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Brief report
Assigned experts with competitive goals withhold
information in group decision making

Claudia Toma'*, Dimitri Vasiljevic?, Dominique Oberlé?
and Fabrizio Butera’

'Université catholique de Louvain, Belgium
2Université Paris X Nanterre, France
3Université de Lausanne, Switzerland

Expertise assignment has been proposed to improve unshared information pooling in
group decision making. The current research revises this view by hypothesizing that
expertise assignment is beneficial when group members have cooperative goals, but is
detrimental when group members have competitive goals. Three-person groups were
confronted with a hidden-profile task. Members were either assigned experts or not
and were instructed to either cooperate or compete with other members. The results
confirmed that expertise decreased unshared information pooling and repetitions in
competition, while the reverse was found in cooperation. This interaction effect was
mediated by self-other difference in perceived competence. Thus, expertise favours
or hinders information sharing in group decision making as a function of members’
cooperative or competitive goals.

Pico della Mirandola and Erasmus of Rotterdam are said to have been the last scholars to
know everything; these two exceptional minds, however, lived during the Renaissance,
and it is clear today that the development of ideas cannot rely upon one person, but
requires experts to become coordinated and complementary information to be pooled
(Moscovici, 1993). But do experts really contribute by pooling their superior knowledge
in groups?

Past research indicates that groups do not effectively exchange relevant information,
and that discussions tend to focus on information that all members know prior to the
interaction (Stasser & Titus, 1985; Wittenbaum & Stasser, 1996). This is the case for
hidden profiles (Stasser & Titus, 2003) in which optimal decisions are hidden by key
pieces of information distributed to different group members (unshared information)
while other pieces of information are known to all group members (shared information).
In order to solve this problem, expertise assignment (making group members aware of
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their respective expertise) has been shown to enhance unshared information pooling
(Franz & Larson, 2002; Stasser, Stewart, & Wittenbaum, 1995; Stasser, Vaughan, &
Stewart, 2000; Stewart & Stasser, 1995) because experts’ information is considered
to be more trustworthy, and important enough to be mentioned during discussions.
However, prior research on hidden profiles has assumed that members always work
cooperatively when sharing information (Wittenbaum, Hollingshead, & Botero, 2004).
‘What has been overlooked is that, in negotiation and many decision-making situations,
individuals face a mixture of both cooperative incentives to reach high-quality group
decisions and competitive incentives to do well personally (Davis, Laughlin, & Komorita,
1976; De Dreu, Nijstad, & van Knippenberg, 2008; De Dreu, Weingart, & Kwon, 2000).
This article integrates the notion of mixed-motives with prior work on expertise and hy-
pothesizes that assigned expertise is beneficial to information pooling when group mem-
bers have cooperative goals, but might be detrimental when they have competitive goals.

Expertise effects under cooperation and competition

Studies have shown that in hidden profiles, competition led group members to withhold
unshared, but not shared, information (Toma & Butera, 2009). Thus, we propose that
whether group members are in cooperation or in competition should influence the
extent to which expertise assignment impacts information sharing. The positive effects
of expertise assignment that have been observed in previous research (e.g., Stewart &
Stasser, 1995) would be typical of cooperation, as is also suggested by the research on
cooperative learning (Aronson & Patnoe, 1997).

Classically, expertise is considered a major resource available to the group that can
be vital to the group’s success (Bottger & Yetton, 1988). This is because experts exhibit
greater levels of participation than other members in group interactions (Bottger, 1984),
they talk more and influence the group decision more (Bunderson, 2003; Littlepage,
Schmidt, Whisler, & Frost, 1995; Thomas-Hunt, Ogden, & Neale, 2003). Moreover,
expertise does not need to be real to influence group interactions. Even in the absence
of real expertise, individuals thought to have expertise stimulate productive group
interaction and information sharing (Wittenbaum, 2000).

In hidden profiles, experts are known to improve unshared information pooling,
because they are better able to distinguish task-relevant from task-irrelevant information
(Shanteau, 1992). Therefore, they recall unshared information better and are also more
motivated to mention it (Franz & Larson, 2002). Experts are also known to seek out
relevant information from other members (Abdolmohammadi & Shanteau, 1992) and
to elicit others’ information by repeating it (Franz & Larson, 2002). In Stasser et al.’s
study (1995), three-person groups were presented with the task of solving a homicide
mystery. Groups in which members were explicitly informed about their privileged
access to unique information (expertise assignment) contributed with more unshared
information and led the group to better performances. This is because every group
member was aware of each of the other members’ responsibilities, and consequently,
they coordinated their efforts when sharing unique information. The important point
here is that these studies implicitly assumed that the assigned experts were motivated
by cooperation.

The original contribution of this research is to provide evidence that when group
members are motivated by competition, the well-known positive effects of expertise may
be questioned and even reversed. Competition might decrease members’ motivation
to bring their unique information into discussion, because competition makes people
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more focused on standing out in the comparison of competences with others. In other
words, the threat that competition poses to one’s own competence may restrict experts
when sharing their unique information, and may impair members’ motivation to repeat
the already-mentioned information. Recent research has revealed that participants who
were assigned experts ignored information that was proposed by an equally expert
partner, more often when competition was induced than when it was not (Quiamzade &
Mugny, 2009). Therefore, we hypothesize that under competition, groups with assigned
expertise should pool and repeat less unshared information than groups without assigned
expertise; under cooperation, groups with assigned expertise should pool and repeat
more unshared information than groups without assigned expertise (Hypothesis 1 for
information pooling and Hypothesis 2 for information repetition).

Perceived competence' and information pooling

One important mechanism that could explain the differential effect of expertise on
information pooling and repetition under cooperation and competition is members’
readiness to acknowledge others’ competence in comparison with their own. Under
cooperation, members with assigned expertise are more likely to view one another as
unique individuals with recognized specific competence (Hollingshead, 2000). Under
competition, members may want to affirm their competence and deny those of others,
and therefore, they might be more focused on standing out from other experts in a
comparison of competence (Butera & Mugny, 2001).

The previous research acknowledges that expertise is beneficial to the group,
provided that members feel competent, and recognize other’s competence (Markus,
Cross, & Wurf, 1990). When members are unable to identify each one’s competence,
the potential contributions of experts in groups is reduced (Baumann & Bonner, 2004;
Bunderson, 2003; Littlepage, Robison, & Reddington, 1997). However, little is known
about conditions under which group members are willing (or unwilling) to acknowledge
one another’s competence, and how this impacts information sharing and repetition.
As Littlepage et al. (1995) pointed out, ’it seems important to investigate variables
that influence members’ ability to recognize expertise’. We believe that whether group
members are motivated by cooperation or competition is a critical moderator.

Experts are often afforded status and competence (French & Raven, 1959) and
competition may reinforce members’ desire to attain a high status and to prove
that their competence is superior to those of others (Stroebe, Diehl, & Abakoumkin,
1992). Competitive goals are simultaneously associated with the enhancement of self-
competence and disdain of partners’ competence (Darnon, Muller, Schrager, Panuzzo,
& Butera, 2006). The perception of competence is essentially a comparative process,
reflecting people’s tendency to devaluate or to exaggerate others’ competence in a way
that minimizes the threat to one’s perceived competence (Alicke, LoSchiavo, Zerbst, &
Zhang, 1997). In the context of the current research, expert members in competition
may want to prove that others’ competence is inferior to their own as a way to maintain
their sense of competence. One strategy to maintain this difference with others is to

! The notion of perceived competence is conceptually similar to the notion of perceived expertise. Defined as members’ ability
to recognize others’ competence, perceived expertise is an important mediator of group decision-making processes. Similar
to perceived competence, perceived expertise is not related to actual expertise and could be influenced by various contextual
variables (Littlepage et al., 1995).
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neglect mentioning unshared information and to refrain from repeating the already-
mentioned information (see also Buchs & Butera, 2009; Buchs, Butera, & Mugny, 2004).
Quite the reverse, expert members in cooperation should facilitate the mention and
repetition of information, because they should be prone recognizing others’ competence
as comparable to their own. Thus, we also hypothesize that the self-other difference in
perceived competence should mediate the expertise assignment by goals interaction on
unshared information pooling and repetition (Hypothesis 3).

Method

Participants and design

One hundred forty-four French undergraduate psychology students (122 women and
22 men, M = 19.49 years, SD = 3.54) participated in this experiment in return for
course credit. They were randomly assigned to 48 three-person groups, in a 2 (expertise
assignment: yes, no) x 2 (goals: cooperation, competition) factorial design.

Materials and procedure

We used the materials and procedure designed by Toma and Butera (2009). Participants
arrived at the laboratory in groups of three for a study on decision making, and were
invited to study a road accident case individually in order to identify the guilty person
in the accident. They were provided with 19 shared items and three critical unshared
items.

Next, they took part in a round-table discussion, where they were instructed to
discuss the accident case for a maximum of 15 min. We adopted the expertise assignment
manipulation used by Stasser et al. (1995). In the expertise assignment condition, the
experimenter publicly announced that each group member had additional information
about one of the suspects. In the no-expertise assignment condition, groups were simply
told that each group member did not hold quite the same information. In addition,
participants in cooperation and in competition were told that their goal was to jointly
decide the best solution regarding the guilty person in the accident. Participants in
competition were also told that, although group members make a joint decision, it is
important to be the first in the group to propose this solution. Finally, participants
completed a post-discussion questionnaire that included questions on their own and
others’ competence, and manipulation checks.

Dependent measures

Information sharing

Two measures related to information sharing were computed at the group level.
Proportions of shared and unshared information were computed by counting the first
mentioned items of shared and unshared information divided by the amount of available
shared (19) and unshared items (9). Repetitions were computed by counting the total
number of repetitions (separately for shared and unshared information) divided by the
number of first-mentioned shared and unshared items, respectively.

Self—other difference in perceived competence

Was computed as the difference between the participant’s own esti-
mated competence, and that of the others (M = 289, SD = 1.38),
on a 9-point scale ranged from 1 (not at al) to 9 (yes, definitely).
A higher positive mean score corresponds to a larger self-other difference in
favour of oneself and/or to the disadvantage of others.
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Manipulation checks

Perception of cooperation (three questions, o = 0.96), competition (two questions,
r(46) = .63), and expertise (two questions, 7(46) = .88) were assessed on scales ranged
from 1 (not at all) to 9 (yes, definitely). For more details about the method please refer
to the Supplemental Materials.

Results

Manipulation checks

One group was excluded for having failed to comprehend the instructions. Perceived
cooperation was higher in cooperation (M = 8.65, SD = 0.34) than in competition
M = 7.00, SD = 1.19), F(1, 43) = 41.24, p < .001, npz = 0.49. Conversely, perceived
competition was higher in competition (M = 3.39, SD = 1.84) than in cooperation
WM =1.71,8D = 0.73), F(1, 43) = 16.32, p < .001, np2 = 0.27. Perception of expertise
was higher in expertise assignment condition (M = 3.96, SD = 1.51) compared to no-
expertise assignment condition (M = 3.07, SD = 1.18), F(1, 43) = 7.46, p < .01, npz =
0.14. No other effects were significant, p > .05.

Proportion of information

Information sharing (proportion and repetition of information) was analysed with a 2
(expertise assignment: yes, no) x 2 (goals: cooperation, competition) x 2 (information
type: shared, unshared) mixed ANOVA with repeated measures on the third factor. This
analysis revealed the predicted three-way interaction on proportion of information,
F(1,43)=4.43,p < .05, ,qu = 0.09. For unshared information, the predicted interaction
between expertise assignment and goals was found, F(1, 43) = 7.99, p < .01, npz =
0.16. In cooperation, assigned experts exchanged more unshared information (M =
0.93, SD = 0.06) than unassigned experts (M = 0.83, SD = 0.13), F(1, 43) = 5.90,
p < .05, np* = 0.05, while in competition, assigned experts exchanged less unshared
information (M = 0.45, SD = 0.17) than unassigned experts (M = 0.63, SD = 0.206),
F(, 43) = 3.79, p = .06, np2 = 0.06 (Figure 1). For shared information, the interaction
between expertise assignment and goals was not significant, F < 1.

Rate of information repetition

Concerning the repetition of information, the three-way interaction between expertise
assignment, goals, and information type was also significant, F(1, 43) = 13.65, p <
.001, ”qu = 0.25. For unshared information, the predicted interaction between expertise
assignment and goals was found, F(1, 43) = 10.75, p < .01, ”f]p2 = 0.20. In cooperation,
assigned experts repeated more unshared information (M = 2.75, SD = 0.58) than
unassigned experts (M = 1.79, SD = 1.05), F(1, 43) = 6.03, p < .05, .qu = 0.08, while
in competition, assigned experts repeated less unshared information (M = .60, SD =
0.52) than unassigned experts (M = 1.38, SD = 1.12), F(1, 43) = 4.77, p < .05, T]pz =
0.05. For shared information, the interaction between expertise assignment and goals
was significant, F(1, 43) = 4.28, p < .05, np2 = 0.09. In cooperation, there was no
difference between assigned experts (M = 0.44, SD = 0.41) and unassigned experts
M = 0.55, SD = 0.27), F <1, while in competition, assigned experts repeated more
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Figure 1. Proportion of initially mentioned unshared and shared information as a function of expertise
assignment and goals.
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Figure 2. Repetition of unshared and shared information as a function of expertise assignment and

goals.

shared information (M = 0.63, SD = 0.64) than unassigned experts (M = 0.21, 5D = 0.21),

F(,43) =37

1, p = .06, ,> = 0.04 (Figure 2).
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Table |I. Least square regression results for the mediated moderation model for the proportion of
unshared information

Equation | Equation 2 Equation 3
(criterion PROPUINFO)  (criterion PERCOMP)  (criterion PROPUINFO)

Predictors B t B t B t
Expertise —0.08 —0.76 0.14 1.14 0.03 0.29
Goals 0.69 6.93 —0.40 —321™ 0.60 574"
Expertise x goals 0.28 283" —0.36 —2.87" 0.17 1.62
PERCOMP —0.24 —2.10"""
PERCOMP x goals 0.18 1.75

Note. PROPUINFO = proportion of unshared information, PERCOMP = perception of self-other
competence. *p <.001; **p < .0l; ***p < .05.

Table 2. Least square regression results for the mediated moderation model for the repetition of
unshared information

Equation | Equation 2 Equation 3
(criterion REPUINFO) (criterion PERCOMP) (criterion REPUINFO)

Predictors B t B t B t
Expertise 0.04 0.33 0.14 I.14 0.01 0.04
Goals 0.54 4.80" —0.40 —321" 0.39 3427
Expertise x goals 0.37 3.28" —0.36 —2.87" 0.27 240"
PERCOMP —0.38 —3.08""
PERCOMP x goals -0.22 —1.95

Note. REPUINFO = repetition of unshared information, PERCOMP = perception of self-other
competence. *p <.001; **p <.0l; ***p < .05.

The mediational role of self-other difference in perceived competence? on pooling
and repetition of unshared information

We followed the procedure set forth by Muller, Judd, and Yzerbyt (2005). In equation
1 (see Table 1 and Table 2), the overall moderation was found on the proportion of
unshared information, B = 0.28, SE = 0.09 and on the repetition of unshared information,

2| order to understand the origin of the variations in perceived competence score, we analyzed self-competence and other
competence separately, with a 2 (expertise assignment: yes, no) x 2 (goals: cooperation, competition) x 2 (target: self,
others) ANOVA with repeated measure on the last factor. This analysis revealed a significant three-way interaction, F(I, 43)
= 1049, p <.001, npz = 0.19. For perceived self-competence, group members perceived themselves as more competent
in competition (M = 6.28, SD = 2.02) than in cooperation (M = 5.29, SD = 1.55), F(1, 43) = 3.73, p = .06, npz = 0.08;
and more competent with assigned expertise (M = 6.30, SD = 1.77) than without assigned expertise (M = 5.27, SD =
1.83), F(1, 43) = 4.05, p < .05, T]pz = 0.08. For perceived other competence, the analysis revealed a significant two-way
interaction, F(I,43) = 10.37,p <.0l, npz = 0.19. In cooperation, members with assigned expertise were perceived as more
competent (M = 3.86, SD = 1.71) than members without assigned expertise (M = 2.09, SD = 1.07), F(1,43) = 9.16,p <
.01, T]PZ = 0.17.In competition, members with assigned expertise were perceived as less competent (M = 2.27, SD = 0.88)
than members without assigned expertise (M = 3.25, SD = 1.28), F(1, 43) = 4.67, p < .05, T]Pz = 0.07. This analysis
suggests that the variations in the perceived competence score are due to the devaluation of other competence rather than
the enhancement of self-competence. However, because the perception of self-other competence is a comparative process,
we decided to use the difference score in the mediation analysis. The analysis also holds when using the perception of others’
competence as mediator.
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B = 1.74, SE = 0.53. In equation 2, the overall moderation was found on perceived
competence, B = —1.98, SE = 0.69. In equation 3, when controlling for perceived
competence, both the overall moderation on the proportion of information, and of the
repetition of information, were reduced, B = 0.16, SE = 0.10 and B = 1.26, SE = 0.52,
respectively, while perceived competence still predicted the proportion of unshared
information, B = —0.04, SE = 0.02, and the repetition of unshared information, B =
—0.32, SE = 0.10. Moreover, the residual of the moderation of goals and expertise
assignment was reduced from B = 0.28 to B = 0.16 on information pooling, and from
B = 1.74 to B = 1.26 on information repetition. The Sobel tests were significant, z =
2.44,p < .05 and z = 2.76, p < .01, respectively.

Group decision quality

As is common practice in the literature on hidden profiles, we also analyzed group
decision quality. The results indicated that in cooperation, more groups succeeded (91%)
than failed (9%), whereas in competition, more groups failed (96%) than succeeded
(4%), x>(1, N = 47) = 35.82, p < .001. Although the interaction between goals and
expertise was not significant (x? < 1), an approach in terms of group productivity
(i.e., the time used by the group to make a decision; Steiner, 1972) can offer a clearer
picture. We therefore analysed the discussion time with a 2 (expertise assignment:
yes, no) X 2 (goals: cooperation, competition) ANOVA. The two-way interaction was
significant, F(1, 43) =7.95, p < .01, 'r]pz = 0.15. For competitive groups, discussion time
is longer with assigned expertise (M = 192.75 s, SD = 99.46) than without assigned
expertise (M = 113.50, SD = 80.76), F(1, 43) = 4.59, p < .05, np*> = 0.09, while for
cooperative discussion time was shorter with assigned expertise (M = 95.27, SD = 20.34)
than without assigned expertise (M = 133.17, SD = 54.64), F(1, 43) = 4.68, p < .05,
Mp? = 0.10. The main effects were not significant, Fs < 1. All cooperative/competitive
groups performed well/poorly in making a good decision, but expertise assignment
reduced/increased the time needed for this decision. For more detailed analyses please
refer to the Supplemental Materials.

Discussion

Traditionally, the research on hidden profiles has assumed that, when making decisions,
group members work cooperatively but exchange information in a biased manner
(Stasser, 1999), and that expertise assignment is a leading resource in improving
information sharing (Stasser et al., 1995). In the current research, we proposed to revise
this perspective by hypothesizing that expertise can have both positive and negative
effects on information sharing, depending on members’ goals; this is an important
specification, given that experts are often used in all types of workgroups to improve
the quality of members’ interactions.

First, we replicated the results of previous research by Toma and Butera (2009), by
demonstrating that under competition, groups mentioned and repeated less unshared
information and made decisions of a lower quality than in cooperation, bringing
supplementary support to the view of groups as motivated information processors (De
Dreu et al., 2008; Toma & Butera, 2009; Toma, Bry, & Butera, in press; Toma, Gilles,
& Butera, 2011; Wittenbaum et al., 2004). More importantly, we provided evidence
that the effects of expertise assignment on unshared information pooling and repetition
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depended on goals. We replicated the well-known positive effects of expertise only in
cooperation, while a reverse effect was found in competition. Cooperative groups with
assigned expertise pooled and repeated more unshared information than did groups
without assigned expertise, while competitive groups with assigned expertise pooled
less unshared information than did groups without assigned expertise (Hypothesis 1 and
Hypothesis 2).

The reason for this effect appears to be related to the self-other difference in
perceived competence (Hypothesis 3), which mediated the expertise assignment by goal
interaction effect. This result lends support to the conceptual analysis of Hypothesis 1
and Hypothesis 2 that the differential effect of expertise assignments could be due
to the fact that in competition, more so than in cooperation, group members might
strive to maintain the difference in competence with others by neglecting to mention
or repeat relevant information. Although we can only speculate on this, we surmise
that the difference in perceived competence could even reflect a threat to competence.
The social comparative literature has long shown that enhanced self-competence occurs
when others’ competence is perceived as a threat for one’s own (Hackmiller, 1966;
Wills, 1981). Recent research has even pinpointed that when compared to a specific
other, contrary to the better-than-average effect, people tend to report that they are
equal, and in some cases even inferior, to the target (Alicke, Klotz, Breitenbecher,
Yurak, & Vredenburg, 1995), unless their competence is threatened, in which case
they claim their superiority (Muller & Butera, 2004). However, the mediation is only
partial with regard to repetition, suggesting that other mechanisms might explain
experts’ information pooling. One possibility is that competitive groups with assigned
experts endorsed less critical thinking than did cooperative groups (Postmes, Spears,
& Cihangir, 2001), and therefore, they repeated more unshared information. Another
possibility is that competitive groups exhibited a higher level of mistrust and were
therefore less motivated to mention and repeat unshared information than were
cooperative groups. Under competition, assigned experts may have withheld unshared
information, but not shared information, probably in a tactical attempt to deal with
mistrust and the fear of being exploited (Steinel & De Dreu, 2004; Toma & Butera,
2009).

Although this research promotes our understanding of the role of expertise on
information sharing, it also raises questions about the notion of expertise. Our study
defined experts as those individuals who possessed more information about a particular
decision alternative (Stasser et al., 1995). We acknowledge that this definition does not
fully account for expertise that could also be defined as particular knowledge about
a specific domain (MacCrimmon & Wagner, 1987), past task performance (Shanteau,
1987), and familiarity with the task (Smith & Kida, 1991). Future research should
manipulate the different forms of expertise in order to investigate the generalizability of
our findings.

Despite this limitation, our research suggests that expertise assignment can have
both beneficial and detrimental effects on information sharing, depending on members’
goals. For this reason, we advise caution when inviting experts to make decisions
with high individual stakes, because this may lead to in-group competition and infor-
mation withholding. Moreover, the self-other difference in perceived competence is
a key mechanism that explains why assigned experts could withhold their unshared
information when pursuing competitive, rather than cooperative, goals. Expertise
assignment alone is not a guarantee of success when creating professional and research
teams.
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