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Abstract 

With the increasing prevalence of groupwork in marketing courses there is a need to consider the 

impact of students’ social dynamics on both learning and satisfaction outcomes. This paper 

explores one such dynamic at both an intra and inter group level. Using data generated from 

multiple sources it was identified that students who are actively contributing to group processes 

have difficulty distinguishing between students, and indeed groups, that are socially loafing and 

those that are genuinely struggling with the material. As a consequence the struggling students 

are subject to incidences of socially destructive behaviors, critically harming their ability to 

develop. This has the potential to harm not only the individual struggling student and their group 

but also burden the other members of the class with a class member that will never be able to 

meaningfully contribute. Using social interdependence theory a framework is proposed to 

explain how this confusion among contributing students arises. Recommendations are made 

regarding how to design curriculum so as to minimize the incidence of this phenomenon as well 

as intervention strategies to mitigate its effect should it present. 
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Most educators are tacitly aware of the importance of social dynamics in student groups and 

indeed the whole classroom for engaging and promoting learning. This awareness has resulted in 

considerable research interest, particularly with regard to common maladaptive student 

behaviors, such as social loafing in groups. This paper departs from existing research in that it 

considers the interplay between students, and how the normal social processes students use to 

manage group experiences can become destructive for some class members. The particular focus 

of this research is the relationship between contributing students and low contributing struggling 

students. It is noted that high contributing students have difficulty in distinguishing between low 

contributing struggling students and a low contributing loafing students. This results in 

struggling students being the unwitting recipients of social punishments intended for loafing 

students, thereby limiting their ability to learn such that their ability to reach their true potential, 

whatever it may be, is undermined. This undermining of learning for students most in need of 

learning support presents a major issue for educators in the classroom. 

 

Many new problems within education literature, such as the one described here, are being 

addressed within the context of an increasing demand for university classrooms to prepare 

undergraduates for the workplace. There is a need for students to be educated about how to 

cooperate both within their own work-group and across work-groups. Such intra and inter group 

cooperative work skills are of great interest to employer organizations, which are typically 

composed of multiple work units that must be able to work together to achieve business 

outcomes. It is therefore worthwhile to understand the nature of social dynamics in groups and 

any problems that may be present; in particular, how group members support, or at least not 

undermine, fellow group members in projects.  
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Issues of support for fellow group members are even more acute when projects span for a 

considerable length of time with sustained group membership, as they normally are in business. 

The focus of this research is on students who were engaged in such a long run project, which in 

this case was over a full semester.  

 

THE IMPORTANCE OF GROUP PROJECTS AND TEAM WORK 

 

Group and team based projects are increasingly being seen as an essential component to higher 

education for both pedagogical and future employment reasons (Garvin et al., 1995; Johnson & 

Johnson, 1985; Johnson, Johnson & Smith, 2007; Lejk, Wyvill & Farrow, 1999). MacGregor, 

Cooper, Smith and Robinson (2000) consider group work as beneficial to undergraduates in 

terms of their social development, appreciation of diversity, critical thinking, and problem 

solving. Another pedagogical benefit ascribed to student participation in group projects is a 

dramatic increase in experiential learning, resulting in improved learning outcomes (Cheng, Lam 

& Chan, 2008; Dewey, 1938; Johnson, Johnson & Smith, 1991). Karns (2006) identifies more 

specifically that marketing students are “predominantly active-oriented learners” and therefore 

experiential learning activities are desirable. This presents benefits both in the classroom and in 

the workplace. 

 

One benefit of group work in the classroom is that it caters to a much more diverse range of 

learning styles than many other learning and assessment techniques (Boyer, Weiner & Diamond, 

1985; Falchikov, 1986: Hendry et al., 2005). In a more typical lecture and seminar based 
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teaching environment, auditory and visual learners are most often directly catered for, while 

kinesthetic and other more physical learners are often disadvantaged due to the inherent passivity 

of these learning environments (Davis & Franklin, 2004).  Group projects allow each student to 

draw on their own unique learning style as project work places fewer limitations on how students 

implement their learning (Davis & Franklin, 2004; Hendry et al., 2005; O’Sullivan, Rice, 

Rogerson & Saunders, 1996). 

 

The proliferation of group projects is also reflective of the changing needs of industry. In the 

workplace, there is an increasing expectation among employers that university graduates should 

be able to integrate into existing employee groups and cooperate with a diverse range of people 

(Nunamaker Jr., Reinig & Briggs, 2009, Parsons & Drew, 1996). This arises from the increasing 

complexity of problems that employees now face in the market (Bourner, Hughes & Bourner, 

2001; Jaques, 1984). The ability to cooperate is therefore an essential graduate attribute. It 

suggests a need for training at the university level to develop both intra and inter group skills 

(Dolnicar & Stern, 2003; Rundle-Thiele, Bennett & Dann, 2005).  

 

Due to the obvious benefits of group and team-based work, considerable effort has been made 

within the literature to provide insight into how groups function. Present literature often 

addresses group dynamics with reference to collaborative and cooperative learning. There has 

been much discussion in the literature as to the nature of collaborative learning and how it 

differs, if at all, from cooperative learning (Bruffee 1995, Panitz 1996, Rockwood 1995, Smith 

and MacGregor 1992, Smith, Sheppard, Johnson & Johnson, 2005). This research adopts a 

cooperative learning approach; as Panitz (1996, p. 139) argues, “Cooperation is a structure of 
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interaction designed to facilitate the accomplishment of a specific end product or goal through 

people working together in groups.”  Cooperation, in this context, is consistent with the 

objectives of the present study, that is, to provide the best support for students in an applied 

research project.  

 

UNDERSTANDING STUDENT TYPES 

 

The adoption of group work in the classroom has led theorists to consider how both individuals 

and groups interact with each other (Goldfinch & Raiside, 1990; Bourner et al., 2001; Deutsch, 

1962, Garvin et al., 1995; Johnson & Johnson 1985, 2005). One of the challenges with 

discussing social dynamics is the relative dearth of language describing the types of individuals 

that comprise groups. Although all of us, as social beings, are aware of such useful taxonomies 

they have yet to fully enter into the academic vernacular. In order to facilitate the discussion of 

social dynamics, we propose here a simple mechanism to characterize group membership. 

 

Social interdependence theory has been the foundation for much of the research in this area 

(Deutsch, 1949, 1962; Johnson, 1970; Johnson et al., 1985). Within this theory, learning 

outcomes are seen as being dependent upon how individuals act, which in itself is determined by 

the degree of social interdependence and engagement present, and not just the academic growth 

of the individual student (Slavin, 1983; Johnson & Johnson, 1987; Smith et al., 2005).  

 

Consequently, social interdependence presents a mechanism to characterize different student 

types based on individual ability and desire to contribute to group processes. It is particularly 
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useful in describing individuals in groups as it accommodates a more holistic focus where 

individuals, in order to maximize their own outcomes, must recognize their dependence on, and 

obligation to others (Cuseo, 2000). Indeed, positive interdependence has been described as “the 

quintessential quality that defines collaboration and transforms group work into teamwork” 

(Cuseo, 2000, page 7). As students become aware of the role of social interdependence, they 

have a tendency to classify their fellow group members and indeed other groups in terms of not 

just their abilities, but also their desire to contribute. 

 

A SOURCE OF CONFUSION: SOCIAL LOAFERS vs STRUGGLERS 

 

Much of the existing education literature addresses group problems from the perspective of intra-

group dynamics. This research expands the scope of the literature to also consider both intra and 

inter group dynamics. . Inter-group dynamic refers to how groups themselves interact with each 

other to achieve a collective goal. Both intra and inter-group dynamics are particularly important 

to consider in many settings, none more so than when a class must work cooperatively on a 

single project over a sustained period of time. It is such a setting that forms the context for this 

research. 

 

Intra-Group Dynamics 

 

As previously mentioned, education literature has examined a range of phenomena concerning 

intra-group dynamics. Two phenomena that have attracted varying levels of attention are the 

problems of social loafers, or so called ‘free riders’ in economics and psychology literature, 
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(Bourner et al., 2001; Williams, Harkins & Latane, 1981; Payne & Monk-Turner, 2006), and 

underachieving or ‘struggling’ students in groups. Both of these student types can be classified 

as individuals who minimally contribute with regard to group work. The basis for this non-

contribution, however, is fundamentally different. 

 

Social loafing typically refers a situation in which a non-contributing student, who may or may 

not have the ability to fully participate in a group activity, chooses not to,  and instead relies on 

fellow group members to complete assigned tasks (Aggarwal & O'Brien, 2008; Dommeyer, 

2007; Strong & Anderson, 1990). Colbeck, Campbell and Bjorkland (2000) found that over 40% 

of students reported having “slackers” in their groups. The presence of a social loafer is typically 

highly resented by fellow group members as they are not oriented with the group. There is some 

evidence to support the contention that the greater the length of the project, the bigger the issue 

of social loafing (Bourner et al., 2001). A number of teaching strategies have been suggested that 

may be effective in countering social loafing. They include peer assessment (Aggarwal & 

O'Brien, 2008, Falchikov, 1986; Goldfinch & Raeside, 1990), minute books and individual diary 

keeping (Dommeyer, 2007; Kane & Lawler, 1978), and retaining of logs of online cooperation 

(Brandyberry & Bakke, 2006), among others. Such strategies empower contributing students 

who have the individual ability to succeed in an assignment with the opportunity to do so without 

being ‘dragged down’ by problematic group members (Johnson et al., 2007). 

 

As opposed to social loafers, the problem of struggling students is comparatively complex and 

less well defined in the literature. A struggling student is characterized as a student who does not 

contribute to group work due to their own perceived or actual below average ability (DuFour 
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2004). These students often have difficulty contributing in class as when compared to the rest of 

the cohort they are marginally behind in their understanding of the material. While this student is 

qualified to participate in the class, his or her marginally lower skill levels require more time to 

be spent on studying and thus delays the student’s initial ability to contribute. In many respects a 

student can be considered to be ‘marginal’ in that he or she has the potential to do both well or 

poorly in the class, depending on the learning environment. Strategies for intervening with these 

students are as varied as the types of course content available (Johnson, Johnson & Smith, 1998; 

Panitz 1996; Colbeck et al., 2000). Anecdotally, it can be seen that many, if not most, teachers 

provide supplementary materials to support the learning of these students.  

 

In contrast to struggling students, the strategies for addressing loafing are quite diverse, as noted 

previously. Inherent in many of the strategies for dealing with social loafing is the use of 

corrective processes to build a sense of regret in the social loafer for not participating. The 

strategies noted give feedback to the loafer about the undesirability of their behavior and the 

need to correcting this behavior.  These corrective processes are typically implemented by fellow 

contributing group members, who are most able to recognize a student not contributing and who 

have an interest in prompting participation. As a recipient of such corrective processes, the 

socially loafing student may then feel prompted to participate more fully in the project. Already 

contributing students are also empowered to confront a social loafer using constructive 

behaviors, such as setting mutually agreed deadlines and standards, setting progress deadlines, 

establishing progress reporting procedures, among others. They may also be able to exclude the 

loafing student from participating in the project to minimize any harm to the group as a whole if 

loafing persists (Aggarwal & O’Brien, 2008; O’Sullivan et al., 1996).  
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While behaviors targeted at social loafers by contributing students are generally constructive in 

nature, a range of destructive behaviors may also be seen to be directed towards students 

perceived to be loafing (Payne & Monk-Turner, 2006). Common destructive behaviors that can 

be observed in the classroom include assigning the loafing student tasks to which they may not 

be well suited, omitting loafing students from group email communications, scheduling meetings 

at times when a loafing student cannot attend, setting deadlines for work that are impractical, 

withdrawing necessary peer-learning support for the student, among others. These are likely to 

arise as both the unintended consequences of an educator empowering contributing students to 

take action and a natural characteristic of group dynamics. The objective of such destructive 

behaviors among contributing students is the manifestation of the public failure of the non-

contributing loafing student. In such circumstances the public of interest is the educator. This has 

the effect of allowing the contributing student to blame the non-contributing student for poor 

work in an effort to ensure they still receiver good grades from the educator. 

 

It is easy to understand why a performing student would wish to seemingly retaliate when 

confronted with a loafing student within their group. This loafing student is not likely to do his or 

her fair share of the work and even if work is done, it is likely to be to a lower standard than that 

desired by the group (Strong & Anderson, 1990). With the public failure of the loafing student, 

the performing students would also feel at least partially indemnified against any blame for sub-

standard submissions.  
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The cessation of the use of destructive behaviors against loafing students is typically resolved 

without the need for intervention by teaching staff. Once the loafing student is participating more 

fully as a result of the constructive corrective behaviors exhibited by contributing students, the 

motivation for exhibiting destructive behaviors among performing students ceases to exist. Only 

on rare occasions would an educator need to intervene with additional social training if loafing 

continued or destructive behavior continued unchecked.  

 

The heart of the problem arises from this occurrence of destructive behaviors on the part of 

contributing students. Since contributing students exhibit destructive behaviors against any 

student perceived to be loafing, there is a risk that these behaviors may be misdirected at students 

that are mistakenly identified as loafing. One such category of students that may be inadvertently 

perceived to be a loafer is the non-contributing struggling student.  

 

A struggling student exhibits many of the same characteristics as a loafing student. A struggling 

student minimally contributes to the group due to delayed understanding, and often produces 

work of a lower standard as a result of lower skill level at that stage in the course. This contrasts 

to the loafer’s deliberate act of non-contribution (McLean, Reid & Scharf, 1999). The co-

occurrence of non-contribution may lead other students, particularly high contributors, to 

confuse struggling students with social loafers. Research has suggested that students are not 

skilled at evaluating their peers, often using inappropriate measures or drawing incorrect 

conclusions regarding levels of contribution (Falchikov & Magin, 1997; Falchikov, 1986). As a 

result it is expected that contributing students will be unable to differentiate between non-
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contributing loafing students and non-contributing struggling students, leading them to exhibit 

destructive behaviors towards both. This problem forms the basis for Proposition 1. 

 

Proposition 1: Contributing students tend to exhibit destructive behaviors against non-

contributing struggling students in the same manner as they would against social loafers. 

 

One of the dangers of such destructive behavior towards struggling students is that it prevents 

these non-contributing students from developing their individual ability and becoming 

contributing students. Unlike a student who is not contributing due to loafing that can choose to 

involve himself or herself and thus make a contribution, a struggling student cannot simply 

choose to be more advanced in their understanding and contribute towards the project. Therefore, 

any destructive behavior arising from contributing students aimed against him or her continues 

indefinitely. This leads to sub-optimal outcomes not just for the struggling student, but for the 

group as a whole, as the student is not afforded the opportunity to develop into a constructive 

group member capable of contributing. Such a scenario is clearly a disastrous outcome for any 

educator. 

 

Inter-Group Dynamics 

 

Building on these insights from intra-group behavior it is also possible to consider similar 

phenomenon at the inter-group level. Competition and cooperation among groups in a class 

setting can have just as much, if not more, influence on the performance of the cohort. How 

groups interact with other groups is an area of literature that has received limited attention.  
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The potential for confusion in contributing students applies equally to contributing groups. 

Educators have recognized the presence of groups not contributing fully to a class objective, be it 

loafing or struggling, although such recognition is predominantly anecdotal (Bettenhausen, 

1991). In this context, loafing groups would attract similar behaviors, both constructive and 

destructive, from contributing groups. The destructive behaviors are remarkably similar to those 

at the individual level, for example, the withholding of information and other resources, 

improper deadlines set, and the mismatching of group tasks. Similar to the intra group level, 

these behaviors aim to ensure the non-contributing loafing group publicly fails in the subject, 

thereby indemnifying fellow groups from blame for poor outcomes.  

 

It is also reasonable to assert, then, that a similar confusion between loafing and struggling 

students at the intra-group level may also occur at the inter-group level. Contributing groups may 

perceive a group that is not contributing due to the fact it is struggling as a loafing group. In that 

confusion they may attract the same destructive behaviors as those directed at loafing groups. 

This results in Proposition 2. 

 

Proposition 2: Contributing groups tend to exhibit destructive behaviors against non-

contributing struggling groups in the same manner as they would against loafing groups. 

 

Like the dangers at the intra-group level, destructive behaviors at the inter-group level would 

result in sub-optimal outcomes for the class as a whole. The struggling group is not afforded the 

opportunity to advance their skills, making them less able to develop into a constructive group 
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capable of contributing to the class. Indeed, by producing lower quality work as a result of the 

destructive behavior aimed against them, there is a risk that this group’s work would slow the 

progress of the class as a whole. This is the epitome of poor cooperation. Such a phenomenon 

has received little attention in the literature. 

 

 

THE PEDAGOGICAL CHALLENGE 

 

With the recognition of the potential problem of misapplied destructive behaviors within inter 

and intra-group dynamics, it becomes necessary to consider whether these behaviors can be 

prevented or modified. Destructive behaviors can be considered a natural phenomenon among 

students and also the by-product of our well-intentioned empowerment of contributing students 

to take corrective action. In either case, additional planning and/or intervention by teaching staff 

can prevent the misdirection of such destructive behaviors against struggling students and/or 

groups. 

 

Nearly all literature on interdependent group dynamics assert that when the individuals 

comprising a group are oriented towards the same objective, there is a general attempt to work 

together to best achieve it, ceteris paribus (Johnson et al., 2007; Bourner et al., 2001; Graham, 

Graham & Whiting, 1997). Thus, a struggling student would be expected to receive 

understanding from their fellow group members as they are oriented with the group and willing 

to contribute. Along with this understanding would come a reduction in destructive behaviors 

aimed against the student. A socially loafing student, on the other hand, is less sympathetic, and 
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brings the collective ire of fellow group members and subsequent destructive behavior. This 

contrast gives rise to the development of Proposition 3.  

 

Proposition 3: When the difference between non-contributing struggling students/groups and 

socially loafing students/groups is highlighted, contributing students reduce their destructive 

behaviors against those who are struggling. 

 

Any source of conflict in a group can become a ‘poison pill’ which reduces group cooperation 

and effectiveness. This usually results in considerable dissatisfaction from those participating in 

the group task (Hunsaker, 2004; Kleef, Dijk, Steinel, Harinck & Beest, 2008). Reduction in 

perceived social loafing allows contributing students to feel more justly treated within the group. 

Likewise struggling students have the opportunity to develop their knowledge and ability in the 

subject and contribute more to the success of the group. Student would thus be expected to feel 

improved satisfaction with the group learning experience. This leads to Proposition 4. 

 

Proposition 4: With reductions in destructive behaviors, students have a more satisfying 

learning experience. 

 

Drawing on these propositions it is possible to examine the misapplication of destructive 

behavior against struggling students at both the intra and inter-group level.  

 

METHOD 
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An applied market research subject was used as the context for this research. In this subject, 

offered within an Australian university, students work on real market research projects spanning 

the entire semester with real clients from university, government and industry. The subject serves 

as a capstone for business students majoring in marketing. Each class consisting of 

approximately 40 students was broken into formal groups of five or six members who work 

cooperatively to achieve research goals (Rosser, 1998). Two classes across sequential semesters 

were examined, resulting in a total sample size of 80 students. Both classes were working on the 

same applied project for the same client. 

 

Three classes of instrument were used to address the research propositions. These were 1) 

subject entry and exit surveys, 2) student self-monitoring tools, and 3) teaching staff 

observations and interventions. A multiple case study approach was applied, with each 

semester’s cohort being treated as a single case within the study (Creswell, 2007, p. 73, Yin, 

2003, 2008). The debate as to “how many cases?” has occupied many researchers: too many and 

you lose depth and dilute the overall analysis; too few and the picture may be incomplete. 

(Creswell, 2007, Flyvberg 2004, Yin 2003). Perry (1998), amongst others, posits that there is not 

one ideal number; rather the researcher must be guided by the study’s purpose within a range of 

two to twelve cases (Tellis, 1997, Yin 2003). Since the objective of this research aims to 

compare and contrast the outcomes of our interventions across the student cohorts a two case 

design was sufficient. In addition, the numerous sources of information available for each case 

allowed for a full picture to emerge (Creswell 2007, Yin 2003, 2008, Perry 1998), and the 

opportunity to triangulate analytic conclusions (Belk, Wallendorf & Sherry, 1989; Tobin & 



Page 17 of 42 
 

Begley, 2003). Yin (2003) states, “analytic conclusions independently arising from two case 

studies will be more powerful than those coming from a single case” (p. 5).   

 

The first class of instrument employed in the research involved subject entry and exit surveys. 

These were used to evaluate changes in perceptions among students regarding what research 

entails and how group work should be managed. The entry survey evaluated these perceptions 

prior to participation in the group project and the exit survey permitted the identification of any 

changes in those perceptions based on experiences gained from the project. Questions in the 

entry survey asked students to discuss any problems they foresaw with the amount of group work 

in the subject, the most important skills they thought would be needed, the skills they would 

bring to the group, and the skills they may need to develop. The exit survey covered similar 

material and also prompted for discussion of any group problems that occurred, and any advice 

they felt would be important for the next student cohort. Samples of the refined versions of these 

instruments are available from the authors upon request; note that these surveys address a 

number of potential group problems beyond the scope of this paper. 

 

The information from gained these surveys was enriched when considered together with the 

information obtained from the second class of instrument, the student self- monitoring tools. 

These tools included weekly individual student reflective journals, minute books recording the 

proceedings of each group’s meetings, and email records of exchanges between groups and with 

staff. The submission of these self- monitoring tools formed a part of the assessment for the 

management practices that students employed. Students were instructed to detail in their 

reflective journals not just the tasks that they undertook, but also how well they performed in 



Page 18 of 42 
 

these tasks, what they learned, and the impact of fellow groups and group members on their 

experiences. The minute books for group meetings served two primary purposes in the subject. 

The first was the documentation of the participation of each group member in the research 

process and any problems that may have arisen. The second was a teaching mechanism to 

encourage students to set continuous goals for both the group and the class. One student in each 

group was assigned the role of keeping the minutes with the minutes then submitted as part of 

the group’s assessment.  

 

The analysis of the subject entry and exit survey, along with the self-monitoring tools were 

undertaken in a holistic manner. Our approach to analysis was a hybrid of the “editing” and 

“immersion” stances described by Spiggle (1994). Thematic analysis, in line with the six- phase 

process described in Braun and Clarke (2006, p.87), was used to identify the main issues students 

experienced and the behavior that emerged as a consequence (Boyatzis, 1998).  This “editing” 

approach permitted codification of the data. The data within each type of instrument was then 

reviewed, and  the records of each student were read together several times (Agar, 1980). At 

each stage students were informally classified onto a continuum of contribution with special 

attention paid to identifying group leaders (in all cases the highest contributors), perceived 

loafing students and known struggling students. This “immersive” approach allowed the 

researchers to reflect on the meaning and interpretation of the texts as a whole (Spiggle, 1994). 

 

The third class of instrument consisted of observations and interventions. These were used to 

examine Proposition 3 and were based upon the principles of practice-oriented research (Fox, 

2003). The interventions focused on identifying students who were struggling with the course 
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material and  thus at risk of being subjected to destructive behaviors. The intervention process 

did not focus on singling out ‘struggling’ students, but identifying the potential for destructive 

behaviors towards these students. In situations where destructive behaviors were manifesting, or 

most likely to manifest, the potential contributions of the student or student group who were the 

target of these behaviors was highlighted. In addition, the negative impact on the project 

outcomes of such destructive behaviors was discussed with students in leadership or similar 

dominant type roles in closest social proximity to the source of the destructive behaviors. It is 

important to note that such interventions only served to remove social barriers to the ‘struggling’ 

student’s performance, leaving them to pass or fail on their own ability. The development of 

these interventions is highlighted throughout the results due to their evolution from one semester 

to the next. 

 

In both cases the students have had previous experience of cooperative learning from earlier 

courses. Most would have been involved in at least eight projects, but unlike the present project, 

which was a semester long, previous group work would have been in the range of two to four 

weeks (Bourner et al. 2001). The subject was organized such that there were a number of 

distinctive components. Within groups, the students’ learning experiences were based on 

cooperative processes, however at the inter-group level there were alternating competitive-

cooperative processes. Throughout the semester the student groups had to cooperate with each 

other in project management, and information-sharing. Groups competed to write the best 

research proposal, research design and instrumentation package (as assessed by the 

lecturer/project supervisor). The best package was then submitted to the client and became the 

foundation for all of the groups to build upon. The groups also cooperated in data collection and 
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analysis, but then competed to prepare the best final report for the client. Students were expected 

to manage all aspects of the project, from the initial client briefing to the submission of the final 

report, utilizing the instructors as resources rather than project managers (Wood, 2003). Success 

was dependent upon individual students interacting with group members from their own and 

other groups, groups interacting well with other groups in the class and classes interacting well 

with the project client (Young and Freeman. 2008).  

 

RESULTS 

 

Prior to evaluating each of the propositions, a general review of the subject entry survey was 

undertaken to identify any initial perceptions that students held. Social loafing emerged as a 

dominant theme when students were asked about potential problems in a group project. Students 

expressed concern with group work generally and were only satisfied if “everyone pulls their 

weight” (Student A) and would be “contributing their fair share” (Student B). The risks of social 

loafing were foremost in students’ minds when entering a subject with a large group work 

component. Indeed, a greater proportion of students expressed a preference for individual tasks 

over group tasks in the entry survey, likely as a result of these specific concerns. This concern 

about social loafing amongst students suggests that it is a key driver of their group interaction 

behavior. Its central role as a driver provides the necessary starting point for the confusion 

among contributing students in distinguishing between loafing and struggling students.  

 

Proposition 1: Contributing students tend to exhibit destructive behaviors against non-

contributing struggling students in the same manner as they would against social loafers. 
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For destructive behaviors to be aimed at struggling students in the same manner as they would 

against social loafers there would need to be confusion among contributing students about the 

difference between the two. Such confusion is evident in the entry survey. Some students 

elaborated on this with their concerns applied equally to students who don’t exert enough effort 

(social loafers) and those who don’t have what they see as requisite skills (struggling students). 

Students foresaw a problem if they “…get a [sic] unreliable group member who doesn’t 

participate enough in group work. There are also communication barriers…” (Student C). 

Contributing students tended to imply that the students who struggle with language are also those 

that put in “minimum effort” (Student D) and likely to be social loafers, or at least should be 

categorized in the same manner. The implication of this is that contributing students are more 

likely to behave in the same manner towards loafing and struggling students, and as a 

consequence misdirect destructive behaviors towards those who are actually struggling. 

 

Students typically only discussed the perceived problem of under-contributing group members 

deliberately not doing their ‘fair share’ and appeared to have no recognition of the problem that 

some students may in fact be struggling with their work. This was never mentioned directly, and 

student skill deficiency was mentioned only in terms of how it would increase one’s own 

workload and the resulting need to compensate for this deficiency. “There are always people 

who do not work and others are forced to carry” (Student E). The language students used to 

describe this problem in the entry survey almost always implied that a group member’s inability 

to do work is a deliberate act and not a function of educational circumstance; for example: “The 

only problem I have experienced with group work is particular members not contributing their 
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fair share” (Student EA) and “There are always people who do not work and others are forced to 

carry them” (Student EB). This highlights that students perceive little difference between the 

deliberate act of social loafing and the educational circumstance of being a struggling student. 

 

Beyond the attitudinal component of examining Proposition 1, destructive behaviors were 

documented by teaching staff. A number of situations were observed where struggling students 

were subjected to destructive behaviors by contributing students. The most revealing of these 

documented occurrences included assigning a student with little mathematical inclination the 

role of lead analyst for a data set, assigning a student with poorer spoken communication skills 

the role of running complex focus groups in the research project and assigning a particularly shy 

student the role of liaising with an industry contact. These were the same behaviors staff 

documented during the semester when contributing students were faced with loafing peers. 

When the responsible (and contributing) students in class were asked about this allocation of 

tasks, the struggling students were described as not having put in enough time or effort, in much 

the same manner as socially loafing students. The fact that the struggling students were clearly 

not the best choice for their assigned task and were indeed offered no support to achieve the 

tasks set was typically omitted or obfuscated by the contributing students during these exchanges 

with staff. This clearly shows that contributing students were unaware of the difference between 

struggling students and social loafers, and as a result tended to exhibit destructive behaviors 

against both student types in the same manner. This confirms the result from the entry survey in 

which not one student highlighted the potential problems due to the presence of struggling 

students, only the problems of loafing students. Such a result offers strong support for 

proposition 1.  
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Proposition 2: Contributing groups tend to exhibit destructive behaviors against non-

contributing struggling groups in the same manner as they would to loafing groups. 

 

At the group level the application of destructive behaviors by contributing groups against non-

contributing groups was considerably more subtle. Although subtle, instances where such 

destructive behaviors were misdirected against non-contributing struggling groups were 

identified. Rather than the previous misallocation of tasks that occurred with individuals, groups 

tended to be ‘punished’ by contributing groups for perceived loafing by having necessary task 

information withheld from them. The struggling groups were thus further disadvantaged when 

this behavior was misdirected at them: “..this time since one of the analysis coordinators did not 

want to share his analysis with the other analysis coordinators due to the fact that the other 

analysis coordinators don’t know much about the program” (Student EC). Regularly throughout 

the first half of both semesters, instances arose where a group had this occur: “I have figured out 

the reason why I personally feel lost in regards to the progress of our assignment. This is because 

our group were [sic] not communicating with the rest of the class…so we’ve missed the 

instrumental group meeting” (Student F). Such comments by students in struggling groups were 

common in group minute books and individual journals. Interestingly, the struggling group was 

rarely aware that their fellow groups were deliberately withholding information, a common inter-

group destructive behavior. It was generally attributed to an unintended communication 

breakdown or technical failure. Furthermore, this was the same behavior that contributing groups 

exhibited towards loafing groups. The following response to an instance of loafing illustrates this 

behavior: “Group 3 and Group 5 did nothing with the data entry and cleaning. This is not good 
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enough as a group project. We are all here to assist beyond our call of duty and at a minimum to 

meet our call of duty. The unreliability caused more stress to the groups that did show up… I feel 

we can’t trust these groups in the future” (Student K). Within one week of this occurrence the 

other groups had removed Groups 3 and 5 from the class information exchange mailing list. 

 

On one occasion, where information was being withheld by all other groups, the struggling group 

began to see the action as deliberate. Student G stated, “We were supposed to communicate with 

other groups …. however, due to the info sharing coordinator…not forwarding the emails from 

other groups, we were totally lost and confused. I tried to communicate with ….(group 2) 

regarding the attributes but never received any response.” It was only in this particular instance 

that the withholding of information was discovered. Ironically it was the fact that it was being 

done in an uncoordinated naturalistic manner by the contributing groups that a period of ‘too 

much’ withholding was able to arise giving the game away. When this and less conspicuous 

break-downs or failures were objectively observed and recorded by the teaching staff  it was 

clear that the contributing groups were either consciously withholding or unconsciously 

exhibiting a seemingly instinctive defense mechanism. This lends considerable support to 

Proposition 2. 

 

An additional insight that should be noted here, which arose from these observations was a 

phenomenon similar to groupthink among contributing students. Unlike at the individual level, at 

the inter-group level there was considerable de-individuation regarding who was instigating and 

continuing the destructive behavior. The students had little individual insight into their collective 

application of destructive behavior. In fact, the most damaging behavior seemed to occur when 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Deindividuation
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no individual was acting too destructively, but instead the minimally destructive and 

uncoordinated actions of the individuals were brought together to manifest collectively highly 

destructive behavior.  

 

Proposition 3: When the difference between a social loafing student/group and a struggling 

student/group is highlighted, students reduce their destructive behaviors. 

 

When socially destructive behavior was recognized in the classroom, teaching staff immediately 

intervened to counter it before it severely impacted student experiences. Although minor 

interventions were undertaken during the first semester of this study, it wasn’t until the second 

semester that a full understanding of the most effective method to intervene was developed. A 

brief overview of the intervention procedure is available upon request. 

 

One of the major tests of whether an intervention could result in a reduction in destructive 

behaviors occurred with a specific group of struggling students. Early in the semester this group 

of students had become quite marginalized due to early difficulties in fully understanding the 

complexity of the research process. Other contributing groups picked up on the hesitation of this 

group to participate and began exhibiting destructive behaviors towards them. Two behaviors of 

particular concern were the withholding of project information from the struggling group, and 

the allocation of the group to writing difficult sections of the research proposal, with the 

intention of the group being publicly shown to be loafers through lack of success. Staff became 

aware of this intent when the performing students were asked to provide an explanation as to 

why inter-group information sharing seemed to be breaking down, and for the reasoning behind 
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the allocation of group tasks. These impartial questions did not draw attention to specific groups 

but rather to the behavior of the contributing groups. The performing students through honest 

assessment of their own behavior began to discuss how they were deliberately setting the 

students they perceived to be loafing up to fail. They offered justification for these actions 

through both direct enunciations of the desire to see them fail in some way, and through more 

subtle explanations of how they were setting a challenge to see if the students could confound 

expectations. 

 

Upon recognizing this situation, the teaching staff spoke with key student leaders and the broader 

class, explaining the benefits of fully utilizing the capacity of all groups. The targeted group was 

eventually supported by the rest of the class in undertaking one of the most complex sections of 

the analysis. After several weeks of additional effort on the part of this struggling group, they 

became the class leaders for this part of the project, assisting those groups who formerly 

exhibited destructive behaviors against them. “[They] don’t seem to fully understand what to do 

with the data as I keep getting calls from them [and] helping them over the phone. But I’m happy 

that they [the calls] helped” (Student F from the previously struggling group). This highlights 

how a social dynamic can restrict a struggling group from reaching their potential. It was not that 

the students were unable to contribute, it was just that they had delayed understanding limiting 

their initial ability to contribute. In this case the overall contribution of the members of this 

group exceeded that of most class members. 

 

A separate intervention was also undertaken during the first semester. This intervention 

employed a different mechanism with some success, but not as much. The mechanism employed 
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focused on prompting the struggling students to actively differentiate themselves from loafing 

students. “[It was] reflected to us that our group had a bad reputation. I was concerned and 

thought I need to do something to gain a better reputation. Follow with that [sic], I sent an email 

to group 3 and 5, to share the feedback... To make their work easier, I’ve highlighted those sub-

instructions before sending them the word document and also offered them my help if their [sic] 

need” (Student F from struggling group). While this, and similar smaller interventions were 

generally successful in reducing destructive behaviors against struggling groups, the reduction 

was achieved in a considerably slower manner. This was because it took time for the struggling 

students to build a new perception of their group among the other class members. 

 

On an individual level, the interventions allowed students to recognize the difference between a 

struggling student and a loafing student by the end of semester. This was noticeable in individual 

students’ reflections on the contributions of fellow group members. “I was very disappointed in 

his performance and [he has] let the whole group suffer” in contrast to another group member 

who was struggling to participate but trying where “she tried to help out in all areas of the final 

report” (Student F). On the whole these individual reflections in journals and minute books 

indicated an increased ability to coordinate across individuals and groups to use the strengths of 

even struggling groups. “I have found that during data analysis all… have been working really 

well together sharing information and combining skills to get past challenges” (Student H). 

 

The most powerful piece of evidence indicating the effectiveness of interventions in assisting 

students to behave constructively with struggling students comes from a comparison of the 

subject entry and exit surveys. The subject entry survey made almost no mention of the need for 
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students to accommodate to the different skill levels of their fellow group members. Instead it 

emphasized the risks of social loafing. In contrast, the subject exit survey had a second strong 

theme emerge on top of the typical social loafing risks: that of ensuring matches in task 

assignment and skill levels. When asked for advice to pass on to future students there were 

comments like “…remain encouraging and supportive as well as positive. Let each person play 

to their strengths” (Student I); and “select a variety of people with different strengths” (Student 

J).  Students emphasized a strong sense of collegiality, even with struggling group members, 

with advice like “don’t point fingers when things go wrong” (Student K). 

 

The fact that contributing students distinguished between a socially loafing student and a student 

with delayed understanding (a struggling student) is important. It highlights that students 

understand the distinction. The advice that the students gave future cohorts about being oriented 

towards constructive behaviors and away from destructive behaviors when dealing with 

struggling students provides strong evidence to support Proposition 3. 

 

Proposition 4: With reductions in destructive behaviors, students have a more satisfying 

learning experience. 

 

During the semester the amount of conflict among the students noticeably reduced, thereby 

improving the students’ experiences within the subject. In addition there were small but 

significant moments of collective burden sharing that were not seen to the same extent prior to 

implementing interventions to reduce destructive behaviors. 
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One moment of burden sharing that was particularly noteworthy occurred during a data entry 

session during the second semester: a small group of students assigned to data entry had planned 

to undertake a single data entry session that was expected to take more than ten hours to 

complete. Due to the technical requirements, some struggling students had been allocated to non-

data entry tasks that were to occur later in the project. This afforded them the opportunity to 

advance their understanding of the material ready for that stage of the project. As a result of their 

desire to participate and support their fellow students, these struggling students independently 

chose to organize shifts to visit the data entry students and bring them food. “There was not 

much I can [sic] help with…so I [and others] went shopping for food and drinks for the data 

entry students” (Student I). These moments of support greatly improved the students’ 

experiences within the subject. They marked noticeable contrasts to the more combative 

behavior with the previous semester’s cohort. 

 

Although students reported in their individual journals a considerable degree of frustration and 

exhaustion throughout the project they largely reported an overall positive and satisfying 

learning experience. This positive theme largely revolved around the sense of achievement and 

the development of their interpersonal skills. “While this has been a very long process I have 

really enjoyed my experience with the subject…and think it has been very worthwhile. I think I 

have gained valuable skills, insights and experience not only with market research but also in 

management, team work and professionalism” (Student L). This offers strong support for 

Proposition 4, in that reducing destructive behaviors in class considerably improves student 

satisfaction. 
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As demonstrated above, contributing students have difficulty distinguishing between struggling 

students and social loafers. If not addressed this phenomenon can seriously impact upon the 

educational development of struggling students. This undermines the attempts of those marginal 

students that could achieve the required standard if given the opportunity. 

 

PEDAGOGICAL IMPLICATIONS 

 

The pedagogical approach for dealing with contributing students’ confusion regarding the 

difference between struggling and loafing student has two components. The first is in the design 

of the curriculum so that students are educated about this issue. The second is in the application 

of intervention plans by the educator so that if destructive behaviors manifest they can be 

addressed before any major harm is done. 

 

The development and testing of curriculum design was not the express focus of this research. 

Even so, the present study provided a number of important insights that assist with designing a 

curriculum that prevents socially destructive behaviors. The key aspects to such curriculum 

design include: a counseling plan for group formation; the designation of group member roles for 

students, and student self monitoring tools aimed at experiences as well as tasks. 

 

A counseling plan for group formation provides a mechanism for the educator to inform students 

about how to optimally design their groups. Prior to the establishment of student groups students 

should receive counseling regarding having not just similar expectations, time commitments and 

goals with their group members (Payne & Monk-Turner, 2006), but different skills sets. This 
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needs to be supported within subject documentation such at course outlines and lectures. It 

should be noted to students that these different skill sets may be found beyond their normal 

social or cultural groups (Karns, 2006; La Hay & Mendoza, 1995; Payne et al., 2006; Pfaff & 

Huddleston, 2003). This helps students not only to build a group that is more likely to be 

functionally successful, but also instills an understanding that skills among group members 

should be diverse, and that some people may be more useful later in a project. This is critical to 

students understanding that a group member who may struggle initially can be a highly 

meaningful contributor when their particular skill set develops and/or becomes more critical later 

in the project. 

 

The establishment of explicitly defined group member roles is also a critical part of curriculum 

development. In this definition it is important not to only list tasks that each group member role 

is responsible for but also the skills necessary, and desirable, for success. This helps students to 

match skills to group roles so that each group member has a basis to meaningfully contribute to 

the project, even if that is in a later stage of the project. It also allows students to highlight any 

skill deficiencies they may have and then actively work towards addressing them. This research 

found the inclusion of an ‘information sharing’ role was a critical success factor when addressing 

destructive social dynamics. The information-sharing students were responsible for managing the 

flow of information between groups within the class. By making a student in each group 

responsible, and thereby accountable, for this it makes it more difficult for the destructive 

behavior of information withholding to be undertaken.  
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Another aspect of curriculum development is the need to establish relevant student self-

monitoring tools for the project. For our study, student reflective journals, minute books and 

weekly email updates to staff proved to be successful, but literature also suggests other possible 

tools (see Payne et al. 2006 for example). The nature of the tool itself is less critical than the 

instructions for this tool. The instructions for these tools should highlight the fact that they not 

only serve the purpose of documenting tasks, but also of documenting learning experiences and 

experiences of group dynamics. Assessment of these tools should reflect this focus. Such tools 

allow students to become more aware of how the social dynamics of the group may impact the 

pursuit of outcomes. With this awareness they are more able to meaningfully manage social 

dynamics, rather than relying on what are sometimes destructive instincts about how to operate 

in a group setting. While the documentation of group dynamics has a clear purpose, the inclusion 

of students learning experiences has a more subtle use. It was found that reports of learning 

allow for easy differentiation between struggling and loafing students. While both groups of 

students initially reported a low number of tasks completed, struggling students reported 

considerable learning experiences, in contrast to loafers who reported little learning experience. 

These tools thereby also provide evidence to support interventions by teaching staff when 

cooperation is not forthcoming within or between groups. 

 

Despite best efforts by educators to design a curriculum that minimizes the occurrence of 

destructive behaviors it seems inevitable that it will continue to occur to some extent. 

Consequently, educators need to understand when and how to intervene when it occurs. It is 

important to note that for any successful intervention to occur the educator must be able to 

identify when a poor social dynamic is arising and destructive behaviors are being directed to 
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students. This is why the inclusion of student self-monitoring tools into the curriculum is so 

important. We would recommend these at both the individual and group level. Without these the 

application of interventions is considerably more difficult. In cases where interventions were 

needed in the present research, several rules were discovered that made the intervention much 

more likely to succeed. These rules were: 1) interventions should be aimed at the student 

exhibiting the destructive behavior; 2) discussion should focus on the behavior not people; and 3) 

discussions need to focus on benefits to the group as a whole. 

 

The first rule of aiming interventions at students exhibiting the destructive behavior arose from 

comparing intervention methods in this research. Earlier interventions attempted to assist 

struggling students to differentiate themselves from loafing students. These proved to have 

limited success due to the time needed for struggling students to alter the perceptions of their 

fellow class members. Instead, by focusing on the source of the destructive behaviors a quicker 

cessation of behaviors can be achieved, allowing the struggling students greater opportunity to 

develop their ability. In most cases the source of the destructive behavior is a high contributing 

student in some form of leadership position in the class. Thus, when an intervention takes place 

with this student the ‘lesson learned’ from the intervention also tends to be disseminated to the 

rest of the class. The leader also starts to identify these behaviors in fellow class members and in 

many cases directly prevent them. This decreases the overall amount of destructive behaviors 

misdirected at struggling students. 

 

The second rule for interventions is that they should focus on behavior and not people. This 

refers to the content of the discussions involving the students identified as the source of 
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destructive behavior. If task misallocation is occurring, students should be asked to explain why 

they are allocating tasks for the project in that way. If it is an instance of information 

withholding, students should explain how this could have occurred. By concentrating on the 

justification of students’ behavior the focus is shifted away from the struggling student, whom 

may not be identifiable to students due to policy reasons, to the contributing student’s behavior. 

Students are typically reasonably forthcoming about their own behavior when approached in the 

manner described, as there is no ‘blame’, just a discussion about what is occurring. By prompting 

self-reflection these contributing students are able to consider if this is the optimal behavior. 

With the educator’s suggestion of more optimal constructive behavior the student is usually quite 

quick on the uptake of this behavior. 

 

The third rule identified for interventions is to focus on the benefits to the group as a whole 

during interventions. Throughout all interventions, emphasis should be placed on the fact that 

with constructive behavior, for example matching work assignments to skill sets, the situation 

will improve for all students. That is, with such constructive behavior the outputs from struggling 

students will improve and a fairer distribution of workload will result. This offers a benefit to 

contributing students for behaving in a constructive way. Educators would also benefit from the 

subsequent uptake of constructive behaviors with happier students who obtain a lot more from 

their learning experiences. 

 

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 
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One of the challenges of the analysis in this research is the presence of a relationship between 

whether the student is an international student, who faces unique learning challenges, and the 

subsequent group dynamics. Many international students in the classroom are struggling students 

as they are faced with not only learning the subject material, but learning it in a language and 

culture that is not their own (Rosser, 1998). A phenomenon emerging from this situation is that 

students predominantly prefer working with other students of the same ethnicity. Although 

students were counseled against this type of group selection, it appears to still occur to some 

extent. Such group member preference is observed equally across all ethnic groups and seems to 

arise from a desire among the students to be in a homogenous group and to manage risk with 

regard to working with a student that is limited in their ability to contribute (Payne et al., 2006). 

More research is needed in this area regarding how to address this desire for homogeneity so that 

group dynamics can be better managed. 

 

One of the particularly daunting challenges of considering this research opportunity is the need 

to navigate the ethics clearance required before discussing such issues with students. Many ethics 

committees are hesitant to consider this issue for fear of a lack of sensitivity by the researcher. 

We as researchers need to feel empowered to deal with these issues. This will allow us to 

negotiate these challenges openly and in an understanding manner, rather than skirting the issue. 

Through this type of analysis we can better understand the drivers of group dynamics. This will 

allow educators to manage group dynamics through educating and supporting students’ 

appreciation of the importance of embracing differences among group members in a more 

informed way. Ignoring this issue is a major shortcoming of all the literature in this area and it is 

something that requires immediate attention.  
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