
knowing what you’ve contributed isn’t enough; you need a standard to determine
whether your contribution is large or small.

A study by Szymanski and Harkins (1987) illustrates how identifiability combines
with performance standards affect social loafing. The participants in this study signed
up in groups of four for an experiment on “brainstorming” in groups. Every time they
thought of a use for a common household object—a box—they wrote it down on a
piece of paper and slid it down a tube for the experimenter to collect. To manipulate
identifiability, half of the participants were told that the experimenter could identify
each person’s ideas, while the other half were told that all of the ideas would be pooled
and that there would be no way of knowing how many ideas each person contributed.
Independently, three additional conditions were created. Some participants were told
they would learn how other participants had performed on the task (evaluation stan-
dard provided), some were told they would not learn how others had performed on
the task (evaluation standard not provided), and some were given no information either
way (control condition).

Figure 9.4 shows that social loafing occurred in the control condition and when no
evaluation standard was provided, as here participants generated fewer uses when they
thought their answers would be pooled than when they thought their answers were indi-
vidually identified. In contrast, no social loafing occurred when an evaluation stan-
dard was available. In this condition, participants who believed their answers would
be pooled worked just as hard as those who believed their answers were identifiable.
These findings establish that people will not loaf when they are given some means of
assessing their own performance (see also Harkins & Jackson, 1985; Harkins &
Szymanski, 1988; K. D. Williams, Harkins, & Latané, 1981).
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FIGURE 9.4
Social Loafing, Identifiability, and Evaluation

Social loafing occurred in the control condition and when no evaluation standard was provided.
Here, participants generated fewer uses when they believed their contributions were pooled than
when they believed their contributions were individually identifiable. In contrast, social loafing did
not occur when an evaluation standard was provided, as participants in the pooled conditions
worked just as hard as those whose efforts could be identified.

Source: Szymanski and Harkins (1987).
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