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In recall tasks, pooled individual productivity is generally greater than collaborative productivity, an 
effect called collaborative inhibition. This effect is believed to be caused by disruption of individual 
organizational strategies in the collaborative context due to exposure to the memories of others. The 
present study directly tested the exposure explanation. Three-person groups viewed a slide presen-
tation and later recalled the content first as individuals, and subsequently as groups that were either 
exposed or not exposed to the memories of others. Results show that shielding participants from 
the contributions of others did not eliminate collaborative inhibition. The need to give more research 
attention to social factors is discussed.
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INTRODUCTION

Collaborative inhibition (Weldon & Bellinger, 1997) is a phenomenon 

where the quantity of information obtained when a group recalls col-

laboratively is less than the quantity obtained when information they 

recalled separately is pooled into a nominal group product (see, e.g., 

Basden & Basden, 1995; Basden et al., 1997; Clark et al., 1990; Ekeocha 

& Brennan 2008; Finlay et al., 2000; Pereira-Pasarin & Rajaram, 2011; 

Weldon & Bellinger, 1997; Weldon et al., 2000; Wissman, 2020; Wright 

& Klumpp, 2004; see Harris et al., 2008; Rajaram & Pereira-Pasarin, 

2010, for reviews). 

Collaborative inhibition is a robust and ubiquitous effect. Although 

traditionally studied with word lists, the pattern of results has also been 

obtained in research that employed other types of study material, in-

cluding stories (e.g., Ekeocha & Brennan, 2008; Stephenson et al., 1986; 

Weldon & Bellinger, 1997), key-term definitions (e.g., Wissman, 2020), 

emotional Stroop tasks (e.g., Zhang et al. 2020), and spatial tasks (e.g., 

Sjolund et al., 2014). The effect has also been obtained in both face-to-

face and computer-mediated contexts (e.g., Ekeocha & Brennan, 2008; 

Hinds & Payne, 2016), as well as in same- and mixed-age collaboration 

contexts (e.g., Whillock et al., 2020).

Weldon and Bellinger (1997) suggested that collaboration disrupts 

individual organizational strategies, consequently lowering individual 

productivity in collaborative settings. This strategy disruption hypothe-
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sis, currently the dominant explanation for collaborative inhibition (see 

Basden et al., 1997; Blumen & Rajaram, 2008; Finlay et al., 2000; Weldon, 

et al., 2000; Wright & Klumpp, 2004; Zhang et al. 2020), presents col-

laborative inhibition as functioning in a manner similar to part-list cu-

ing inhibition, where providing some items from a studied list at recall 

time inhibits the retrieval of the remaining list items (see Anderson & 

Neely, 1996; Basden & Basden, 1995; Nickerson, 1984; Roediger, 1973; 

Rundus, 1973, for reviews of part-list cuing). Results from Basden et 

al. (1997) showed that for multi-category lists, clustering of items by 

category was greater in individual than in collaborative group recall, 

suggesting that individuals strategically organize items on the study list 

in a meaningful way. Further evidence for retrieval interference comes 

from the fact that when well-integrated, highly organized material (e.g., 

small categories of items) is used in recall tasks, collaborative groups 

are sometimes capable of recalling as many category items as nominal 

groups. This result was attributed to well-organized materials leaving 

little room for idiosyncratic organization (Basden et al., 1997). 

Therefore, Weldon and Bellinger (1997) concluded that reduced 

productivity in collaborative recall can be attributed to strategy dis-

ruption, where exposure to memory items presented by other group 

members during the collaboration session is believed to interfere with 

an individual’s organizational strategy. When working alone, individu-

als can utilize their idiosyncratic organizational schemes to efficiently 

retrieve memorized information. On the other hand, in a collaborative 

situation, since individual organizational schemes differ, items con-

tributed by one group member might disrupt another’s organizational 

scheme, causing them to deviate from their own retrieval strategies, and 

making it difficult for them to reconstruct their own knowledge (see 

also Basden et al., 2002, and Finlay et al., 2000). 

However, except for a study by Wright and Klumpp (2004), the 

claim that collaborative inhibition is due to exposure to the memories 

of others has not yet been directly tested. Wright and Klumpp had two 

collaboration contexts where dyads studied four lists of words and then 

recalled the lists under conditions where they either saw or did not see 

their partners’ contributions. The findings were that dyads in the “see” 

condition experienced inhibition while those in the “not see” condi-

tion did not. Wright and Klumpp concluded that inhibition was due 

to participants being exposed to the memories of their partners during 

collaboration. 

Note, however, that Wright and Klumpp’s (2004) results may have 

been confounded with methodological issues. In the "not see" condi-

tion, each participant had a separate answer sheet, with labels for the 

four studied categories written on the top. Participants then took turns 

writing one item at a time on their own answer sheets. However, for the 

"see "condition, the two participants wrote on the same answer sheet, 

which also had labels for the four studied categories written across the 

top. The participants had to pass the sheet back and forth, with each 

person writing one item per turn. Participants could recall from any 

of the four categories, but could not repeat any item that was already 

recalled by their partner. This meant that with each turn a participant 

had to look across the categories to find what their partner had con-

tributed on their last turn so as not to repeat it. Hence, the process was 

notably more cumbersome for groups in the "see" condition than for 

those in the "not see" condition. It could, then, be argued that the lower 

productivity in the "see" condition may have been due to the process of 

recall rather than solely to the fact that participants saw one another’s 

recall items. 

Therefore, the need remains to clearly establish whether or not 

exposure to the memories of others is the underlying factor in col-

laborative inhibition, as there are other potentially influential factors 

including, to name a few, social facilitation (Zajonc, 1965), where an 

individual’s performance is influenced by the presence of an audience, 

social anxiety (Eysenck, 1992), which has been shown to negatively 

affect performance in cognitive tasks (Eysenck et al., 2007, Sarason, 

1988), and conformity (Reysen, 2005; Schneider & Watkins, 1996; 

Walther et al., 2002). 

The goal of the current study, however, was to directly test the ef-

fect of exposure to the memories of others on recall productivity. In 

Experiment 1, the productivity of groups that recalled under exposure 

and no exposure conditions was tested. In Experiment 2, exposure was 

manipulated within the collaborative group such that during the group 

session, one member of the group recalled without exposure while 

the others recalled with exposure. If the deficit in group productivity 

is attributable solely to exposure to the memories of others, then the 

following predictions can be made:

1. The quantitative difference between real group products and nomi-

nal group products should be eliminated in contexts that do not involve 

exposure, in contrast to contexts that involve exposure. Note that a real 

group product is generated in the context of a group recall session and 

a nominal group product is created by pooling (nonredundantly) the 

products of the same number of individuals who recalled separately.

2. The productivity of groups that recall with exposure should be lower 

than the productivity of groups that recall without exposure.

3. Individuals who recall without exposure should not suffer inhibition, 

whether they recall alone or in a group context. Therefore, (a) the pro-

ductivity of individuals when recalling in a no-exposure group context 

should be comparable to the productivity of the same individuals when 

recalling alone, (b) the productivity of individuals when recalling in a 

no-exposure group context should be comparable to the productivity 

of other individuals who recall alone, and (c), within the same group, 

an individual who recalls without exposure should recall significantly 

more than other group members who recall with exposure. 

EXPERIMENT 1: COLLABORATIVE  
VERSUS COLLECTIVE GROUP RECALL

In Experiment 1, the productivity of groups that recalled collabora-

tively (with exposure) and groups that recalled collectively (without 

exposure) was tested.
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Method

PARTICIPANTS
One hundred and eight William Paterson University undergradu-

ate students participated in this study for course credit. After signing 

an informed consent form, participants were randomly assigned to 

experimental and control groups. Thirty-six participants were run in 

the collaborative group condition (12 groups). Thirty-six participants 

were run in the collective group condition (12 groups). Thirty-six par-

ticipants were run alone in the control condition.

DESIGN
A mixed design was used in this study. The first variable, type of 

recall, was tested within subjects: each participant in the experimental 

conditions was first tested alone (individual recall) and then with two 

other participants (group recall). The second variable, group recall con-

text, was tested between subjects: groups were tested in either the col-

laborative context (the exposure context, where participants spoke their 

memories out loud) or the collective context (the no-exposure context, 

where participants wrote their memories on index cards). Although it 

is optimal in a within-subjects design to counterbalance the order of tri-

als, a fixed individual recall first, group recall second order was utilized 

in this study. In order to directly assess the impact of the collaboration 

process on individual productivity, it was necessary to first determine 

individual productivity prior to the group session. Running the group 

session first would not have allowed the assessment of what and how 

much a given participant uniquely remembered. However, running the 

two recall sessions in this fixed order format left Recall Session 2 vul-

nerable to the potential impacts of temporal distance from the learning 

phase (negative impact) and re-exposure to some of the stimuli during 

the first recall session (positive impact). Therefore, the control condi-

tion, where participants were tested alone in two consecutive recall 

sessions was used, both as a comparison group for participants in the 

collective condition (since there was no exposure in either context), and 

as a gauge for possible productivity loss or gain in Session 2 due to the 

use of a fixed repeated recall format in the experimental conditions.

MATERIALS
Participants viewed a PowerPoint slide presentation of six familiar 

household scenes: toolbox, bathroom, kitchen, bedroom, closet, and 

desk (as used in Roediger et al., 2001). There was one slide per scene 

and each scene contained an average of 24 items, for a total of ap-

proximately 144 items). The slides were presented on a 17 in. computer 

monitor, in slideshow mode. 

While studies of collaborative inhibition have traditionally em-

ployed word lists, pictures were used in the current study. This was done 

in order to afford groups optimal opportunity for good performance, 

based on the finding that pictures are better remembered than words 

(see Nelson, 1979). Also, as previously stated, when well-integrated, 

highly organized material (e.g., small categories of items) was used in 

recall tasks, collaborative groups were sometimes capable of recalling 

as many category items as nominal groups, with this result attributed 

to well-organized materials leaving little room for idiosyncratic or-

ganization (Basden et al., 1997). The scenes used in the current study 

represent organized material. See Appendix A for an example scene. 

Procedure

EXPERIMENTAL CONDITION
The study phase. The three participants in a given experimental 

group viewed the slide presentation together. They were instructed to 

pay attention to the items on the slides as they would be asked to recall 

them later. They were also instructed not to talk to one another dur-

ing the presentation. Slides were set up to automatically advance at 15 

s intervals. A 10 s delay was built-in at the beginning of the slide show 

to allow participants to be settled and focused before the presentation 

of the first slide. Slides were shown in the same order for all sessions: 

toolbox, bathroom, kitchen, bedroom, closet, and desk. At the end of the 

slide show, participants were given a 5 min retention task, where they 

separately wrote the names of as many countries as they could think of.

Recall Session 1: Pre-group individual recall. Following the reten-

tion task, participants were asked to separately recall the study material. 

Participants were seated in cubicles separated by six feet high dividers, 

in front of computers with open, blank Microsoft Word documents. A 

post-it note with “DONE” written on it was placed on each computer 

desk.  Participants were instructed to think back to the slides they had 

seen and to write down as many of the items as they could remember, 

in whatever order they chose. There was no time limit imposed on this 

task. Participants were instructed to stick the “DONE” post-it to their 

cubicle wall when they were done, but to stay quietly in their seats until 

called out by the experimenter. 

Recall Session 2: Group recall. When all participants were done, 

they were called out and seated around a rectangular table where they 

were asked to once again recall the study material, but now as a group. 

What groups did at this point was dependent on the experimental con-

dition under which the session was run – collaborative or collective. 

There was no time limit imposed on this task.

Collaborative condition. This condition involved exposure. The 

three participants in the group spontaneously recalled the items they re-

membered, using a free-flowing, normal conversational format. Group 

sessions were tape-recorded. 

Collective condition. This condition did not involve exposure. The 

three participants were seated, spaced out around the table, with a pile of 

index cards in front of each participant, and a round, deep bowl placed at 

the center of the table. Participants wrote their recall items on the index 

cards, one item per card, and placed the cards in the bowl. Participants 

were instructed not to speak during this session. Participants contrib-

uted freely and spontaneously; no turn taking was required. 

According to Prediction 3 of this study, individuals who recall in the 

collective context should be able to maintain their idiosyncratic retrieval 

strategies and, therefore, not suffer inhibition in the group session. 

Therefore, their ingroup productivity should be comparable to their 

individual productivity in Recall Session 1. In order to track individual 

productivity in the group session, participants were privately labeled 1, 
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2, or 3 by the experimenter and each participant was given a different 

color pen: Participant 1 was always given black, Participant 2 was given 

blue, and Participant 3 was given red. Items recalled by each participant 

were later listed under their individual labels (Participant 1, 2, or 3) in the 

group product document. 

CONTROL CONDITION
Thirty-six participants each viewed the slides alone and were 

tested alone in two consecutive, untimed recall sessions. Since these 

participants were used as a comparison group for participants in the 

collective condition, the first recall session was typed and the second 

session was handwritten, to match the experience of participants in the 

collective condition. According to Prediction 3 of this study, since there 

was no exposure in either context, the productivity of individuals in the 

collective condition (alone and in group) should be comparable to the 

productivity of individuals who recall alone.

CODING
The within-subjects manipulation utilized in this study enabled the 

generation of individual, nominal group, and real group data from the 

same set of three participants. Nominal group products were created 

by pooling nonredundant items from the pre-group recall protocols of 

the three participants in each group. In the end, for each group of three 

the following data were recorded: (a) the number of items recalled by 

each participant in Session 1, (b) the number of items in the nominal 

group product, and (c) the number of items in the real group product 

from Session 2. Additionally, for groups that were run in the collective 

condition, the number of items contributed by each member during 

the group session was also separately noted.

Results
Analyses were based on the mean number of items recalled. 

Repeated-measures analyses of variance (ANOVAs) and paired-sam-

ples t tests were used for within-subjects analyses while independent-

samples t tests were used to make between-subjects comparisons. The 

α level was set at .05 for all analyses.

REAL GROUP VERSUS NOMINAL GROUP PRODUCTIVITY
According to Prediction 1, if the deficit in group productivity is 

attributable solely to exposure to the memories of others, then the 

quantitative difference between real group products and nominal group 

products should be eliminated in contexts that do not involve exposure. 

This means that one should expect nominal group productivity to be 

higher than group productivity for collaborative groups, but not for 

collective groups. To test this prediction, a repeated-measures ANOVA 

was conducted, with group type (real vs. nominal) as the within-subjects 

variable and group recall context (collaborative vs. collective) as the be-

tween-subjects variable. Results showed a significant main effect of group 

type, F(1, 22) = 24.72, MSE = 77.89, p <.001, ηρ² = .53, where a greater 

amount of the learned material was found in nominal group products (M 

= 59.75, SD = 13.78) than in real group products (M = 47.08, SD = 15.49). 

However, there was no significant main effect of group recall context, F(1, 

COLLABORATIVE GROUP VERSUS COLLECTIVE GROUP 
PRODUCTIVITY

According to Prediction 2, if the deficit in group productivity is at-

tributable to exposure to the memories of others, then the productivity 

of groups that recalled in the collaborative (exposure) context should be 

lower than the productivity of groups that recalled in the collective (no 

exposure) context. However, an independent-samples t test showed no 

significant productivity difference between the two group recall contexts, 

t(22) = .34, p = .74. Groups who recalled with exposure recalled about as 

much (M = 48.17, SD = 19.37) as those who recalled without exposure 

(M = 46.00, SD = 11.14). These results do not support the exposure hy-

pothesis.

INDIVIDUAL PRODUCTIVITY ALONE VERSUS IN GROUP
According to Prediction 3, if the deficit in individual productivity in 

the group context is attributable to exposure to the memories of others, 

then individuals who recall in the collective (no exposure) group context 

should be able to maintain their idiosyncratic retrieval strategies, and not 

suffer inhibition. Therefore, the amount of information these individuals 

contribute to the group product in Session 2 should be comparable to the 

amount of information they had produced alone in Session 1. Since the 

productivity of each participant in the collective condition was tracked 

across the two recall sessions, it was possible to make this comparison. 

A paired-samples t test comparing individual productivity alone and in 

group showed a significant difference, t(35) = 3.70, p = 001, d = 0.66, 

where productivity was higher in the individual context (M = 24.94, SD 

= 9.40) than in the group context (M = 21.53, SD = 7.67; see Figure 2).

It was also predicted that, if the deficit in individual productivity in 

the group context is attributable to exposure to the memories of others, 

then the productivity of individuals who recalled in a no-exposure group 

FIGURE 1.

Mean group recall productivity in collaborative and collective 
contexts.

22) = 1.60, p = .22. The pattern of results was similar for collaborative 

and collective group contexts (see Figure 1). There was also no significant 

interaction between group type and group recall context, F(1, 22) = 3.12, 

p = .09. These results do not support the exposure hypothesis; nominal 

group productivity was significantly higher than real group productivity 

in both the exposure and the no-exposure contexts.
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context should be comparable to the productivity of individuals who 

recalled alone. Therefore, the productivity of individuals in the collec-

tive condition who first recalled alone and then in group was compared 

to the productivity of individuals in the control condition who recalled 

alone twice. Independent-samples t tests showed that while there was no 

significant productivity difference in recall Session 1 for individuals in 

the control (M = 27.03, SD = 12.12) and collective (M = 24.94, SD = 9.40) 

conditions, t(70) = .81, p = .42, the difference between these two sets of 

participants in recall Session 2 was marginally significant, t(70) = 1.81, p 

= .07, where participants in the control condition recalled more items (M 

= 26.08, SD = 13.01) than those in the collective condition (M = 21.53, 

SD = 7.67; see Figure 2).

Furthermore, while for participants in the control condition, there 

was no significant difference in productivity between Session 1 (M = 

27.03, SD = 12.12) and Session 2 (M = 26.08, SD = 13.01), t(35) = 1.31, 

p = .20, this comparison was significant for individuals in the collective 

condition, where productivity was higher in Session 1 - the individual 

context (M = 24.94, SD = 9.40) than in Session 2 - the group context 

(M = 21.53, SD = 7.67), t(35) = 3.70, p = .001, d = 0.66 (see Figure 2). 

Note that the lack of significant difference in productivity between Recall 

Sessions 1 and 2 for participants in the control condition suggests no det-

rimental effect of temporal distance from the learning phase in Session 2. 

Therefore, the observed significant decrement in productivity in Session 

2 for individuals in the collective condition cannot be attributed to tem-

poral distance from the learning phase.

These results do not support the exposure hypothesis because, al-

though participants in the collective condition were not exposed to one 

another’s memory in the group context, they still suffered inhibition.

EXPERIMENT 2

In Experiment 1, the inherent difference between the collaborative and 

collective group contexts, that is, free conversation versus silent writing, 

made the two conditions different beyond the exposure factor and could 

have influenced the results. Therefore, Experiment 2 further investigated 

the exposure hypothesis by manipulating exposure only in the collabora-

tive context. During the group session, one member of the group recalled 

without exposure while the others recalled with exposure. The exposure 

hypothesis would predict significantly higher productivity for the mem-

ber who recalled without exposure, in comparison to the members who 

recalled with exposure.

Method

PARTICIPANTS
Sixty-three William Paterson University undergraduate students 

participated in this study for course credit. Each participant signed an 

informed consent form. Participants were tested in groups of three, for 

a total of 21 groups.

MATERIALS AND DESIGN
Materials were as in Experiment 1. The study utilized a within-

subjects design. Each participant was tested alone and as part of a group.

PROCEDURE
Participants viewed the PowerPoint presentation together and, after 

a 5 min retention task, recalled the material in two consecutive sessions, 

first separately and then as a group. In order to be able to compare indi-

vidual productivity alone and in group, the performance of each group 

member was tracked. Each participant was privately labeled Participant 

1, 2, or 3 by the experimenter and their products in the individual ses-

sion, as well as their contributions in the group session, were labeled 

accordingly.

During the group session, recall was conducted sequentially. Each 

participant presented, all at once, the items they recalled from the 

study material, while others listened. The person labeled Participant 1 

always recalled first, followed by Participant 2, and finally Participant 3. 

Participants were instructed to present everything they recalled even if 

some of their items had been mentioned by another participant. There 

was no time limit imposed on this task. When everyone had taken a turn, 

participants were given the opportunity to present anything else they 

may have missed during their turn. Group sessions were audio-recorded.

The person of interest in this manipulation was Participant 1. It was 

predicted that if exposure to the memories of others causes the organi-

zational disruption that leads to low recall productivity, then Participants 

1 should not be affected since these participants presented their items 

first, before hearing the contributions of the other two participants. 

Participants 1 were expected to be able to maintain the recall strategy 

that they had utilized in the individual recall session and, therefore, not 

suffer significant deficit in the group context.

CODING
As in Experiment 1, nominal group products were created by com-

bining nonredundant items from the three individual recall protocols for 

each group.

In counting individual contributions to the group product, care was 

taken to separate what participants uniquely remembered from what 

they may have gained from hearing other group members. This process 

was particularly relevant for Participants 2 and 3. For each participant, 

FIGURE 2.

Mean individual recall productivity in the control and collective 
contexts
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items they contributed during the group session were compared to items 

they had recalled during the preceding individual session. Any item that 

was contributed during the group session, but that was not in the initial 

individual recall product, was identified. The session transcript was then 

reviewed to see if the item had been presented by another participant 

during the group session. If yes, the item was assumed to have been “bor-

rowed” from the other group member and, therefore, was not counted for 

the participant. However, if no one else had presented the item during the 

group session, then the item was regarded as spontaneous new recall, and 

included in the participant’s count.

Results
Paired-samples t tests were used for within-subject analyses and one-

way between-subjects ANOVAs and independent-samples t tests were 

used for between-subjects analyses. α was set to .05 for all analyses.

GROUP PRODUCTIVITY VERSUS NOMINAL GROUP 
PRODUCTIVITY

A paired-samples t test comparing nominal group and real group 

productivity yielded a significant result, t(62) = 13.02, p < .001, d = 1.64. 

Consistent with previous findings, nominal group productivity (M = 

72.38, SD = 15.87) was significantly greater than real group productivity 

(M = 53.38, SD = 14.93).

INDIVIDUAL PRODUCTIVITY ALONE VERSUS IN GROUP
It was predicted that if exposure to the memories of others is re-

sponsible for reduced individual recall in the collaborative context, then 

Participants 1, who presented their recall items before hearing the con-

tributions of other group members, should be able to maintain the same 

level of productivity in the group context that they had achieved in the 

individual session. However, paired-samples t tests showed a significant 

difference in the individual and ingroup productivity of all three partici-

pants, with productivity being higher in the individual than in the group 

context: Participant 1, t(20) = 5.40, p < .001, d = 1.18; Participant 2, t(20) 

= 6.40, p < .001, d = 1.40; and Participant 3, t(20) = 4.84, p < .001, d = 

1.01. See Table 1 for all means.

Furthermore, a one-way ANOVA revealed no significant difference 

in the amount of information contributed by Participant 1 (M = 18.60, 

SD = 6.99), Participant 2 (M = 23.80, SD = 8.35), and Participant 3 (M 

= 20.50, SD = 8.82) during the group session, F(2, 60) = 1.26, p = .29. It 

is worth mentioning, though, that productivity in the group session was 

lowest for Participant 1. Note that the results for these analyses did not 

change even when borrowed items were included in the calculations. 

The mean number of borrowed items was 2.43 (SD = 2.83). Therefore, 

the results of Experiment 2 show that Participant 1 who recalled without 

exposure was as inhibited during the group session as were Participants 

2 and 3 who recalled with exposure.

To summarize, the results of both Experiments 1 and 2 do not sup-

port the exposure hypothesis. Not seeing the contributions of others did 

not provide any buffer against collaborative inhibition.

DISCUSSION

When a group of individuals recalls a shared experience, the amount of 

information they recall as a collaborative group is generally less than the 

amount obtained by pooling the information they recall separately, an 

effect termed collaborative inhibition by Weldon and Bellinger (1997). 

It has since been argued that collaborative inhibition is attributable to 

strategy disruption, where it is believed that exposure to the memories 

of others during collaboration interferes with an individual’s ability 

to maintain their own idiosyncratic retrieval strategy and, therefore, 

makes it difficult for them to reconstruct their own memories (Weldon 

& Bellinger, 1997; Weldon et al., 2000; Wright & Klumpp, 2004). The 

present study tested this exposure hypothesis based on the rationale 

that if the deficit in group productivity is attributable to exposure to the 

memories of others, then (a) the quantitative difference between real 

groups and nominal groups should be eliminated in contexts that do 

not involve exposure, (b) the productivity of groups that recalled with 

exposure should be lower than the productivity of groups that recalled 

without exposure, and (c) the ingroup productivity of individuals who 

recalled without exposure should be comparable to their productivity 

when they recalled alone, as well as to the productivity of other individu-

als who recalled alone.

The results of the present study did not support the above predic-

tions. In Experiment 1, elimination of exposure did not eliminate the 

productivity difference favoring nominal group products over real group 

products. Group productivity was not higher for groups who recalled 

collectively (without exposure), when compared to groups that recalled 

collaboratively (with exposure). Also, while productivity was compara-

ble for individuals in the control and collective conditions in Session 

1, where both groups recalled alone, productivity for the two groups 

differed in Session 2, where the control group once again recalled alone 

and the collective group recalled in a group context, with participants in 

the collective condition recalling less than their control counterparts. In 

Experiment 2, Participants 1, who had presented their recall items before 

hearing the memories of other group members, contributed fewer items 

in the group session than they had in their individual session. There 

was also no difference in the amount of information they contributed 

in group compared to Participants 2 and 3 who had recalled under the 

exposure condition. Therefore, it appears that exposure to the memories 

of others is not a necessary precondition for collaborative inhibition. 

One fact that must be kept in mind as the search for the critical fac-

tor in collaborative inhibition continues is that collaborative recall is a 

socio-cognitive activity. Therefore, the investigation into causative fac-

tors must not focus solely on the cognitive component, but must also 

TABLE 1.  
Mean Recall Productivity for Participants 1, 2, and 3, in the Indi-
vidual and Group Sessions

Participant 1 Participant 2 Participant 3
Individual session

M 31.80 35.80 31.80
SD 9.97 11.45 13.30

Group session
M 18.60 23.80 20.50
SD 6.99 8.35 8.82
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include the social, as social factors may act as precursors to the cognitive 

inhibition experienced in collaborative contexts. For example, research 

in social psychology has long shown the social facilitation effect (Zajonc, 

1965), where an individual’s performance is influenced by the presence 

of an audience. In the collaborative recall context, group members can 

be considered an audience whose presence could impact the perfor-

mance of an individual. 

There is also substantial research linking anxiety to impaired cognitive 

performance (see Eysenck, 1992, for a review) where the experience of 

anxiety leads to a situation where a portion of the attentional resources 

that should be dedicated to the performance of a cognitive task is al-

located to managing task-irrelevant thoughts generally related to self-

preoccupation (Eysenck et al., 2007, Sarason, 1988). It is plausible that 

group recall contexts engender heightened feelings of self-consciousness 

and apprehension that negatively impact individual productivity. When 

someone is working privately, thought processes that are usually engen-

dered by the presence of other people are not activated. Therefore, much 

of the person’s attention would be devoted to the task. A group context, 

on the other hand, heightens a person’s awareness of themselves as a 

social object and might, therefore, be more likely to lead to self-focused 

attention. Managing self-focused thoughts, as well as the emotions as-

sociated with them, could reduce the amount of attention available for 

the central task and interfere with a person’s ability to perform well. 

Lastly, a link has also been established between conformity and 

memory performance (e.g., Reysen, 2005; Schneider & Watkins, 1996; 

Walther et al., 2002), where the memory performance of individuals is 

influenced by the actions of other group members.

In conclusion, since collaborative recall occurs in a social context, 

it is imperative that research into collaborative inhibition seeks to re-

veal how social and cognitive factors may interact to inhibit individual 

productivity in the collaborative context. One methodological addition 

to be considered in future studies would be the inclusion of a measure 

of arousal. This would enable the assessment of arousal levels during 

recall in the individual and group contexts, and might shed clearer light 

on the cognitive consequences of collaborative recall contexts. Another 

methodological consideration, particularly with regard to the experi-

mental design utilized in the current study, would be to equate, as much 

as possible, the recall modality in the two group contexts. The inherent 

difference, beyond exposure, between the collaborative and collective 

groups in Experiment 1, where one group session was in the context 

of normal, free flowing, interactive oral conversation and the other was 

in the context of silent writing, is duly noted. A future effort might look 

into utilizing the same collaboration format for the two recall contexts. 

This could be accomplished by means of a computer mediated commu-

nication platform.
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APPENDIX

Sample Slide: The “Toolbox” scene.
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