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Abstract
Work avoidance goals, which refer to wanting to do as little as possible in school, are
detrimental to school success. Given its maladaptive nature, studies have investigated the
antecedents of work avoidance, such as the role of personal characteristics and social-
contextual factors. The influence of one’s classmates, however, remains under-explored.
Drawing from social contagion research, we examined whether work avoidance goals
spread among classmates. Questionnaires were administered to 1524 adolescent students
nested within 50 classes. Two waves of data were collected one semester apart. Multilevel
modeling was used to analyze the data. Results showed that a student’s work avoidance in
Time 2 was predicted by his/her classmates’work avoidance in Time 1. These results held
even after controlling for one’s own Time 1 work avoidance. Moreover, work avoidance
goals led to higher levels of disengagement and lower levels of engagement. The findings
demonstrate that work avoidance goals are socially contagious and that they have negative
consequences for students’ engagement. This study extends our theoretical understanding
of work avoidance by highlighting the vital role played by one’s classmates in shaping
students’ avoidance of schoolwork and the deleterious consequences that come with it.
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Disengagement

Much of the goal research in educational psychology has focused on students’ goals to
improve their competence (mastery goals) or to demonstrate their competence (performance
goals; Dweck and Leggett 1988; Elliot and McGregor 2001; Elliot and Murayama 2008).
However, there is another type of goal known as work avoidance goal, which has received less
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attention in the literature (Dowson and McInerney 2001; Skaalvik 1997). Work avoidance
goals refer to one’s desire to do as little work as possible or avoid schoolwork altogether
(Dowson and McInerney 2001; Seifert and O'Keefe 2001). These goals result in less school
engagement (Dowson and McInerney 2001; Fredricks et al. 2004; King 2014), suboptimal
learning strategies (Somuncuoglu and Yildirim 1999), and ultimately lower academic achieve-
ment (Brdar et al. 2006; King and McInerney 2014).

Past studies have found that students’ personal characteristics such as having a low need for
achievement (Jagacinski et al. 2019), feeling bored at school (Jarvis and Seifert 2002), having
low self-efficacy (Seifert and O'Keefe 2001), and perceiving one’s intelligence as fixed rather
than malleable (King and McInerney 2014) are key predictors of work avoidance goals. Aside
from these personal characteristics, social-contextual factors such as one’s teachers can also
influence students’ tendency to adopt work avoidance goals (Seifert and O'Keefe 2001; Urdan
and Schoenfelder 2006). However, the role of classmates has seldom been explored. This is a
crucial gap because there is a substantial body of literature showing that classmates and peers
influence one’s attitudes towards school and other learning-related outcomes (Li et al. 2011;
Urdan 1997, 2004; Wentzel et al. 2017).

Drawing on prior work on social contagion, work avoidance goals may be transmitted
among students in the same class. This can predispose students with work avoidant classmates
to adopt work avoidance goals themselves. To explore this possibility, we examined the social
contagion of work avoidance goals and whether these goals play a role in students’ engage-
ment and disengagement in school. We adopted a longitudinal design and analyzed data from
1524 secondary school students nested in 50 classes using multilevel modeling. We tested
whether classmates’ work avoidance goals at Time 1 would predict one’s work avoidance
goals at Time 2, controlling for one’s baseline work avoidance. We also explored whether and
how work avoidance would predict students’ engagement and disengagement.

Work avoidance goals

Work avoidance goals refer to the desire to succeed in school by doing as little as possible
(Dowson and McInerney 2001; Seifert and O'Keefe 2001). It can be characterized by a dislike
for homework or difficult subjects, engagement in off-task behaviors, and lack of planning as
regards one’s schoolwork (Dowson and McInerney 2001). Despite work avoidance goals
being rooted in goal theory, work avoidance goals are distinct from the more commonly
examined achievement goals, such as mastery-approach (wanting to do well relative to self-set
standards) and performance-approach goals (wanting to outperform others; Elliot and
Murayama 2008). While mastery-oriented students define success in terms of doing well
relative to self-set standards and performance-oriented students define success in terms of
outperforming their classmates, work avoidant students define success as doing the bare
minimum or avoiding schoolwork entirely (Dowson and McInerney 2001, 2003). Pursuing
work avoidance goals can be damaging to a student’s school performance (e.g., Harackiewicz
et al. 1997; King 2014).

The pursuit of work avoidance goals could lead to increased school disengagement,
negative affect, and lower grades (King 2014; King and McInerney 2014), as well as lower
prosocial behaviors in school (e.g., citizenship behaviors), resulting in a desire to miss or skip
classes (Jagacinski et al. 2019). Work avoidant behaviors also predict lower use of deep and
metacognitive learning strategies (Nolen 1988; Somuncuoglu and Yildirim 1999). It could also
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lead to a vicious cycle of an avoidance-disengagement loop (see King 2014) that could
certainly hurt student achievement (e.g., Brdar et al. 2006; King and McInerney 2014).

The known antecedents of work avoidance goals include key personal and psychological
characteristics. When students sense a lack of control over their learning (i.e., alienation), have
a low need for achievement, and perceive that their need for competence is not being met, they
are likely to pursue work avoidant goals (Jagacinski et al. 2019). Emotions like boredom and
helplessness (Jarvis and Seifert 2002), as well as the lack of confidence, control, and task
meaning (Seifert and O'Keefe 2001), are also key predictors of work avoidance goals. The
increasing difficulty of tasks that could lead to lower perceived competence could also foster
work avoidance goals (Kumar and Jagacinski 2011; see also Legault et al. 2006). However,
aside from these individual-level and psychological antecedents, not much has been done to
explore potential social-contextual factors that contribute to work avoidance goals, specifical-
ly, the role of peers.

Social contagion

One way through which peers could influence each other to adopt work avoidance goals is
through the process of social contagion. The importance of one’s classmates in school cannot
be discounted as “… students’ peer relationships at school are an integral feature of their
learning environments” (Kindermann 2016, p. 31). How a student approaches or avoids
schoolwork is anchored in his or her social environment. Because students spend most of
their waking hours in school, classrooms are deemed to be “one of the most proximal and
potentially powerful settings for influencing children and youth [engagement]” (Pianta et al.
2012, p. 366). A mechanism responsible for how social environments predict how one engages
or, in this case, avoids schoolwork is social contagion.

Social contagion pertains to the phenomenon that the behaviors and attitudes of others can
influence one’s own (Christakis and Fowler 2013; Levy and Nail 1993). It posits that affect,
motivation, attitudes, behaviors, and other psychological states can spread from one person to
the other, even without intentional influence (see Levy and Nail 1993). As students are
strongly influenced by their peers, especially during adolescence (Li et al. 2011; Simons-
Morton and Chen 2009), social contagion may be pervasive in the school context. In schools,
social contagion research has demonstrated that student motivational orientations (Burgess
et al. 2018; Radel et al. 2010; Wild and Enzle 2002), mindsets (Burkley et al. 2017; King
2019), engagement (Mendoza and King 2020), academic achievement (Fortuin et al. 2015),
and emotions (King and Datu 2017) spread among classmates. Despite the growing literature
on social contagion in the educational context, whether social contagion applies to maladaptive
goals like student work avoidance goals is still unknown.

The social contagion of work avoidance goals

Social contagion can operate subconsciously (Chartrand and Lakin 2013; Laurin 2016) and
could influence one’s goals (Custers et al. 2012); this is also known as goal contagion. Goal
contagion refers to the automatic adoption and pursuit of goals inferred from others (Aarts and
Dijksterhuis 2000; Aarts et al. 2004). For instance, the experiments of Bargh et al. (2001)
demonstrated that merely being primed with performance-related words (e.g., strive, win) can
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activate such goals and subsequently enable actions in pursuit of such goals. Longitudinal data
also suggests that achievement goals, such as mastery-approach and performance-approach
goals are contagious (King and Mendoza 2020).

The early work of Levy (1992) has provided empirical explanations on the social contagion
of approach-goals and avoidance-goals. In several experiments, Levy (1992) demonstrated that
when an individual is deciding on whether to approach or to avoid a task, one’s immediate
social environment can influence such decisions. When students, for instance, see their
classmates avoid schoolwork, this could prompt them to adopt the same avoidant behavior.
The social contagion of avoidance is also reflected in behavioral studies. Broeren et al. (2011)
found that when children are exposed to videos of their peers avoiding a novel animal, they
tend to increase their fear beliefs and avoidance of the previously neutral animal. This
demonstrates how avoidance behaviors could be modeled vicariously from peers. More recent
experimental findings suggest that goal-directed behaviors, such as delaying or avoiding tasks,
can be inferred from others’ biases and influence one’s behaviors, demonstrating social
contagion (Devaine and Daunizeau 2017). Despite existing research on the social contagion
of avoidance goals in the laboratory setting, past studies have not attempted to empirically
examine whether social contagion also applies to students’ work avoidance goals in the real
ecologies of the classroom. This study attempts to address this gap by examining how
classmates influence one’s work avoidance goals in actual classroom settings, and if so, what
implications does the social contagion of work avoidance goal have on student outcomes like
disengagement and engagement.

Disengagement and engagement

Work avoidance goals can potentially influence how students engage and disengage with
schoolwork. Student engagement and disengagement are both multidimensional constructs
that can consist of behavioral, emotional, and cognitive dimensions (Archambault et al. 2009;
Fredricks et al. 2004; Skinner et al. 2009; Wang et al. 2017). Broadly, engagement denotes
students’ involvement in school activities (Skinner et al. 2009). Engaged students have better
school performance (Lee 2013), are more liklely to graduate from school (Finn 1989), and
have better career trajectories after school completion (Abbott-Chapman et al. 2014) than their
less engaged peers.

Conversely, disengagement refers to students’ tendency to withdraw or be uninterested in
schoolwork (Fredricks et al. 2004). Disengagement is not merely the opposite or the absence
of engagement since it also includes the presence of maladaptive student behaviors (e.g., low
effort, delinquent behaviors, substance use; Skinner et al. 2009; Wang et al. 2017; Wang and
Fredricks 2014). When students are disengaged, they perform poorly in school and are at-risk
for school dropout (Appleton et al. 2008; Wang and Fredricks 2014).

Longitudinal evidence suggests that work avoidance goals predict disengagement, which
perpetuates further work avoidance demonstrating a vicious cycle (King 2014).
Qualitative studies also highlight the link between work avoidance goals and students’
decreased engagement with learning in school (Dowson and McInerney 2001). However,
whether one’s work avoidance goals—as potentially influenced by one’s classmates—predicts
one’s engagement and disengagement in school is yet to be tested. Testing the social contagion
of work avoidance from classmates and its impending detrimental effects on student engage-
ment and disengagement would highlight the importance of classroom-level interventions.
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The present study

In this study, we aimed to examine the social contagion of work avoidance goals among
classmates and examine whether the ensuing work avoidance goal predicts disengagement and
engagement. The following hypothesis was posited:

H1: Classmates’ Time 1 (T1) work avoidance will predict one’s own Time 2 (T2) work
avoidance (social contagion effect). Moreover, the social contagion effect will hold while
accounting for one’s T1 work avoidance (auto-regressor effect).

H2: The T2 work avoidance goals will subsequently predict T2 behavioral and emotional
disengagement.

H3: The T2 work avoidance goals will subsequently predict T2 behavioral and emotional
engagement.

Method

Participants

We recruited 1524 students nested within 50 classes. Of these, 651 were males (42.7%), and
873 were females (57.3%). The average age was 14.73 years old (SD = 1.33). There were 430,
Year 8, 523 Year 9, and 571 Year 10 students. The average class size was 30. All students
were drawn from two public secondary schools in Metro Manila, Philippines. Both schools
had similar demographic profiles and catered to lower-middle and middle-income families. In
the Philippine educational system, students are assigned to the classes by the school admin-
istrators, and they attend classes with their classmates for the whole school day. Subject
teachers rotated across the classes (Fig. 1).

Educational context in the Philippines

The Philippine educational system is patterned after the American educational system
(Tanodra 2003). Traditionally, Filipino students undergo 6 years of elementary education

T1 Student work 
avoidance goals

T2 Student work 
avoidance goals

T1 Classmate’s work 
avoidance goals

Autoregressor effect

T2 Disengagement 
and engagement

TIME 1 TIME 2

LEVEL 2

LEVEL 1

Outcome effects

Fig. 1 Conceptual framework of the social contagion of work avoidance goals predicting student engagement
and disengagement
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and 4 years of secondary school education. Recently, the government has transitioned to the K-
12 system (i.e., 12 years of compulsory education; Department of Education 2013; Okabe
2013). The average class size of secondary schools in the Philippines is 54 (Orleans 2007).
Most recently, for the first time, the Philippines has participated in the Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA) in 2018 (OECD 2019a). Results of PISA 2018 for
the Philippines highlight the suboptimal performance of students in reading, math, and science
(OECD 2019b).

From a socio-cultural perspective, the Filipino indigenous core value of kapwa plays a
crucial role in social relations and might have implications for contagion research. Kapwa
pertains to the recognition that one shares an indistinguishable identity with others (Enriquez
1986). This awareness of a shared identity of the “self” and “others” is what builds and
strengthens relatedness, social-belonging, and harmony among collectivistic societies (see
David et al. 2017).

Procedures

Questionnaires were administered to the students at two time-points. The first wave of data
collection took place 2 months after the school year started. The second wave of data collection
occurred 7 months later. The second author administered all the questionnaires with the
assistance of the class teachers during class time. Students were informed that they could
withdraw from the study at any time without consequence. All invited students participated in
the study.

Measures

Work avoidance goals The 6-item work avoidance subscale of the Goal Orientation and
Learning Strategies Survey (GOALS-S; Dowson and McInerney 2004) was used to measure
work avoidance goals. A sample item would be, “At school, I want to do as little work as
possible.” Items were rated on a 6-point Likert scale (1 = False, not like me at all; 2 = not like
me; 3 = somewhat not like me; 4 = somewhat like me; 5 = like me; 6 = True, very much like me).
The internal reliability of the scale in Time 1 and Time 2 of the present study is α = 0.81 and
α = 0.88, respectively.

Disengagement and engagement Disengagement and engagement were measured
using Skinner et al.’s (2009) Engagement and Disaffection Scale. This scale has four
dimensions: behavioral disengagement (α = 0.81; “I don’t try very hard at school”),
emotional disengagement (α = 0.85; “When we work on something in class, I feel
bored”), behavioral engagement (α = 0.79; “I try hard to do well in school”), and
emotional engagement (α = 0.73; “When I’m in class, I feel good.”). Each subscale
consists of five items, and all items were rated on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from
1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree).

Classmate work avoidance goals To operationalize class-level work avoidance goals,
we aggregated students’ responses to the work avoidance goal items and used this as
a between-class factor. Aggregating classmates’ characteristics and using this as a
between-level variable has been used in past studies that examined the role of
classmate characteristics more broadly (Bifulco et al. 2011; Chiu et al. 2017;
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Persson and Svensson 2017) and social contagion more specifically (Bakker et al.
2006; King 2019; King and Datu 2017).

Data analysis

To answer the research questions, we used multi-level path analysis (i.e., means-as-outcomes
regression analyses with fixed effects) in MPLUS Version 8.3 (Muthén and Muthén 1998-
2019), which enabled us to account for the nested nature of our data. We conducted five
different multilevel path models: Model 1 was the unconditional model designed to check
whether multi-level path analysis is appropriate, which could be determined by checking the
intra-class correlation (ICC) values. ICC refers to the proportion of total variance that is located
between classes (Bliese 2000). Values of 5% and above for ICC confirm that a variable
possesses adequate class-level properties that warrant the use of multi-level modeling (Gavin
and Hofmann 2002).

Model 2 was the social contagion model that tested whether classmates’ work
avoidance goals at Time 1 predicted Time 2 work avoidance goals. We included one’s
work avoidance goal at Time 1 to account for students’ baseline (i.e., autoregressor
effects). Autoregressor effects pertain to “the effect of a construct on itself measured at
a later time” (Selig and Little 2012, p. 265). Models 3 to 6 tested whether work
avoidance contagion has implications for students’ subsequent levels of behavioral
disengagement, emotional disengagement, behavioral engagement, and emotional en-
gagement, respectively.

We used the following goodness-of-fit indices to evaluate all models: Comparative
Fit Index (CFI), Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI), Root Mean Square Error of Approxima-
tion (RMSEA), and standardized root mean square residual (SRMR). Following Hu
and Bentler’s (1995) recommendation, a good model fit would include a model CFI
and TLI of greater than 0.90 and an RMSEA of less than .08 (see also Steiger 1990).
An SRMR value less than .08 is considered as good fit, and .00 is a perfect fit (Hu
and Bentler 1999). The p value of the χ2 should be greater than 0.05, but with larger
sample sizes, a p value greater than 0.05 may still indicate good model fit (see Barrett
2007).

Note that rather than putting all the study variables together in one overall
multilevel model, we tested the effects of work avoidance goals on the disengagement
and engagement dimensions in separate models. The reason for this was because the
number of level 2 units (50 classes) was on the lower end of the recommended
threshold for multi-level models (Meuleman and Billiet 2009). Putting all the variables
together in one overall model is not advisable, given the small number of level
2 units, which might lead to an overfitted model.

Results

Descriptive statistics and internal reliability estimates are shown in Table 1. All scales
had adequate internal consistency. Below we present six models in testing the
research hypotheses:
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Model 1: unconditional model

We first tested an unconditional model with the T2 work avoidance goal as the outcome. The
ICC was 0.102, indicating that 10.2% of the variance in T2 work avoidance was between
classes. The intercept variance between classes was .119, while that within classes was 1.048.

Model 2: social contagion of work avoidance

We tested our work avoidance goal contagion hypothesis by examining a two-level regression
model where classmates’ T1 work avoidance goal at the between class-level were used as a
predictor of T2 work avoidance goals. We also took auto-regressors into account by using
one’s T1 work avoidance as a predictor of subsequent work avoidance at the within level.
Results confirmed our work avoidance goal hypothesis. T1 work avoidance predicted T2 work
avoidance at the between class-level (β = .733, p < .001) despite taking into account auto-
regressor effects (β = .406, p < .001). As a result of adding predictors at the between and
within-class levels, the variance between classes decreased to .055, while that within-classes
decreased to .875.

Model 3: work avoidance goal predicting behavioral disengagement

We tested Model 3, which involved testing a model wherein T1 work avoidance predicted T2
work avoidance, which in turn predicted T2 behavioral disengagement. Results indicated a
good fit to the data: (χ2(2) = 30.11; p < .01; CFI = .96; TLI = .86; RMSEA = .096;
SRMR(within) = .053; SRMR(between) = .038. Thoughmost of the model fit indices were adequate,
the RMSEA value suggests marginal fit (see Steiger 1990). However, more recent studies
indicate that multiple model fit parameters should be taken into account in evaluating model fit
and not just RMSEA (Marsh et al. 2005; Marsh et al. 2004). Model 3 still has a good overall
model fit as the CFI, TLI, and SRMR all had acceptable fit values (Hu and Bentler 1995, 1999).

At the between-level, T1 classmates’work avoidance positively predicted T2 work avoidance
(β = .726, p < .001; R2 = 52.6%), which in turn predicted behavioral disengagement (β = .960,
p < .001; R2 = 92.2%). The indirect effect of T1 classmates’ work avoidance on T2 behavioral
disengagement was statistically significant (β = .697; SE = .130; Z = 5.369, p < .001).

Table 1 Bivariate correlations, descriptive statistics, and Cronbach’s alpha

1 2 3 4 5 6

1.T1 work avoidance .425*** .298*** .271*** − .155*** − .154***

2.T2 work avoidance .443*** .419*** − .175*** − .159***

3.T2 behavioral disengagement .781*** − .271*** − .198***

4.T2 emotional disengagement − .232*** − .292***

5. T2 behavioral engagement .728***

6.T2 emotional engagement
Mean 2.99 3.23 2.16 1.96 3.21 3.22
SD 1.04 1.08 .55 .53 .47 .44
Cronbach’s alpha .81 .88 .81 .85 .79 .73
Skewness .23 .18 − .09 .30 − .42 − .32
Kurtosis − .31 − .39 − .05 .17 1.01 1.34

Note: ***p < .001
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At the individual level, the same pattern was replicated. T1 work-avoidance predicted T2
work avoidance (β = .407, p < .001; R2 = 16.6%) which then predicted T2 behavioral disen-
gagement (β = .398, p < .001; R2 = 15.9%). The indirect effect of T1 classmates’ work avoid-
ance on T2 behavioral disengagement was statistically significant (β = .162; SE = .013; Z =
12.572, p < .001).

Model 4: work avoidance predicting emotional disengagement

Model 4 involved testing the role of work avoidance goals and work avoidance contagion in
predicting emotional disengagement. Results indicated a good fit to the data: (χ2(2) = 30.11;
p < .01; CFI = .97; TLI = .90; RMSEA= .086; SRMR(within) = .053; SRMR(between) = .038. The
RMSEA is also slightly higher than the recommended .08 threshold (Steiger 1990), but all the
other fit indices were acceptable (Hu and Bentler 1995, 1999). At the between-level, T1
classmates’ work avoidance positively predicted T2 work avoidance (β = .726, p < .001; R2 =
52.6%), which in turn predicted behavioral disengagement (β = .960, p < .001; R2 = 92.2%).
The indirect effect of T1 classmates’ work avoidance on T2 behavioral disengagement was
statistically significant (β = .697; SE = .130; Z = 5.369, p < .001).

At the individual level, the same pattern of results was replicated. T1 work-avoidance
predicted T2 work avoidance (β = .407, p < .001; R2 = 16.6%) which then predicted T2
behavioral disengagement (β = .398, p < .001; R2 = 15.9%). The indirect effect of T1 class-
mates’ work avoidance on T2 behavioral disengagement was statistically significant (β = .162;
SE = .013; Z = 12.572, p < .001).

Model 5: work avoidance predicting behavioral engagement

Model 5 involved testing the role of work avoidance goals and work avoidance contagion in
predicting emotional disengagement. Results indicated a good fit to the data: (χ2(2) = 12.517;
p < .01; CFI = .97; TLI = .91; RMSEA= .059; SRMR(within) = .033; SRMR(between) = .100. At
the between-level, T1 classmates’ work avoidance positively predicted T2 work avoidance
(β = .726, p < .001; R2 = 52.8%). However, T2 work avoidance was not a significant predictor
of behavioral disengagement (β = − .033, p < .001; R2 = 0%).

At the individual level, T1 work-avoidance predicted T2 work avoidance (β = .407,
p < .001; R2 = 16.5%) which then predicted T2 behavioral disengagement (β = − .184,
p < .001; R2 = 3.4%). The indirect effect of T1 classmates’ work avoidance on T2 behavioral
disengagement was statistically significant (β = − .075; SE = .011; Z = − 6.736, p < .001).

Model 6: work avoidance predicting emotional engagement

Model 6 involved testing the role of work avoidance goals and work avoidance contagion in
predicting emotional engagement. Results indicated a good fit to the data: (χ2(2) = 13.595;
p < .01; CFI = .97; TLI = .90; RMSEA= .062; SRMR(within) = .035; SRMR(between) = .085. At
the between-level, T1 classmates’ work avoidance positively predicted T2 work avoidance
(β = .740, p < .001; R2 = 54.8%). However, T2 work avoidance was not a significant predictor
of behavioral disengagement (β = − .452, p < .05; R2 = 20.4%). The indirect effect of T1
classmates’ work avoidance on T2 emotional engagement was statistically significant (β =
− .330; SE = .151; Z = − 2.179, p < .001).
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At the within level, T1 work-avoidance predicted T2 work avoidance (β = .406, p < .001;
R2 = 16.5%) which then predicted T2 behavioral disengagement (β = − .140, p < .001; R2 =
2%). The indirect effect of T1 classmates’ work avoidance on T2 behavioral disengagement
was statistically significant (β = − .057; SE = .011; Z = − 5.218, p < .001).

Discussion

This study was designed to investigate whether work avoidance goals spread among class-
mates. The findings indicated that classmates’ work avoidance at Time 1 predicted student
work avoidance at Time 2, demonstrating support for H1 (social contagion effect). This
finding held even after controlling for students’ Time 1 work avoidance goals. We also found
support for H2 and H3 in that T1 classmates’ work avoidance goals predicted T2 work
avoidance, which, in turn, positively predicted disengagement (H2) and negatively predicted
engagement (H3).

Our findings extend the theoretical literature on social contagion to the domain of work
avoidance goals. Previous studies on work avoidance goals have mostly focused on personal
(Dowson and McInerney 2001; Jagacinski et al. 2019; Jarvis and Seifert 2002; King 2014;
King and McInerney 2014) and teacher-related factors (Seifert & O’Keefe, 2001; Urdan and
Schoenfelder 2006). As a goal construct that has received relatively less research attention, the
current findings provide evidence that classmates’ work avoidance goals can amplify one’s
work avoidance goals, which would, in turn, is associated with disengagement from school.

Our findings support the study of Devaine and Daunizeau (2017), which showed that task
disengagement could be inferred from others. Converging with past experimental studies (e.g.,
Broeren et al. 2011), we found that avoidance can be modeled from proximal peers. In this
case, we found that students can infer and model work avoidance goals from their classmates.
Indeed, aside from the social and psychological environment that teachers create (Ames 1992;
Dweck and Leggett 1988; King and McInerney 2014; Seifert 1997), peers can also influence
the avoidance of schoolwork. While students’ sense of incompetence, lack of control, or lack
of task-meaning are predictors of work avoidance (Seifert and O'Keefe 2001), one’s classmates
can also shape one’s work avoidance goal pursuits.

The theoretical mechanisms behind the contagion of work avoidance goals can be ex-
plained by behavioral, psychological, and socio-cultural processes. Work avoidance goals can
be contagious in the classroom due to observational or vicarious learning (Hatfield et al. 2009;
see also Broeren et al. 2011). If people unconsciously mimic various emotions or behaviors
from those around them (Hatfield et al. 2009; B. Wild et al. 2001), it is also possible for
students to imitate their classmates’ work avoidance goals. Exposure to emotions and attitudes
toward tasks often ripples to one’s own behaviors (e.g., Barsade 2002), which could also
explain the spread of work avoidance goals. Hence, merely seeing or observing other students
avoid their schoolwork can trigger the same goal in oneself by way of mimicry.

From a psychological perspective, a more specific type of social contagion called
“disinhibitory contagion” can also shed light on how work avoidance goals are transmitted.
Disinhibitory contagion (Levy 1992) explains how a person who has an approach-avoidance
conflict (e.g., unsure whether to do schoolwork or not) can be freed from such conflict as a
result of observing the decision of others (see also Levy and Nail 1993). While similar to
conformity, disinhibitory contagion is different as it begins with an internal conflict followed
by the influence of the social environment to conform (Nail et al. 2000), whereas conformity
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may not include the element of internal conflict. Given that work avoidance goals are not
normative, students may feel a sense of doubt or dissonance before pursuing work avoidance
goals. However, while in a current state of internal conflict as to whether to pursue a task or
not, the presence of others who are already avoiding schoolwork can influence one to adopt the
same detrimental goal. In short, when a student contemplates whether to tackle a task or not,
observing one’s classmates defer or avoid tasks can facilitate the pursuit of work avoidance.

Considering socio-cultural elements, the process of group polarization and cultural values
can also play a role in work avoidance contagion. Group polarization pertains to the tendency
for a group to create a stronger response tendency or behavior after members interact with each
other (McGarty et al. 1992). This means that when students interact with their classmates who
pursue work avoidance goals, their own tendency to engage in work avoidance could magnify.
This could also be further enhanced by the psychological core value of oneness (i.e., kapwa)
among Filipinos, which emphasizes social harmony and the need to fit in with others
(Enriquez 1986). There is the possibility that students who see their classmates pursuing work
avoidance goals might also be more likely to pursue the same goal in order to fit in with their
social group (Bond and Smith 1996).

Finally, our findings suggest the cascading effect of socially contagious work avoidance goals
on student engagement and disengagement in school. This adds to the growing literature on work
avoidance goals (e.g., Dowson and McInerney 2001; King 2014; King and McInerney 2014) by
broadening the perspective from personal factors to social and contextual factors such as
classmates. Understanding that work avoidance goals inferred from classmates can make one
less engaged underscores the importance of early and effective classroom interventions. Engage-
ment and disengagement are core pillars of student achievement and motivation (Skinner et al.
2008; Wang et al. 2017); hence, factors that influence both should be given due attention.

Our findings demonstrate how a student’s proximal learning environment influences one’s
own work avoidance goal. This finding opens up potential areas of intervention on a
classroom-level. Traditionally, when a student exhibits work avoidant behaviors, the tendency
might be to put the onus on the student and to design interventions at the individual level.
However, our work suggests that classmates may play an essential role in this process. Hence,
interventions may also need to target the social environment, particularly one’s peers. Miti-
gating the harmful effects of student work avoidance goals is crucial because if left neglected,
work avoidance could lead to maladaptive school outcomes.

Study limitations and areas for future research

Despite the strengths of our study, we noted some study limitations to draw due caution in
interpreting the study findings. First, although our finding was able to demonstrate the social
contagion of work avoidance goals using the aggregate work avoidance scores of the class, a
more precise analysis of ties and networks can provide more nuance to these results. Future
work can benefit from collecting information on whom students spend the most time with and
examining these ties using social network analysis. Second, we did not collect and hence
cannot control teacher-related variables in our study. Teachers are also critical social agents
and may play a role in whether and how work avoidance goals are transmitted among their
students. Future studies can collect teacher-relevant data to control for such factors. Third, our
study is limited by an over-reliance on self-reported data. Teacher-reported data on students’
work avoidance goals or having more objective measures of engagement (e.g., progress
reports) can strengthen the study findings. Finally, our study only focused on work avoidance
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goal, a maladaptive type of goal. Future research can consider investigating more positive
school constructs (e.g., self-efficacy, intrinsic motivation, growth mindset, engagement), and
how such constructs could also be influenced by social contagion processes.

Conclusion

Classmate’s work avoidance goals can influence one’s own work avoidance goals. This study
highlights the importance of social contagion in explaining why students pursue work
avoidance goals and the deleterious consequences of doing so. To broaden our understanding
of maladaptive motivations in school, researchers may need to be more attentive to the
potential role of social contagion among classmates and what implications this might have
in shaping students’ learning and engagement.
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