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Previous research has suggested that various factors, such as social loafing and certain personality traits, influence 
the satisfaction levels of members in group work. However, different behavioral traits such as passive-
aggressiveness might also affect the satisfaction levels of group members. This study attempted to determine 
whether having a passive-aggressive (PA) group member would affect the satisfaction levels of the participants. 
Participants completed a fake tree-building task in a group either with or without a PA confederate. After, they 
were administered a questionnaire on how satisfied they were with their group members and the project. 
Participants in the experimental PA confederate group scored significantly lower on group satisfaction than those 
in the control group. However, there was no significant difference in project satisfaction levels between the two 
groups. These results suggest that the presence of a PA group member might negatively affect the satisfaction 
levels of participants in group settings. 
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Group projects have become a major part of education 
and work settings (Hall & Buzwell, 2013). Tasks that require a 
collective effort enable group members to enhance their 
effective communication, creative thinking, and team working 
skills (Aggarwal & Brien, 2008). Working in a group setting 
has also been identified as an effective method to prepare 
students for real-world and professional settings. Skills that are 
highly valued by employers, such as interpersonal relationships 
and cooperative learning, are acquired by students through 
working collaboratively on a common task. 
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Although there are many benefits of group projects, 
factors such as social loafing can interfere with these benefits 
(Hall & Buzwell, 2013). Social loafing is when a person puts in 
less effort while working in a group than on an individual task 
(Ying et al., 2014). Several studies have investigated factors 
that inhibit the outcomes of group work. Aggarwal and O’Brien 
(2008) administered questionnaires to undergraduate students 
about completed group projects to measure perceived levels of 
social loafing and satisfaction level. The researchers found a 
negative relationship between the two variables. As the 
perceived levels of social loafing increased, the participants 
were less satisfied with the project.  

Another study, conducted by Monzani, Ripoll, Peiro, 
and Dick (2014), examined the effects of perceived social 
loafing and affective outcomes in group members. In this 

study, participants were randomly assigned to groups and 
worked on a project with teammates over a period of nine 
months. At the end of the project, participants were given 
questionnaires on perceived loafing, work result satisfaction, 
work process satisfaction, and group cohesiveness. Higher 
incidence of perceived social loafing negatively affected 
groups’ cohesion and satisfaction. These studies indicate that 
social loafing is a factor that affects the satisfaction of group 
members in a negative way.  

Further, there is a growing body of research 
suggesting that certain personality traits might influence the 
outcomes of group work. Baysinger, Lebreton, and Scherer 
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(2014) investigated the relationship between personality 
characteristics such as implicit aggression, psychopathy, and 
group effectiveness. Participants completed two decision-
making tasks and then completed questionnaires about group 
productivity, cohesion, and performance. Groups that contained 
individuals with high levels of psychopathy and implicit 
aggression were found to hold more negative perceptions of the 
group and have more dysfunctional discussions compared to 
other groups.  

In another study, Kramer, Bhave, and Johnson (2013) 
investigated the effects of neuroticism and extraversion (Big 5 
personality traits) on group performance. In the study, 
extraversion was defined as assertiveness, enthusiasm, and 
sociability, whereas neuroticism was characterized by 
depression, anxiety, worry, and moodiness. The participants 
were given two tasks to complete with a group. The 
performance on the first task depended on the effort by all the 
group members (additive task), while the performance on the 
second task depended on the efforts of the most poorly 
contributing group members (conjunctive task). Participants 
who scored high on the extraversion trait were found to 
perform better on the additive task and the participants who 
scored high on neuroticism were found to perform worse on the 
conjunctive task. Members high on neuroticism may be more 
likely to fail to contribute effectively and might show more 
conflict-generating behaviors. Since a single group member 
affects the performance in conjunctive tasks, the overall 

performance can be lower when a group contains a member 
with high neuroticism. 

As noted above, previous research illustrates that there 
are several factors, such as the social loafing effect and 
personality traits, affecting the overall outcome of a group 
project. Social loafing has been found to decrease both the 
satisfaction and productivity of a group work (Aggarwal & 
Brien, 2008).  Similarly, several personality traits have been 
found to increase or decrease the productivity of a group. 
Likewise, passive-aggressive behavior (PAB) might be another 
behavioral trait influencing group relationships. 

Passive-aggressiveness is defined as covert behaviors 
of hostility and aggressiveness as well as reluctance to 
contribute to group work (Mcilduff & Coghlan, 2013). 
Associated behaviors of PAB are failure to contribute a fair 
share in a task, indirect hostility, and avoidance of obligations. 
When individuals exhibiting PAB participate in group projects 
their attitudes may negatively influence productivity. 
Consequently, it is essential to have a better understanding of 
passive-aggressiveness and other negative behavioral patterns in 
group settings in order to increase the efficiency of cooperative 
learning (Mcilduff & Coghlan, 2013).  

Despite the fact that passive-aggressiveness is a covert 
behavior, it might significantly affect productivity in 
workplaces and group settings. For example, Johnson and Klee 
(2007) interviewed participants from workplaces and 
universities and found that all participants in the study 
described PAB as a factor negatively affecting productivity and 
workplace climate.  

Current literature illustrates that people who exhibit 
PAB are less likely to contribute in group work, and instead 
show implicit hostility and are more likely to initiate conflict-
generating behaviors (Mcilduff & Coghlan, 2013). These 
behaviors might cause dysfunctions and communication 
problems in groups. Therefore, PAB might produce negative 
outcomes in group work affecting productivity and satisfaction 
of the group. Nevertheless, current research has not focused 
heavily on the effects of PAB in group settings.  

The current study builds on the literature by examining 
the impacts of PAB in group settings and aims to develop a 
better understanding of factors affecting the satisfaction in 
groups. The study investigates whether having a PA group 
member will affect the satisfaction level of other group 
members. In the current study, participants were randomly 
assigned to one of two conditions in which they worked on a 
collaborative tree-building task with their group mates. In the 
experimental condition there was a confederate in the group 
displaying PABs. The control group did not contain a 
confederate. Both of the groups were given the same tasks to 
complete and were then given questionnaires assessing their 
levels of satisfaction. We measured how satisfied the 
participants were with the other members in the group as well 
as with the task. We hypothesized that the presence of a PA 
group member would negatively affect the satisfaction of 
participants.  
 

METHOD 

 
Participants 

 Twenty-seven participants were recruited for the study 
using convenience sampling. Two participants did not complete 
the satisfaction survey at the end of the study leaving a total of 
25 participants. All of the participants were undergraduate 
students who were recruited from a psychology class. The ages 
of the participants ranged from 16 to 26 years old (M = 19.89, 
SD = 2.39). One participant did not respond to the gender 
question.  Of the remaining participants, 10 were male and 16 
female. Fifty-six percent of participants identified themselves 
as White, 22% as Asian, and 22% as Middle Eastern. The 
participants were not offered compensation.  
 

Materials 

The participants were given a personality 
questionnaire (Big Five inventory) to prevent them from 
detecting the research question (John & Srivastava, 1999). This 
questionnaire consisted of statements such as “I see myself as 
someone who is talkative”. Participants were asked to rate each 
statement on a scale of 1-5, with 1 being ‘disagree strongly’ 
and 5 being ‘agree strongly’. 

For the cooperative task, both of the groups were 
asked to build a fake tree by using the materials provided. They 
were given three paper clips, two sheets of chart paper, one 
4x6 index card, three 3x5 index cards, one styrofoam cup, two 
rubber bands, masking tape, a drinking straw, pencil, sheet of 
green paper, and a pair of scissors.  
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A questionnaire was administered to measure the 

satisfaction levels of the participants. This questionnaire 
consisted of four questions asking how the participants felt 
about each of their group members, one question about 
satisfaction with the group as a whole, and one question asking 
how satisfied they were about completing the task (see 
Appendix A). 
 

Procedure 

 In the study we assigned the participants to groups of 
five people. To manipulate the satisfaction levels of participants 
we inserted a confederate, one of the researchers, into the 
experimental groups. Hence one of the five participants in the 
experimental group was the confederate. The confederate 
behaved as PA according to a script (see Appendix B). 
Throughout the task the confederate acted as a participant. He 
filled out the questionnaires and performed the fake tree-
building task with other participants. However, as scripted, he 
also made six to nine sarcastic comments, refused to cooperate 
with other members, and failed to complete his share of the 
task.  

Each group was led to separate rooms and was given 
informed consent forms and a questionnaire asking for 
demographic information. After informed consent was 
obtained, participants were administered the personality 

questionnaires. Participants then participated in the cooperative 
tree-building task. They were given 5 minutes to look at the 
materials without touching them to decide on a strategy. Next, 
they were given 7 minutes to build a tree using the materials. 
Once the tree-building task was complete, the participants were 
administered the satisfaction levels questionnaire. After 
completing the questionnaire they were debriefed by the 
researchers and thanked for their participation.  
 

RESULTS 

 
The dependent variables of group and project 

satisfaction were measured by the six questions on the 
satisfaction questionnaire. The responses to these questions 
were assessed on a 10-point scale. To score group satisfaction 
levels, we calculated the mean values of the responses to the 
first five questions of the questionnaire. To score project 
satisfaction levels, we calculated the mean values of the last 
question.  

One-tailed independent-groups t-tests were performed 
on both of the dependent variables to determine whether the 
groups that contained a PA confederate reported lower levels of 
group and project satisfaction. Analyses showed that groups 
with a PA confederate (M = 7.15, SD = 1.07) scored 
significantly lower on group satisfaction levels than control 
groups without a confederate (M = 8.40, SD = 1.50), t(23) =  
-2.34, p = 0.014.  However, groups with a PA confederate (M 

 

 

 

 

= 8.18, SD = 2.86) and control groups (M = 8.86, SD = 
1.66) did not differ significantly on their project satisfaction 
scores, t(23) = -0.74, p = 0.233.  

 
DISCUSSION 

 
 The results of this experiment supported our 
hypothesis that a PA group member would lower the group 
satisfaction of participants. However, the results did not 
support our hypotheses in that a PA group member would 
lower the project satisfaction. Our findings are consistent with 
past research, as seen in a study by Johnson and Klee (2007) in 
which PAB was a factor that negatively affected productivity. 
The findings of previous studies and our results suggest the 
possibility that having a PA group member can negatively 
affect other participants by decreasing their satisfaction levels. 
We did not find a relationship between the presence of a PA 
group member and project satisfaction. The absence of such a 
relationship suggests that the decreased satisfaction of the group 
was not extended to the project itself.  

Although our results supported the hypothesis, there 
were some limitations of the study. For instance, in some of the 
groups participants knew each other prior to the task and this 
might have affected their responses. These participants might 
have rated each other higher on the satisfaction surveys. 
Similarly, their interaction throughout the task might have 
affected their satisfaction levels. They might have felt more 
satisfied while working with people they knew. Moreover, 
there might be participants other than the confederate who are 
PA or who display characteristics of social loafing. The 
presence of these participants would affect the satisfaction 
levels of the group members and thus would bias the findings. 
A questionnaire measuring the passive-aggressiveness and 
social loafing behaviors might be administered to the 
participants before the task to rule out alternative explanations 
and to make sure that the confederate is the only difference 
between the groups.  

 Another potential problem with the design of the 
experiment can be the small sample size. We had a sample size 
of 25, however, a larger sample size would have provided us 
with more statistical power. Also, our sample consisted of 
psychology major college students which are not representative 
of the general population. Thus convenience sampling might 
have biased our findings.  
 The findings of the study indicate lower levels of 
satisfaction in group members in the presence of a PA 
confederate, and therefore adds to the existing body of 
evidence suggesting that PAB might have negative affects in 
group settings. It is essential to have a better understanding of 
behavioral patterns such as PAB in group dynamics as it would 
contribute to increased efficiency in work and classroom 
settings. 
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APPENDIX A 
 
The End Survey-Satisfaction Level 

 
Participant ID: _________ 
 
1. How do you feel about group member ____? 

(Not satisfied at all)   1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10   (Very satisfied) 
 
2. How do you feel about group member ____? 

(Not satisfied at all)   1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10   (Very satisfied) 
 
3. How do you feel about group member ____? 

(Not satisfied at all)   1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10   (Very satisfied) 
 
4. How do you feel about group member ____? 

(Not satisfied at all)   1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10   (Very satisfied) 
 
5. Overall, how satisfied are you about completing the task concerning the 
amount of effort put into the task by your group members? 

(Not satisfied at all)   1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10   (Very satisfied) 
 
6. How satisfied are you with the outcome of the project? 

(Not satisfied at all)   1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8   9   10   (Very satisfied) 
 
Any last comments? 

 

APPENDIX B 
 
Passive-Aggressive Behavior Script 

 
Make six to nine sarcastic comments about the workflow of the team. 
 
If possible - fail to perform requested task. 
 
If possible - Deny that a group member ever asked you to perform a task. 
 
If possible - totally reject requested part in group task. 
If rejection fails, request simplest possible role in the task. 
 
Perform four attempts at trying to impose social loafing on other members of 
the group.   
(Sarcasm could play into this part) 
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