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Abstract
Performance of small decision making groups was 
signifi cantly infl uenced by the relative strength of self-
esteem of their best versus worst performing member. A 
forming exercise prior to group activity moderated the 
self-esteem difference to limit poor performance. Group 
member “I” words mediated between this moderation 
effect and group added value.

Introduction
Self-esteem and work group performance:

Self-esteem measures how worthy, satisfi ed, and 
successful an individual perceives him or her self to be. 

Brockner and Hess (1986) found that the mean self-
esteem level of the group was highly predictive of 
group performance. 

The current study focuses on the individual concept of 
self-esteem. 

Specifi cally we examined the relationship of levels of 
self-esteem between group members. 
Previous research shows that people with high self-
esteem are:

less susceptible to outside pressures.
making them less likely to be infl uenced by 
others in the decision making process (Harber, 
2005).

less likely to experience self doubt when making 
decisions (Sharma & Mavi, 2001).
more…

Loquacious
Confi dent
Dominant

Self-esteem and work group performance:
Littlepage and colleagues found that, when attempting 
to determine the expertise of others in the absence of any 
other information, people base their judgments on: 

Loquacity
Confi dence
Dominance
Use of reason to infl uence

These cues, however, are associated with high self-
esteem; NOT expertise.

Research shows that actual expertise or knowledge 
does not appear to be related to perceived expertise

Hypothesis 1: 
Groups in which the most competent member has 
higher self-esteem than the least competent member will 
perform better than groups in which the least competent 
member has higher self-esteem than the most competent 
member.

Forming and work group performance:
Group forming is the capacity to shape and structure 
a group of people in hopes of achieving a sense of 
“groupness.” 

Forming is a process used to improve the relationship 
between group members in order to obtain trust and 
group cohesiveness. 

Tan, Wei, Huang, & Ng (2000) analyzed the effects of 
forming on virtual teams. 

Individuals in virtual teams were asked to provide 
other team members with background about 
themselves. They also engaged in small talk and shared 
jokes. 

This simple procedure increased both 
relational development 
The quality of the decisions made by the group.

 Additionally, forming appeared to increase the 
speed with which groups moved into productive 
performance.
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Method (participants)
Participants were recruited from undergraduate 
psychology classes.
Data collected from 92 3-person groups.
Sample Characteristics:

Average age 20.71
70% female, 30% male
88% Caucasian

To ensure motivation, groups received:
Extra credit in psychology class for participating.
Out of all the participants, the group with the best 
score received $60, and the best scoring individual 
received $20..

Method (tasks)
Desert Survival Task

Members of a geology club on a fi eld trip in the New 
Mexico desert.
Minibus crashes and burns killing driver and advisor.
Salvaged items that may aid in survival.
Rank order the items in order of importance.

Moon Survival Task
The year is 2040.
Your spaceship was forced to crash land 200 miles 
away from the mother ship.
Survival depends on your reaching the mother ship.
Salvaged items that may aid in reaching mother ship.
Rank order the items in order of importance.

Method (measures)
Self-esteem: Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale
Individual and group decision quality: sum of absolute 
agreement with experts
Group added value: residual of the group performance 
score with the variance of the individual member 
scores statistically removed via a multiple regression 
procedure.
Self-esteem difference: calculated by comparing the 
self-esteem score of the most competent individual 
group member with the self-esteem score of the least 
competent group member.

Created 2 categories:
Most competent > Least competent (N = 42)
Least competent > Most competent (N = 38)

Method (procedure)
Participants randomly assigned to experimental 
condition.

We manipulated…
Feedback
Forming

Participants provide informed consent.

Each participant fi lls out a personality, self-esteem, and 
group self-effi cacy questionnaire.

Complete Desert/Moon Survival Tasks.
Order is counterbalanced across conditions

Prior to completing tasks as a group, participants 
completed them individually.

Each group is videotaped.
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Results Conclusions
The combination of high individual accuracy and high self-
esteem was linked to positive group outcome; while the 
combination of low individual accuracy and high self-esteem 
was linked to negative group outcome. 

A group may have the cognitive resources to make an accurate 
decision, yet, those resources may be thwarted. 

The signifi cantly higher percentage of “I” word usage by the 
No Forming, W>B groups may demonstrate autonomous, 
independent action of group members in the presence of an 
incompetent member who felt strongly that he or she was right. 
High “I” word usage also may indicate heightened self-
involvement of the high self-esteem member to resist pressures 
to change when a presence of group feeling generated by 
forming is not yet present. 
Additionally, the lack of signifi cance of “we” words may 
indicate that the groups in this study had not yet developed a 
suffi cient level of group identity for this variable to emerge in 
the hypothesized manner.
A method to overcome this potential problem lies in the process 
of group development called forming. 

A relatively simple exchange of personal information over 
a very brief time period had the effect of counteracting the 
potentially negative combination of low expertise and high 
self-esteem seen in the no forming condition.
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Hypothesis 2: 
Groups that engaged in an initial 
Forming activity will show better 
objective performance than groups that 
do not.

Self-esteem and forming interaction:
It is reasonable to predict that the 
forming condition will enhance the 
advantage of higher self-esteem for 
best performing members.

making the group more open 
to discussion and responsive to 
the ideas of the best performing 
individual. 

In contrast, groups that do not 
engage in forming and whose worst 
performing member has higher self-
esteem may be unable to resist the 
persuasion of the worst performing 
individual and may therefore may be 
unable to self-correct.

Hypothesis 3:  
The effect of the least competent 
member having higher self-esteem 
than the most competent member will 
be moderated by forming. 

For these groups, groups that 
engage in forming will outperform 
those that do not engage in forming. 

“I” and “we” language:
Choice of language has been shown 
to be related to various variables of 
psychological interest (Pennebaker, 
Mehl, & Niederhoffer, 2003). 
In this study, we look specifi cally at 
work groups’ choice of “I’ versus 
“we” words as an indicator of 
individual versus group feeling 
within the groups. 
There is some evidence that this 
word choice may be indicative of 
relational characteristics. 

Stillars, Shellen, McIntosh, and 
Pomegrante (1997) found that 
marital couples who were more 
autonomous and independent 
used signifi cantly more “I” 
words; in contrast, those who 
were more interdependent used 
signifi cantly more “we” words. 

In addition, several studies have 
found “I” words to be indicative 
of self-involvement (Pennebaker & 
King, 1999). 

Hypothesis 4:  
“I” and “we” words will mediate the 
relationship between input variables 
(task expertise, self-esteem, forming) 
and output (group added value). 
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Table 2 

ANOVA showing moderation of Forming on Self-esteem Difference  

Source Type III sum 

of squares 

df Mean 

square 

F Significance 

Corrected Model 10.16 3 3.386 4.67 .005 

Intercept .023 1 .023 .031 .860 

Self-esteem difference 3.347 1 3.347 4.622 .035 

Forming 2.417 1 2.417 3.337 .072 

Self-esteem diff x Forming 4.011 1 4.011 5.538 .021 

Error 55.038 76    

Total 65.259 80    

Corrected Total 65.197 79    

 

Table 3. 

Summary of Regression Analyses Testing Mediation Effect 

Condition Dependent Variable Independent Variable B SE B 

1 1st Person Singular Pronoun Self-Esteem Diff X Forming 2.174** 0.681 

2 Group Added Value Self-Esteem Diff X Forming -1.041** 0.390 

3 Group Added Value 1st Person Singular Pronoun -0.184* 0.074 

4 Group Added Value Self-Esteem Diff X Forminga -0.653 0.404 

 

Table 1 

Means, Standard Deviations and Correlations of Key Research Variables 

 Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1. Self-esteem Difference 2.53 0.50        

2. Group Self-esteem 3.35 0.31 -.03       

3. Best Member Self-esteem 3.39 0.47 .518** .639**      

4. Worst Member Self-esteem 3.38 0.48 -.490** .641** .20     

5. Absolute group accuracy 0.04 1.06 .11 -.08 -.03 -.08    

6. Group Added Value 0.00 0.87 .249* .01 .14 -.04 .820**   

7. "I" statements percent 5.72 1.50 -.21 -.05 -.06 .09 -.412** -.328**  

8. "We" statements percent 1.86 1.03 .05 .03 .17 -.01 .08 .11 .05 

 
** p< .01 

Main effect for Forming on group added value was not signifi cant 
(Hypothesis 2).
Main effect for Self-esteem difference on group added value was 
signifi cant (p< .05) (Hypothesis 1).
Interaction between Self-esteem conditions and Forming was signifi cant 
(p< .05) (Hypothesis 3).
First person pronoun usage mediated the relationship between the Self-
esteem-Forming interaction and Group Added Value. 
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Figure 2. Moderation of Forming on Self-esteem Difference and Group Added 
Value.

“I” Statements

2.174 -0.184

-0.653 (ns)
Interaction of Self-esteem
Difference and Forming

Group Added Value

Figure 1. Main Effect of Self-Esteem Difference on Group Added Value

Figure 3. Mediation effect of fi rst person singular pronoun usage on the effects of 
self-esteem difference on group added value.

Table 1

Table 2

Table 3


