomplishment. Group incentives moti-
vate members of collectivistic cultures because they strengthen the valence
associated with contribution to the collective.

The present findings imply that group performance loss is the exception
rather than the rule. Teamwork in individualistic cultures can be highly
effective if implemented correctly. Team productivity is enhanced when
team members are familiar with each other, when they interact with each
other to promote mutual awareness and understanding, knowledge sharing,
and coordination, and when their behavior is guided by specific group goals
that are followed by feedback and incentives for goal accomplishment. One
example is the implementation of quality improvement teams. Such teams
were first implemented in Japan, a collectivist culture, with which the focus
on team performance is consistent. However, quality improvement teams
have also been implemented in individualistic cultures such as the United
States and Great Britain. Companies like Motorola and Xerox, both of which
won the Baldrige National Award for quality, have restructured their organ-
izations and developed human resource management practices to support
teamwork. Individual jobs were often transformed into functions of ad hoc or
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permanent cross-functional teams, which increase people’s interdepen-
dence and need to function together rather than independently. Cooperation
and collective responsibility are further enhanced by shifting the focus from
the job to the organization. All of the companies that have won the Baldrige
Award integrate rewards based on the individual and team levels. At Xerox,
individuals are nominated for the President’s Award or the Xerox Achieve-
ment Award. Teams compete for the Excellence Award and the Excellence
in Customer Satisfaction Award. Motorola sponsors a Team Quality Olym-
pics in which teams make formal presentations of their contributions and
receive gold, silver, or bronze medals accordingly. Westinghouse has imple-
mented peer review for determining quality achievement winners. Incen-
tives on the corporate level, including profit sharing, gain sharing, and em-
ployee stock ownership plans, support the shift of focus from the individual
to the organizational level. Combining team focus with individual focus and
rewarding individual contributions to team efforts are effective ways for
implementing teamwork in individualistic cultures and for overcoming
group productivity loss (Blackburn & Rosen, 1993; Earley & Erez, 1996).
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