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Abstract: To sustain the effort of work team members as a collaborative resource over time,
organizations need to avoid the social loafing of employees. Recognizing the importance of this
relationship, we investigated both individual (i.e., exchange ideology) and situational factors
(i.e., task visibility and professional respect) that influence employees’ attitudes toward social
exchange and team collaboration and thus their social loafing. Using survey responses of 223
employee–supervisor dyads in South Korean firms, hierarchical regression analyses demonstrated
that employees with a low exchange ideology were unlikely to engage in social loafing. In addition,
exchange ideology interacted with both task visibility and professional respect to influence social
loafing. Specifically, task visibility was negatively associated with social loafing, and this effect was
stronger when employees were low, rather than high, in exchange ideology. Moreover, professional
respect was negatively associated with social loafing, and this effect was stronger among those
low in exchange ideology. Thus, a low level of exchange ideology can reduce social loafing and
can also enhance the potential for task visibility and professional respect to strengthen effort levels.
Accordingly, this study suggested that individual characteristics, especially exchange ideology,
are important in reducing social loafing and clearly stated what managerial guidelines can be
implemented to practically reduce social loafing.
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1. Introduction

Business firms are striving to achieve and sustain high performance in today’s highly competitive
business environment. To accomplish this goal, these firms need to sustain the effort of work team
members as a collaborative resource, an important input required for high firm performance, and avoid
wasting the time and energy of employees. Although working in groups may increase efficiency and
improve performance, this potential is seldom fully realized. Working in groups may make individuals
feel “lost in the crowd” and provide an opportunity to “hide in the crowd” [1], often leading to reduced
effort on collective tasks. How firms sustain the continuous effort and collaboration of employees to
sustain the firms’ competitive advantage remains an umbrella topic that has been intriguing researchers
of organizational studies.

Among their endeavors, many scholars have attempted to identify under what conditions
employees are likely to withhold their efforts, be less collaborative in team tasks, and thus engage in
social loafing [2]. Social loafing refers to a tendency for individuals to reduce their effort when working
collectively rather than individually (for reviews see Karau and Wilhau, Karau and Williams) [3,4].
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In organizational settings, social loafing can be a prevalent factor that reduces the sustained efforts and
collaboration of employees and organizational effectiveness and performance [2].

A wealth of research has documented social loafing in both laboratory and field settings,
and has identified factors that can reduce or eliminate it [4]. Scholars have mainly focused on
situational and contextual factors, such as contingent rewards and punishments [5], evaluation potential
and task meaningfulness [4], and team member composition and perceptions of team interaction
processes [2]. However, they have paid inadequate attention to the importance of personality and
individual difference factors in influencing social loafing. Although researchers have investigated
the effects of several individual difference factors, such as the need for cognition [6], achievement
motivation [7], conscientiousness [8], protestant work ethic [9], and gender [10], this prior work has
relied mainly on laboratory design methods and used student subjects, limiting the external validity of
the findings. In one notable exception, Schippers [11] found that a high degree of both agreeableness
and conscientiousness was negatively related to social loafing perceptions in student project teams.
Yet, studies examining personality influences on social loafing in organizational work teams is lacking.
To redress this gap, the current study examined the impact of exchange ideology on employee social
loafing along with its potential interactive effects with task visibility and professional respect in work
organizations from the perspective of social exchange theory [12].

The social exchange perspective suggests that most relationships, whether between multiple
individuals or between individuals and organizations, are based on the exchange of tangible and
intangible resources [13]. According to this understanding, the employment relationship is essentially
an economic exchange relationship and most employees’ motivation for job effort is based on economic
considerations [14]. Thus, it is important to examine individuals’ dispositional tendencies regarding
their behavioral responses to exchange relationships. Some individuals are more sensitive to reciprocal
exchange than others and thus have a high exchange ideology [15]. In a collaborative relationship,
individuals with a high exchange ideology are especially attentive to and concerned with whether or
not their efforts will lead to valued outcomes. They could thus be more susceptible to social loafing
and exert less sustained efforts, given that the relationship between individual effort and individual
outcomes is less obvious for group tasks than for individual tasks [4]. Therefore, in the current study,
we examined the potential for exchange ideology to influence employee social loafing.

One key motivational reason for individuals to reduce their efforts on group tasks concerns their
perception of identifiability [16]. From a social exchange perspective, individuals who are motivated
economically tend to exert stronger effort when it is likely to lead to positive outcomes [17], and they
are therefore likely to reduce social loafing when their individual contributions can be appropriately
rewarded [16]. When an individual is assigned a task that is highly visible, it is easy for the supervisor to
identify and reward the individual’s contribution. Thus, with a high level of task visibility, individuals
should be less motivated to engage in social loafing, particularly in finishing tasks assigned to them as
individuals. Accordingly, this study examined employees’ task visibility as a situational factor that
may reduce social loafing.

Moreover, social exchange theory posits that individuals seek to reciprocate with others from whom
they receive rewards or benefits [12]. Thus, when a leader respects employees for their professional
abilities and skills, this might minimize the employees’ tendency to slack off on group tasks to the extent
that they feel the need to reciprocate this recognition. Based on this reasoning, this study investigated
supervisors’ professional respect as an important situational factor that may reduce employees’ social
loafing. Additionally, exchange ideology is unlikely to operate in isolation and its impact on social
loafing can be influenced by task visibility and leaders’ professional respect as two situational or
contextual variables. Accordingly, we tested how task visibility and professional respect each interact
with exchange ideology in influencing employees’ social loafing.

This study contributes to the extant literature in three ways. First, it demonstrates the effects
of both dispositional and situational factors on social loafing. Second, in contrast to prior social
loafing studies exploring individual differences that have relied heavily on laboratory data collected
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from student subjects, this study examines personality and situational influences on social loafing
collected from employee–supervisor dyads in actual organizations. Third, this study applies social
exchange theory, which has been neglected in prior social loafing research, to derive hypotheses about
the previously unexplored effects of individual differences in exchange ideology, both alone and in
interaction with situational factors, on social loafing. Practically, this study provides implications for
improving the sustainability of employees’ efforts and collaboration and thus the sustainability of
team, group, and organizational success.

2. Hypotheses Development

2.1. Exchange Ideology and Social Loafing

The concept of exchange ideology refers to the strength of individuals’ beliefs about how well
the organization treats them and provides them with tangible benefits in relation to their efforts
toward achieving organizational goals [18]. This concept has long been considered as a dispositional
orientation that is stable [15]. Eisenberger et al. [15] demonstrated that individuals with different
concerns and considerations regarding the relevance and importance of the norm of reciprocity can
respond differently, even within similar social exchange relationships. Specifically, employees high
in exchange ideology will work harder when they believe they will be treated well and will receive
favorable outcomes equal to or exceeding their fair share, whereas employees low in exchange ideology
tend to display more stable levels of effort regardless of the outcomes they expect to receive [19].
Employees with a high exchange ideology are highly sensitive to rewards and outcomes but attach
lesser value to long-term relationships [20]. Additionally, they show more interest in giving and
receiving direct and immediate benefits from social transactions [21] and thus closely monitor what
they can receive in the short term [22]. Group tasks typically produce less direct rewards or outcomes
for employees than do individual tasks. Therefore, employees with high exchange ideology should
attach less value to group tasks, be more concerned with the lack of direct reward, and readily engage
in social loafing. However, employees with low exchange ideology, who are less sensitive to exchange
relationships, should show lower levels of social loafing and display more stable levels of effort even
when short-term tangible rewards are less salient.

This reasoning is further reinforced by the collective effort model (CEM; [4]) that combines
elements of the expectancy theory of motivation with social identity and group-level social comparison
perspectives. Expectancy theory (e.g., Vroom) [23] suggests that individuals will only work hard
on a collective task when they expect their efforts to be highly instrumental in producing outcomes
that they personally value. However, group tasks create more barriers to such perceptions than do
individual tasks. Social identity [24] and group-level social comparison theories [25] suggest that
group tasks are more likely to be motivating to individuals when the associated outcomes contribute
to maintaining a favorable self-view in relation to the accomplishment of groups that an individual
belongs to or strongly identifies with. However, the model also emphasizes that there are individual
differences in the perception regarding group tasks and the degree to which collective outcomes are
valued [26]. Individuals low in exchange ideology place more value on social and intangible outcomes
(e.g., respect, appreciation, or the nature of ongoing relationships), whereas those high in exchange
ideology place more value on tangible, short-term outcomes (e.g., the distribution of rewards and the
likelihood of receiving individual benefits; [20]). Therefore, high levels of exchange ideology should
exacerbate social loafing by highlighting the reduced contingency between effort and short-term
individual outcomes that is typical in most group tasks. In contrast, low levels of exchange ideology
should reduce social loafing because it lessens the relative emphasis on short-term favorable rewards
and treatment from the organization. Therefore, we propose:

Hypothesis 1. Employees’ exchange ideology is positively related to social loafing.
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2.2. Task Visibility and Social Loafing

Task visibility refers to the degree to which an individual’s effort on a task is readily observable and
can be objectively assessed by his or her supervisor [16]. Task visibility can be influenced by the level
of the supervisor’s monitoring and evaluation capability [17]. Social exchange theory [12] suggests
that, when individuals believe that their efforts are visible to their supervisor, they become motivated
to exert effort in their job because increased identifiability helps them achieve their desired outcomes.
Namely, people who are motivated economically tend to exert effort when they know they will be
rewarded appropriately [17]. On the contrary, with low task visibility, employees may believe that they
will be assessed primarily based on shared group outcomes and that additional effort will not bring
about reward proportional to the effort [16]. Accordingly, a number of laboratory studies have shown
that social loafing can be reduced or eliminated by making individuals’ inputs identifiable [27] or easy
to evaluate [28]. Some field studies have also found that perceptions of task visibility or accountability
are associated with reduced levels of perceived loafing (e.g., George, Liden et al.) [16,29].

The effect of task visibility on social loafing can also be explained by the CEM. Namely, the CEM
suggests that individuals work harder when their outputs are visible or can be easily evaluated because
this condition strengthens the contingencies between individual effort and the valued outcome of
praise, reward, or recognition [4]. Thus, based on converging evidence from prior theories and research,
we propose:

Hypothesis 2. Task visibility is negatively related to social loafing.

2.3. Professional Respect and Social Loafing

People are entitled to a certain respect by virtue of being human [30]. Professional respect
refers to admiration and esteem for the individual’s expert abilities or skills [31]. Although collective
tasks typically reduce the likelihood that individual efforts will be directly rewarded in a favorable
manner, professional respect and acknowledgement by one’s supervisor may counterbalance this and
reduce social loafing by boosting employees’ perceptions of reciprocity obtained from social exchange
relationships, leading employees to feel that even their less directly rewarded efforts are nevertheless
appreciated by their supervisors [12].

Liden and Maslyn [31] treated respect as a subdimension, along with affect, loyalty,
and contribution, of the leader–member exchange relationship (LMX). In collective work, professional
respect for employees may affect the magnitude of one’s psychological motivation for group work.
Indeed, Murphy et al. [32] found that low quality leader–member exchange is associated with higher
levels of social loafing, lending support for a similar role that could be played by professional
respect. Among the four subdimensions of LMX, whereas affect, loyalty, and contribution depend on
direct dyadic exchanges between leaders and followers, professional respect instead reflects general
professional reputation because it is possible to have a perception of this even when regular, direct
interactions are limited [31]. Hence, the current study chose to focus on professional respect among
the LMX dimensions because this concept incorporates concerns about long-term intangible social and
relational outcomes rather than immediate tangible rewards, which individuals with low exchange
ideology may care about.

From a social exchange perspective, when supervisors and organizations show professional
respect for their employees’ abilities and skills, the employees may be motivated to reciprocate this
respect proportionally. They may seek to exert more effort and make valuable contributions by using
their professional skills to accomplish organizational objectives. Similarly, applying the logic of the
CEM, because professional respect may make individuals feel more appreciated or acknowledged,
they may attach greater value to the outcomes of group tasks. Professional respect might also boost
intrinsic motivation and instrumentality perceptions by fostering beliefs that one’s work is meaningful
and contributes to the organization. Indeed, prior research has shown that social loafing is more likely
to occur when individuals see their contributions as unimportant or redundant with those of other
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group members (e.g., Harkins and Petty) [33]. Therefore, based on social exchange theory, the CEM,
and relevant prior LMX research, we propose:

Hypothesis 3. Professional respect is negatively related to social loafing.

2.4. Interaction Effects

Individual difference factors (e.g., exchange ideology) and contextual factors (e.g., task visibility
and professional respect) could also interact to predict employees’ social loafing. Specifically, whereas
individuals with low levels of exchange ideology might be fairly responsive to factors that reduce social
loafing through the potential for social approval and acknowledgement for their professional skills,
individuals with high levels of exchange ideology might be comparatively unmoved by such variables
and continue to engage in social loafing unless tangible, short-term rewards are directly linked to
their efforts. Consistent with this reasoning, employees low in exchange ideology respond to open
exchanges within the organization that may have a subjectively positive interpretation, but employees
high in exchange ideology expect more direct, symmetric, and economic-oriented exchanges [19].
This study thus posits that task visibility and professional respect are more likely to reduce social
loafing among individuals low in exchange ideology. In contrast, a high level of exchange ideology
may neutralize the positive effects of these situational factors on social loafing. This is because respect
and visibility do not ensure direct, tangible rewards and outcomes in and of themselves (which are
more motivating to high exchange ideology employees) but are merely associated with the positive
social perceptions of others. Employees low in exchange ideology place greater emphasis on both
long-term tangible outcomes and on social and interpersonal outcomes [20,21]. Therefore, the capacity
of professional respect and task visibility to reduce social loafing should be stronger for employees
who are low, rather than high, in exchange ideology.

Regarding task visibility, Huseman et al. [22] suggested that employees low in exchange ideology
are more tolerant of under-reward by their organizations and supervisors, whereas employees high in
exchange ideology, focusing more on immediate rewards, are less tolerant of under-reward. Collective
tasks increase the likelihood of such under-reward in that they often reward based on shared group
outcomes rather than on individual contributions. Coyle-Shapiro and Neuman [19] also suggested
that those high in exchange ideology are more sensitive to the economic gains that they receive and
are more likely to feel that the organization owes them economic rewards compared with employees
low in exchange ideology. Thus, when task visibility is high, employees low in exchange ideology
should increase their effort on the group task because they feel that their supervisor’s observation
and assessment of their performance will affect the social relationship in the long term. Even though
supervisors’ perception of their work attitudes and performance may not provide immediate, tangible
resources, employees low in exchange ideology may still try to foster supervisors’ good impressions
about them [22].

By contrast, employees high in exchange ideology may be less sensitive to task visibility because
they have more interest in immediate, tangible rewards than in the more distant threat of social
evaluation. That is, high exchange ideology may attenuate the positive effect of task visibility on
decreasing social loafing. Indeed, Chiaburu and Baker [34] found a similar effect of exchange ideology
on the relationship between the propensity to trust and taking charge. Specifically, they found that
the relationship between the propensity to trust and taking charge was stronger among employees
who were low, rather than high, in exchange ideology. Similarly, high exchange ideology could also
attenuate the usually positive effects of task visibility on willingness to exert effort on a group task.
Therefore, we propose:

Hypothesis 4. The negative relationship between task visibility and social loafing is moderated by exchange
ideology such that this relationship is stronger when exchange ideology is low than when it is high.
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Similarly, professional respect should have less of a positive effect on effort levels for those high in
exchange ideology because they are more economically oriented and focus on immediate, tangible
aspects of transactions. Hence, professional respect should be more helpful in increasing the effort
of those low in exchange ideology (who value long-term interpersonal outcomes) than those high
in exchange ideology (who place greater emphasis on more immediate, tangible outcomes). In other
words, high exchange ideology may attenuate the positive effects of professional respect on decreased
levels of social loafing. Thus, we expected the following:

Hypothesis 5. The negative relationship between professional respect and social loafing is moderated by
exchange ideology such that this relationship is stronger when exchange ideology is low than when it is high.

Figure 1 represents our research model.
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Figure 1. Hypothesized model.

3. Method

Participants and Procedures

Data were collected from six major companies in South Korea as a part of a large leadership project.
Most respondents were full-time employees in international electronics companies, international
automobile companies, and nationwide telecom companies. Within each company, samples were
selected randomly by HR managers, and separate questionnaires for each employee and for his
or her immediate supervisor were distributed. All participants were informed that this was an
anonymous and confidential survey only for academic purposes. All scale items were translated
into Korean and back-translated by two bilingual (English-Korean) speakers to ensure semantic
equivalence [35]. Three hundred and thirty-five pairs of surveys were distributed. Two hundred and
sixty-two subordinate surveys and 244 supervisor surveys were returned, resulting in response rates of
78.2% for subordinates and 72.8% for supervisors. Excluding unmatched responses and missing data
resulted in a final sample of 223 matched pairs of supervisors and subordinates. Of the subordinates,
45.3% were male and their average age was 34.13 years (SD = 5.51). Of the supervisors, 55% were male
and their average age was 41.95 years (SD = 6.17).

4. Measures

All items were measured on a seven-point Likert scale (ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to
7 = strongly agree). Subordinates reported their perceptions of exchange ideology and task visibility.
Supervisors rated their respect for subordinates and their subordinates’ levels of social loafing.

Exchange ideology. Exchange ideology was measured using eight items from Eisenberger et al. [15].
A sample item reads “An employee who is treated badly by a company should work less hard.”
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Task visibility. Employees reported their perceptions of task visibility using six items from
George [16]. A sample item reads “It is generally hard for my supervisor to figure out how hard
I am working.”

Professional respect. Professional respect for employees was measured using three items from
Liden and Maslyn [31]. A sample item reads “I respect this employee’s knowledge and competence on
the job.”

Social loafing. Employees’ social loafing was rated by their leader using nine items from
George [16]. A sample item stated “(The employee) puts forth less effort on the job when other
employees are around to do the work.”

Control variables. In our regression analyses, we included control variables for subordinates’
age, gender, organizational tenure, and tenure with their direct supervisors, as well as for supervisors’
age and gender. These variables have been statistically controlled in several prior studies on social
loafing [32] and exchange ideology [20]. Subordinates’ job tenure and tenure with their supervisors
were measured in months.

5. Results

The means, standard deviations, reliabilities, and correlations among the key variables are
reported in Table 1. All measures had alpha levels equal to or higher than 0.84, suggesting good
internal consistency, and their correlations were as expected. Additionally, employee age was not
significantly correlated with social loafing. In terms of gender, men show more social loafing than
women, and organizational tenure was negatively correlated with social loafing.

Test of Hypotheses

To test main and interaction effects on social loafing, we used hierarchical regression analyses
with a relevant second-degree term entered in subsequent steps. To alleviate potential multicollinearity
problems, exchange ideology, task visibility, and professional respect were mean-centered before we
created the second-degree term [36]. Table 2 presents the results of the hierarchical regression analyses.
Hypothesis 1 predicts that exchange ideology is positively related to social loafing. As shown by
Model 2A, the coefficient for exchange ideology was significant and positive (β = 0.24, p ≤ 0.001).
Therefore, Hypothesis 1 was supported. Hypotheses 2 and 3 predict that task visibility and professional
respect are both negatively associated with social loafing. In Model 2B, the coefficient for task visibility
was significant and negative (β = −0.13, p ≤ 0.05), and the coefficient for professional respect was also
significant and negative (β = −0.43, p ≤ 0.001). Therefore, Hypotheses 2 and 3 were supported.

Hypothesis 4 and Hypothesis 5 predict that exchange ideology interacts with task visibility
and professional respect, respectively, to influence levels of social loafing. Regarding Hypothesis
4, in Model 3, the interaction term for exchange ideology and task visibility was significant
(β = 0.13, p ≤ 0.05). Regarding Hypothesis 5, Model 3 shows that the interaction term for exchange
ideology and professional respect was significant (β = 0.15, p ≤ 0.05). Finally, both the interaction terms
in Model 3 accounted for additional variance (∆R2 = 0.04) well above what was explained by variables
included in previous steps (∆F = 5.46, p≤ 0.01).

To further examine the interaction effects, we plotted the results using the procedure of Aiken
and West [36]. As shown in Figure 2, consistent with Hypothesis 4, there is a negative relationship
between task visibility and social loafing when exchange ideology is low. In addition, we further
conducted a simple slopes test. The findings showed that the relationship between task visibility and
social loafing is not significant when exchange ideology is high (+1 SD) (β = 0.13, t = 1.45, ns). However,
when exchange ideology is low (−1 SD), the relationship is significant and negative (β = −0.20, t = −2.38,
p ≤ 0.05). Namely, as expected, task visibility has a stronger effect on reducing social loafing among
individuals who are low, rather than high, in exchange ideology. Therefore, the results supported
Hypothesis 4.
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Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and correlations.

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. Employee age a 34.13 5.51
2. Employee gender a 1.55 0.50 0.02
3. Employee organizational tenure a 6.30 4.84 0.64 *** 0.09
4. Employee tenure with their leader a 2.03 2.21 0.26 *** 0.06 0.35 ***
5. Leader age b 41.95 6.17 0.25 *** −0.08 0.33 *** 0.02
6. Leader gender b 1.45 0.50 0.15 * 0.58 *** 0.26 *** 0.11 −0.24 ***
7. Exchange ideology a 3.70 1.15 −0.06 −0.02 0.03 −0.03 −0.03 −0.02 (0.88)
8. Task visibility a 4.96 0.96 −0.03 0.19 ** 0.00 −0.05 −0.08 0.17 ** −0.31 *** (0.84)
9. Professional respect for employee b 5.25 1.21 0.16 * 0.10 0.15 * 0.03 −0.02 0.14 * −0.30 *** 0.19 ** (0.95)

10. Employee social loafing b 2.19 1.07 −0.06 −0.19 ** −0.15 * −0.06 −0.07 −0.23 *** 0.24 *** −0.16 * −0.45 *** (0.92)

Note. N = 223. Reliabilities are on the diagonal in parentheses. a These variables were measured from employees. b These variables were measured from leaders. * p ≤ 0.05; ** p ≤ 0.01;
*** p ≤ 0.001.
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Table 2. Results of hierarchical regression analysis for hypotheses.

Employee Social Loafing a

Model 1 Model 2A Model 2B Model 2C Model 3

Step 1: control variables b

Employee age 0.06 0.10 0.06 0.12 0.12
Employee gender −0.08 −0.08 −0.07 −0.06 −0.05

Employee organizational tenure −0.10 −0.14 −0.09 −0.06 −0.07
Employee tenure with their leader −0.02 0.01 −0.03 −0.03 −0.04

Leader age −0.10 −0.09 −0.11 −0.13 −0.16 *
Leader gender −0.18 * −0.17 * −0.17 * −0.15 −0.14

Step 2: Main effects
Exchange ideology (EXID) 0.24 *** 0.06

Task visibility (TV) −0.13 * 0.02
Professional respect (PR) −0.43 *** −0.42 ***

Step 3: interaction effects
EXID c

× TV d 0.13 *
EXID c

× PR e 0.15 *

Overall F 2.94 ** 4.81 *** 3.15 ** 10.45 *** 8.42 ***
R2 0.08 0.13 0.09 0.25 0.30

Change in F 14.39 *** 3.74 * 51.38 *** 5.46 **
Change in R2 0.06 0.02 0.18 0.04

Note. N = 223. a Entries are standardized regression coefficients. b Variables are standardized. c EXID = exchange
ideology, d TV = task visibility, e PR = professional respect. * p ≤ 0.05; ** p ≤ 0.01; *** p ≤ 0.001.Sustainability 2020, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 9 of 14 
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Figure 2. Interaction effects of task visibility and exchange ideology on social loafing.

Also, as shown in Figure 3, the negative relationship between professional respect and social
loafing is also stronger when exchange ideology is low, rather than high. Simple slopes tests confirmed
that professional respect has a stronger negative effect on social loafing when exchange ideology
is low (β = −0.59, t = −6.05, p ≤ 0.001) than when it is was high (β = −0.29, t = −4.01, p ≤ 0.001).
Thus, Hypothesis 5 was supported.
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Figure 3. Interaction effects of professional respect and exchange ideology on social loafing.

6. Discussions

This study demonstrates that low levels of exchange ideology are associated with a significant
reduction in employees’ tendency for social loafing and also enhance the impact of supervisory
and contextual factors that might reduce or eliminate social loafing. Specifically, our results showed
that individuals low in exchange ideology were less prone to reducing their efforts in group tasks.
In addition, professional respect from one’s supervisor and task visibility both significantly reduced
social loafing. Moreover, both factors interacted with exchange ideology. Namely, the tendency for
professional respect to decrease employees’ social loafing was stronger among those low, rather than
high, in exchange ideology. Similarly, whereas task visibility was associated with reduced levels of
social loafing for those low in exchange ideology, it was actually associated with slightly increased
levels of social loafing for those high in exchange ideology.

Our findings contribute to the literature on group motivation in several ways. First, given
that the extant literature on social loafing has focused on situational factors, our results highlight
the importance of personality factors when designing and deploying strategies for getting the best
effort and performance out of employees. In the case of exchange ideology, our findings suggest that
individuals paying attention to immediate, tangible outcomes are more likely to slack off on group tasks
and less likely to respond to social evaluation approaches that motivate individuals paying attention to
longer term, interpersonal outcomes. Thus, this study provides further evidence for the importance of
individual differences in motivation to work hard on collective tasks. It also represents a rare empirical
demonstration of the influence of personality factors on social loafing within intact organizations.

Our results for the outcome of social loafing are in line with recent empirical studies [20,21,34,37]
that provided evidence for a similar moderating effect of exchange ideology on other aspects of
organizational behavior. For example, Redman and Snape [21] found that the positive relationship
between union support and union commitment and citizenship behavior was stronger for employees
low in exchange ideology than for those high in exchange ideology. Similarly, our results demonstrate
that exchange ideology exacerbates social loafing and reduces or eliminates the potential for task
visibility and professional respect to strengthen effort levels. These findings suggest that individuals
high in exchange ideology are more likely to be self-focused and calculative, providing a new perspective
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on exchange ideology in employment relationships. Future research can identify additional factors
that may interact with exchange ideology to influence effort on collective tasks.

Second, our findings suggest that it is necessary to include supervisory factors to explain social
loafing. Although many studies have examined the impact of leaders on a range of individual and
group outcomes, there has been little research on leader influences in social loafing literature. Instead,
the literature has largely focused on situational factors. We found that the professional respect paid
by leaders to their employees decreased overall levels of social loafing and also interacted with
exchange ideology such that professional respect only reduced social loafing among employees low
in exchange ideology. In addition, the results of this study offer findings regarding the impact
of task visibility on social loafing. Consistent with prior studies [16,17,29], we found that the
degree of task visibility was significantly associated with the level of social loafing, perhaps by
making performance-to-outcome perceptions (i.e., instrumentalities) more obvious (consistent with the
expectancy theory of motivation; [23]). Yet our findings also go beyond prior task visibility research
by showing that the effects of task visibility on reduced social loafing are stronger for individuals
who are low, rather than high, in exchange ideology. Our findings thus present evidence for how
individual differences and situational contextual variables can have both main and interactive effects
on individual motivation.

Third, our results provide further evidence for the value of both social exchange theory and the
CEM in understanding employee motivation to work hard on collective tasks. Namely, our research
builds on prior research on exchange relationships [17] and leader–member exchange [21,32] to reinforce
the general value of social exchange theory to social loafing and to further apply that understanding
to the specific operation of exchange ideology on motivation in collective tasks, both alone and
in combination with supervisory and situational factors. Regarding the CEM, our results provide
additional evidence that the model is not only useful as an integrative tool for explaining prior research
(as in the meta-analysis of Karau and Williams) [4], but can also be used to derive and test hypotheses
about previously unexplored relationships (for additional examples, see Karau and Williams) [26].

Finally, this study explored the factors that affect individuals’ tendencies to loaf in an Eastern
cultural context—specifically, in South Korea. Many researchers have suggested that Western culture
is individualistically oriented and has relatively low power distance, whereas Eastern culture has
a preference for collectivism and high power distance [38]. Also, a few studies have suggested that
individuals from cultures of high individualism and low power distance are more likely to engage
in social loafing than individuals from cultures of high collectivism and high power distance [39].
However, Karau and Williams [26] pointed out that most studies on social loafing have been conducted
in Western cultures. The current study investigated the potential for exchange ideology as an individual
difference and task visibility and professional respect as contextual factors to reduce or eliminate social
loafing in Eastern culture. Thus, it broadens, to some extent, the potential cultural generalizability of
certain mechanisms that may lead to social loafing. Future researcher can cross-validate our findings
in Western cultures.

6.1. Practical Implications

Our study also has implications for practitioners in their effort to boost the sustained efforts
and collaboration of employees and thus the sustainability of firm performance. The most direct
applications concern exchange ideology. First, our findings suggest that leaders may have difficulty in
motivating employees high in exchange ideology when using strategies that are not based on tangible
short-term rewards. These individuals, who are more interested in reward and compensation, may not
be motivated to participate in collective tasks without any personal benefit and may also be resistant to
evaluation and social strategies that other employees respond to. By contrast, our study also suggests
that employees low in exchange ideology may display fewer social loafing behaviors in general and
may also be less likely to decrease their efforts on collective tasks when they are held in high regard or
when their efforts are more readily visible to the leader. Thus, leaders need to consider individual
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differences, especially exchange ideology, when seeking to maximize employee effort and decrease
social loafing on collective tasks. Further, though conceptualized as a disposition, exchange ideology
could still be influenced by situational factors such as team collectivism culture and social integration.
Therefore, supervisors can implement training practices to increase team members’ awareness of group
benefits and thus reduce their exchange ideology.

Our findings also lend insight into how leaders might manage teams based on members’ levels of
exchange ideology. Regarding task visibility, for example, a team can use project management software
to plan, track, and update their project, create project communication plans, and organize kick-off

meetings and weekly team meetings to boost the task visibility of team members. These approaches,
making individuals more visible, identifiable, or accountable, may have a greater positive impact
on low exchange ideology members, but they may have minimal or no impact among those high in
exchange ideology. Perhaps visibility would be more impactful among individuals high in exchange
ideology when it is clearly linked to shorter term outcomes.

This study also highlights the value of professional respect as a tool that leaders can use in
motivating employees. Scholars have emphasized the importance of recognition for subordinates [40]
and even suggested that recognition and compliments can make “whales dance” [41]. Professional
respect is one form of recognition [30] and can manifest itself in compliments and appreciation for
subordinates. Thus, our study provides empirical evidence for the positive effect of recognition on
employee motivation. Furthermore, our findings show that the positive effects of professional respect
on motivation are diminished among individuals high in exchange ideology.

6.2. Limitations and Future Directions

Although our study makes several contributions, it also has some limitations that might be
addressed in future research. First, we used a cross-sectional design and thus may limit the conclusions
with regard to the causal order of variables. Future studies could use experimental, quasi-experimental,
or longitudinal approaches to provide more support for the suggested causal relationships. Second,
although our data set included measures taken from both employees and supervisors, the data for
professional respect for employees and social loafing came from the same source (i.e., supervisor report)
and thus may suffer from common method bias. To check for common method bias, we conducted
Harman’s single factor test [42]. All variables were loaded onto a single factor in an unrotated factor
analysis in SPSS. A newly introduced common latent factor explained 33.47% of the total variance,
well below the threshold of 50%. The result indicates that common method bias is not a serious concern
in our data. Furthermore, the use of supervisor ratings can help to avoid potential social desirability
biases in self-ratings and halo biases in peer ratings. Indeed, meta-analytic findings have shown that
individuals are often either unable to recognize their own social loafing or unwilling to admit it [4] and
that peer reports of job performance often show substantial halo bias [43].

Finally, we focused on testing the existence of the predicted relationships rather than measuring
specific processes through which these outcomes have occurred. A promising future direction would
be to include additional measures of process variables as well as to measure additional potential
moderators. For example, in the relationship between individual and situational characteristics
and social loafing, the psychological mechanism of individuals, especially decreased organizational
commitment and low levels of job engagement, may serve as a mediator between the two. Moreover,
it will be meaningful to review team-member exchange (TMX) or group cohesiveness as additional
moderators in future research. We are hopeful that our findings might stimulate further research on
the dynamics of group motivation.

7. Conclusions

Firm sustainability is an area of research that has long been intriguing researchers of
macro-organizational behaviors. Different from this mainstream approach, our study examines factors,
such as exchange ideology and task visibility, that influence the sustainability of firm performance from
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a micro perspective. We hope that our study will contribute to firm sustainability studies and motivate
future researchers who, adopting this perspective, will be able to identify more micro organizational
factors that influence firm sustainability.
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