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Social Loafing: Examining Pedagogical Approaches to Group Projects 

 Universities have recently seen an upswing in professors using teamwork as a part of 

course curricula (Aggarwal & O’Brien, 2008). This is important for all undergraduate courses. 

However, it is particularly applicable to business and communication departments due to their 

reliance on students possessing certain interpersonal communication skills in order to find 

eventual success in the workplace (Dommeyer, 2012). Group learning can be a troublesome 

venture when a certain member, or set of members of a group are not providing enough effort for 

an assignment. This phenomenon, known as Social Loafing (SL), essentially occurs when an 

individual provides less effort during group work than they would if they were to be working 

alone (Karau & Williams, 1993). SL often induces a response of either contagious loafing, or 

compensation from others members of the group to work harder (Schippers, 2014). The body of 

research surrounding the occurrence has largely focused on the possible causes of loafing. It also 

is concerned with identifying possible measures that are effective in diminishing its 

pervasiveness in group work (Jassawalla, Sashittal, & Malshe, 2009). 

 The current body of work includes multiple studies that demonstrate numerous 

antecedents to social loafing in nearly all cases of the phenomenon’s occurrence. Some of the 

central tenants of discussion pertain to the following: the group size, the method of group 

formation, the scope of the assignment, and the duration for which the group will work together 

(Dommeyer, 2012). Researchers have also illustrated the importance of proper group member 

communication and feedback methods in reducing free-loading (Jassawalla et al., 2009). This 

extends to the responsibility of university professors, in their pedagogical decisions in regard to 

establishing grading criteria for collaborative work.  
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 While much has been proposed in the past decade, there is still a great deal of uncertainty 

surrounding the pedagogical strategies that are definitively successful in diminishing the 

pervasiveness of social loafing in group projects. It is incredibly important that future research be 

devoted to examining the human agents involved with group work, in terms of both their 

educational outcomes and individual preferences for enacting one pedagogical framework over 

another. For much of the existing literature, there is a general disregard for openly comparing 

different methods of peer review in relation to a unified group project. In these projects, gauging 

the perceptions of professors and students alike is crucial to determining realistic alternatives to 

what is currently administered in classrooms. This is particular consideration for the research of 

this study, which will be prefaced by touring the body of literature, and closing with a proposal 

to evaluate the current pedagogy of a collaborative undergraduate course, and its relation to 

social loafing.  

Literature Review 

Current undergraduate university students across the country are expected to engage in 

collaborative learning on a far greater scale than in previous decades (Michaelsen, Davidson, & 

Major, 2014). Employers across various disciplines desire graduates with critical thinking skills 

such as group problem-solving abilities. In response to this demand, universities have had an 

overarching shift in classroom pedagogy toward the usage of collaborative group projects 

(Jassawalla et al., 2009). College courses are becoming increasingly reliant on group work to 

expose students to the type of collaborative work-environments that are present in the 

contemporary business world. Apart from the demands of employers, collaborative work is 

shown to improve an individual’s communication and peer modeling skills (Jassawalla et al., 

2009). This is especially true for students in marketing, hospitality and tourism management 
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(Frash, Kline, & Stahura, 2003). While group assignments offer students the opportunity to 

acquire new skillsets, the collaborative nature of these projects can lead to the prevalence of 

social loafing. University educators are in need of preventative pedagogical measures to enhance 

students’ learning while minimizing the occurrence of social loafing.   

Theoretical Origins 

Social loafing can be defined as, “The reduction in motivation and effort when 

individuals work collectively compared with when they work individually or coactively” (Karau 

& Williams, 1993, p. 681). The first experiment to identify the occurrence of motivation loss due 

to group effort was conducted by a French agricultural engineer by the name of Ringelmann 

(Kravitz & Martin, 1986). Despite the importance of his findings, Ringelmann’s original study is 

a mystery to the academic world, with little physical record of the actual study. Kravits & Martin 

(1986) include a description of the experiment, in which male volunteers were placed in groups 

of a variety of sizes, and were asked to pull a rope as hard as possible. The results of the study 

showed that as the number of group members increased, the group performance was increasingly 

lower than was expected with the addition of individual strength.  

The experimental findings were not addressed until Steiner (1972), which proposed two 

possible causes for this “Ringelmann Effect”, finding that the most logical explanation was due 

to lack of group coordination as an effect of increasing members. It was from this proposition 

that the terminology originated. The first instance being Ingham, Levinger, Graves, & Peckham 

(1974), in which researchers conducted a recreation of the original rope-pulling experiment, only 

with greater control. Participants were asked to pull in a tug-of-war match, in either real, or 

pseudo-groups. Those in the latter of the two group forms, were blindfolded and were merely led 

to believe that they were pulling as part of a group. The results of blinded participant groups 



Running head: EXAMINING PEDAGOGICAL APPROACHES TO GROUP PROJECTS 5 
 

suggested a reduction of error due to group membership (Ingham et al., 1974). Unfortunately, 

group size was inversely related to audience size in the trails, leaving the possibility that 

audience size played a role in facilitating effort (Karau & Williams, 1993).  

Several years later, Latané, Williams, & Harkins (1979) conducted a similar experiment, 

yet the task was screaming and the pseudo-groups were also instructed to wear headphones. The 

study included the first instance of the term “social loafing”, used to describe the demotivating 

effects of group work. More importantly, the findings of the study demonstrated that the 

reduction of individual effort could be attributed to the perception of group effort, and not 

audience size (Latané et al., 1979). Kerr (1983) presented an entirely different perspective, with 

the claim that individuals may find their effort as irrelevant when included with other’s inputs, 

and therefor decrease effort. This “free-rider” effect, was also accompanied by a third possible 

scenario in which loafing might occur. The article proposed the notion of a “sucker effect”, 

stated as, “If one has a partner who appears to be free riding on one's efforts, one should reduce 

one's own efforts rather than play the sucker” (Kerr, 1983, p. 820). The latter of the two, the 

sucker effect, expanded the possible motivational mechanisms behind loafing, and presented the 

phenomenon as a detriment to group work. It was from this point that the body of research 

involving both laboratory experiments and field studies began to include inquiry into the causes 

of social loafing, and the various contextual factors that are associated with the phenomena.  

After several years of scholarship covering a litany of specific causalities for loafing, 

Karau & Williams (1993) presented the Collective Effort Model, a turning point for the body of 

literature. The researchers conducted a meta-analysis of 78 studies involving social loafing and 

proposed that the complex phenomenon occurs across tasks and populations. Furthermore, the 

article included an important additional situation regarding the effects that loafing can have on 
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team members. The researchers proposed that in a group that has a high task importance, 

members will account for their team member’s lack of effort, and increase their own. This, came 

to be known as the “compensation effect.” The research examined a multitude of variables 

ascribed to social loafing moderation, presenting them all in a cohesive theoretical model (Karau 

& Williams, 1993). Following the meta-analysis, an expansive amount of works pivoted off of 

the Collective Effort Model, leading to a shift in research to focus on various factors involved 

with group and task construction.  

Group Variables & Perceptions of Loafing 

Within the last decade, the research surrounding social loafing has presented a heightened 

focus on group dynamics within specific contexts. For the prevalence of social loafing in 

classroom coursework, researchers have examined various factors that influence the prevalence 

of loafing. For instance, in Liden, Wayne, Jaworski, & Bennett (2004), the researchers conducted 

a study of 23 different groups, and found that task visibility, distributed justice, and group 

cohesiveness all negatively affected the prevalence of loafing in groups. While group 

cohesiveness is fairly straight-forward, task visibility can be described as having supervisors 

monitor individuals’ efforts, with distributed justice being the alteration of grade evaluations 

based off-of such efforts. The findings also showed an interesting result that countered 

researcher’s hypotheses regarding perceived group member loafing, and the subsequent 

likelihood of fellow group members to loaf. The study showed that individuals were less likely to 

loaf when they perceived group members loafing (Liden et al., 2004). This finding supported 

Karau & Williams (1993) with the evidence of group member compensation.  

While research has altered some of the scholarly landscape on social loafing, the role of 

personality remains relatively unchanged, despite the efforts of those such as Schippers (2014), 
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which attempted to structure groups around particular personality traits. This is also 

demonstrated in Klehe & Anderson (2007), where the researchers examined the personality traits 

of conscientiousness, agreeableness, and openness. They also examined the influence of cultures 

and the associated power distances. The research showed that individuals from individualistic 

cultures, and those with high power distances were more likely to socially loaf than those from 

collectivist cultures and low-power distances. The researchers failed to find any significant 

correlation between participants’ personality traits and the propensity to socially loaf (Klehe & 

Anderson, 2007). These findings moved discussions away from individuals’ personality traits, 

toward focusing on the impact of inter-personal characteristics and dynamics. 

In Fang & Chang (2014), researchers sought to look at the three independent variables of 

member familiarity, task-result visibility, as well as perceived coworker loafing. The results of 

the study, similar to Liden et al. (2004), did not point to a “sucker effect”. However, there were 

significant findings to suggest that as either member familiarity or task-visibility increased, 

loafing decreased. The study is an important addition to the research dealing in social loafing 

because it highlights the importance of group cohesiveness. In Teng & Luo (2015) an experiment 

found a significant relationship between group affective tone and social loafing. The experiment, 

like the aforementioned research, did not find any relationship between group emotional states 

and grade outcomes. 

Group Creation & Evaluation Methods 

There is a host of social loafing research dealing with pedagogical approaches to group 

project creation. Presented, are several of the key sources of research that have added, and can 

continue to be added to as part of a coordinated effort between students and faculty. Various 
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approaches have been developed, and later combined to identify the optimal parameters for 

group formation and project construction.  

Clark (1989) represents a paradigm shift in the literature, with a focus on ways to limit or 

prevent the occurrence of loafing as opposed to simply identifying causes (Karau & Williams, 

1993). The article surrounds a study that includes peer-evaluations, as well as self-evaluations 

during a group project across five points in time. Participants were comprised of 256 students 

from a variety of disciplines and educational backgrounds that assembled into 22 groups. The 

results of the study highlighted the effectiveness of peer evaluation as a valid and reliable 

method of assessing student coordination, providing a specific evaluation system with particular 

instruments of measurement. 

Regarding specific administrative methods to diminish social loafing, the most direct 

response to social loafing would be to remove individuals who are loafing from the group they 

belong to. Teachers that prefer a more reserved, and facilitative role are likely to prefer this 

method. The firing system is effective in teaching students the consequences of their actions. As 

found in Abernethy & Lett (2005), the researchers discovered that free-riding was greatly 

diminished through the usage of a firing method. While this method is effective in diminished 

free-riding, it does not assist in decreasing loafing. This extremist approach also does not assist 

with the prevention of loafing, as action is only taken following the inaction of the individual. 

With this, there is an alternative method that is less confrontational, and seeks to empower the 

group members. In Ferrante (2006), there is method that involves incentivizing a group leader. In 

other words, one member is placed into a position of power, tasked with overseeing the group’s 

actions. The study found that teams with incentivized leaders were more successful, and also 

proved to be less dysfunctional.  
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Incorporating aspects of incentivizing as well as peer review, Dommeyer (2012) proposes 

a Segment Manager Method (SMM). The article includes the SMM composed of two grading 

sections. One grade being made up of a segment grade, and the other being comprised of an 

overall group grade. Each group member is given a segment to lead. In the event that a group 

member loafs during their segment, group members are able to either turn-in the project as is, or 

compensate for the loafing group member’s lack of effort and not receive grades for added 

leadership (Dommeyer, 2012). This method is effective in creating group goals, with a backbone 

in personal accountability. While this method has several benefits, it includes several segments 

that require a great deal of time and effort on behalf of administrators. This is due to the 

evaluative procedures involved with having different segment managers. 

In Aggarwal & O’Brien (2008), researchers examined three core considerations that align 

with the most effective forms of group work. The article includes the following: small groups, 

multiple peer-reviews, homogenous group demographics, and project compartmentalization. 

These seem to partially align with Clark (1989), as well as Dommeyer (2012). To account for all 

of these considerations, Podder (2010) builds off of all of these considerations with Continuous 

Additive Peer Review (CAPR). This method involves teams with a maximum of four members, 

producing deliverables that document project details. These project details are established off of 

metrics that the members decide amongst themselves.  

While many current approaches seem to include peer-evaluation mechanisms, in a way 

that highlights each member’s individual agency, there are various details that must still be 

explored further. The differing group project structures differ in terms of course content and 

structure. Furthermore, there has yet to be comparative study involving particular peer-review 

designs within the specific context of James Madison University. Future research is needed to 
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effectively diminish the prevalence of social loafing, especially in a contemporary world that is 

increasingly reliant on group work for undergraduate university programs. Students should be 

given the opportunity to learn through collaborative group, without having to experience the 

occurrence of social loafing. In order to optimize the cross over from theory into practical 

application, pedagogy should consider the perceptions of professors as well as students. With 

this, the following hypotheses are presented: 

H1a: Groups of undergraduate business students graded upon the CAPR method will 

experience less social loafing than groups involving the traditional grading method. 

H1b: Groups of undergraduate business students graded upon the CAPR method will 

experience greater satisfaction with group work than groups involving the traditional grading 

method. 

H2a: Professors of undergraduate business students will experience greater academic 

performance from students in groups evaluated on the CAPR method rather than the traditional 

grading method. 

H2b: Professors of undergraduate business students will experience greater satisfaction 

with group work from students evaluated on the CAPR method rather than the traditional grading 

method that does little to prevent loafing, while ensuring the optimal experience for both 

students and professors. 

Methods 

Participants 

To test these hypotheses, six sections of the James Madison University College of 

Business Undergraduate COB 300 course will be targeted as the sample. This sample will be 

used in order to service the academic disciplines, outlined in Frash et al. (2003), which are found 
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to be heavily reliant on group work, and thus, are ideal for inclusion within this study. The 

course will involve the same structure as is currently in-effect. In addition to the general business 

context, COB 300 serves as a comprehensive course that includes a wide range of subject matter. 

The course currently encompasses four-parts: part A: Management, part B: Finance, part C: 

Operations and part D: Marketing. There are six sections in total, containing approximately 80 

students in each section. A set of four professors are assigned to two sections of students, with 

three sets of four professors in total. Within each set, one professor is tasked with teaching one 

part of the course, of which they have specialized knowledge in.  

In regard to the parameters of the course, COB 300 currently entails a semester-long 

group project, involving randomly-assigned groups of six to seven undergraduate College of 

Business students for a total of 24 groups per set of teachers. This is also stated as two sections 

with 12 groups per section. Each group is instructed to create a business plan for a hypothetical 

start-up company that is formed from the group’s conception. Across all four parts of the class, 

groups work both in and outside of regularly scheduled class time in order to construct 

deliverables that are submitted in accordance with several hard deadlines. 

Prior to the first week of classes, all 12 of the professors will be instructed on how to 

administer the CAPR method, as specified in Podder (2010). All professors at the 300 level have 

extensive backgrounds in the specific subject areas of business they are assigned to. 

Furthermore, they have all maintained employment within the College of Business for several 

years. With this, it is expected that all of these professors exhibit a generally consistent set of 

expectations for evaluating students’ work. To ensure that the professors maintain fidelity equal 

to, or even beyond their anticipated level of professionalism, a collection of third-party 

individuals chosen by the researchers and the COB administration, will be assigned to consult 
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the group of professors and to conduct fidelity checks to ensure that both types of course sections 

(CAPR and traditional) receive a consistent structure and execution. The following diagrams 

represent the COB 300 course structure that will be enacted with this research: 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Figure 1: COB 300 Professor Structure  Figure 2: COB 300 Course Structure 

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Student participants in the COB 300 course are expected to consist of a majority of 

middle-class males, between the ages of 18 and 24. With all COB students being required to take 

the COB 300 course, all participants are expected to be from a variety of disciplines within the 

business school, with equal investment in the goal of succeeding. These students are randomly 

assigned to their particular groups, and thus, are expected to exhibit generally have low group-

member familiarity. Additionally, the business school is a rigorous program that maintains a 

student body of high academic performance. With this, participants are likely to be of high 

intelligence, with relatively consistent levels of drive and motivation to succeed.  
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 The student participants will be assigned to complete a survey consisting of a series of 

questions that cover several topics. Students will self-report their demographical information 

including their classification in school, major, race and sex. They will also be asked questions to 

determine whether or not they have participated in collaborative group work. As a follow-up 

question, participants will also be asked to specify their level of association with each of their 

fellow group members. Group familiarity will be primarily determined by the participant’s 

recollections of the number of previous interactions with each group member, as derived from 

Reagans, Argote, & Brooks (2005). There is expected to be a low risk of dishonesty with 

responses to familiarity, as students will not be re-assigned to new groups for having previous 

relations with any or all of their group members. 

Students will also receive a section of questions dedicated to accessing their individual 

perceptions of social loafing within their group. These questions will be based on a Likert scale, 

ranging from one to seven; one being “strongly agree” and seven being “strongly disagree”. 

Questions will include statements such as, “A member of my group is not providing an equal 

level of effort to my own.” The remainder of the survey will include questions using a similar 

scale ranging from one to seven, covering the topics of perceptions of group cohesion, 

satisfaction with group outputs, as well as satisfaction with the course material. The professors 

that will be leading the classes will also be provided a survey that will consist of a shorter series 

of questions. The professors will be asked a series of Likert scale questions examining their 

individual perceptions of students’ collective outputs from each of the two group types (CAPR 

and traditional). They will also report their individual perceptions of each method, in terms of 

both the level of time and effort that is required to administer either the CAPR or traditional 

method. 
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Procedures 

For the study, the three sets of four professors will be instructed to enact the Continuous 

Additive Peer Review Method (CAPR), for one of their two sections. For the other section, the 

three sets of professors will be permitted to maintain the current method of grading, which 

involves assigning a group grade for the business proposal deliverables. For this method, the 

grading policy is based upon the previously noted firing method, allowing groups to fire 

members that they find to be loafing, along with a component involving an incentivized group 

leader that is randomly assigned.  

All three sets of professors will administer a survey to each of their COB 300 sections, 

with completion of the survey being mandatory in order to pass the class. The survey will be 

administered three times over the course of the semester. First, the survey will be given out 

following the completion of the first deliverable of the group assignment. Next, it will be handed 

out during the mid-way point of the course. Finally, it will be distributed after the students have 

received their grades. In addition to the survey for student participants, the professors will be 

also be instructed to complete their own survey after the conclusion of the course. Each student’s 

grades will be collected at the end of the course, and will be sorted based upon on which 

evaluation method was used to grade them.  

Analysis 

The data collected from the student surveys will be used to run a series of statistical tests 

to determine the significance of the findings. Student surveys will be tested to determine whether 

or not students within groups evaluated based off of the CAPR method reported the prevalence 

of loafing higher or lower than those within the traditional group parameters. This analysis 

would work to answer H1a, as well as H1b.  To determine if H2a is accurate, professors would 
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simply submit students’ grades and establish the average final course grades from those under 

the CAPR method, and from those under the traditional method. For H2a, the professors self-

reported survey answers would be collected and sorted into two groups. One group consisting of 

those that were more satisfied with the CAPR groups’ performances, and another group 

consisting of those that either favored traditional methods, or simply did not have a preference. 
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Cover Letter 

From the preliminary stages of my proposal, I knew group projects were to be my focus. 

With numerous past experiences of working on collaborative assignments, I initially set out to 

find a theoretical backing to the concept of “lazy” group members. This quickly led to the 

discovery of Social Loafing. Following several sessions of perusing some of the foundational 

literature on the subject, I attempted to locate research on preventative measures to combat the 

existence of loafing. It was from this point that I came across many of the impactful articles that 

have been included in my final proposal. Recalling the concept of Inoculation, which I first 

learned several months ago in a Persuasion course, I sought out to connect this strategy to 

classroom pedagogy with regard to social loafing. With the first deadline approaching, I 

struggled to seamlessly formulate a gap in the research that I had familiarized myself with, which 

would also service using inoculation in classrooms. To my dissatisfaction, I realized that I 

needed to rethink my process, and start from the top-down.  

To my surprise, the aspects of the research that prevented inoculation from being 

effective in practical academic pedagogy, were the same aspects that would guide my research 

going forward. To illustrate, I tried to envision using inoculation as a way to educate students on 

social loafing, in terms of what it is, why it happens, and how it can be mitigated. While 

inoculating students might have worked in a laboratory setting, the real-world implications 

would have meant over-worked teachers, and students that were unrealistically committed to 

their work in an effort to demonstrate an ideal form of group work. With this, I searched the 

existing body of work, to find literature that dealt with the topic of group formation and 

evaluation criteria. As it turned out, the current research had not yet concurrently evaluated 

several of the “most-effective” peer-evaluation methods that have been established as successful 
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in diminishing the prevalence of social loafing. To add to this, such a study had yet to be 

conducted with the additional element of measuring the level of engagement that professors 

would have to put-in based on the peer-review method chosen. This, was derived from my 

failures at merging inoculation sessions prior to group formation, as this would involve an 

unrealistic amount of university administrators’ time and energy. To polish my ideas, the body of 

works stemming from James Madison University have yet to involve any research on this 

specific subject, using JMU courses and group assignments. 

The decision to use the College of Business as my focus for my own proposal, arose with 

much of the research involving collaborative group assignments including business school 

contexts. This was not surprising as collectively, the greatest demand for group communication 

skills came from employers in business professions. While I had revised many aspects of my 

research focus early-on, my draft feedback, University Writing Center (UWC) appointment, and 

peer-evaluations collectively assisted in my learning and revision process. 

From several submissions throughout the semester, my writing received several rounds of 

feedback, provided by my professor. Following the feedback I had received from my literature 

review submission, I relayed my professor’s messages to the UWC and collaborated with a peer-

tutor on how I could grow as writer. Using the within-document comments that I had received, 

along with the advice from my UWC session, I spent several days critiquing everything from 

higher-order organizational concerns, to the lower-order issues of word choice and grammar. My 

final sessions of revision were based off-of my classmates’ feedback in regards to my rough-

draft of my final proposal. After a long, but rewarding process, I am confident in what I have 

produced, and am prepared to create similar academic works in the future. I may consider 

carrying-out my research proposal with the dream of possibly becoming published. 


