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Abstract 
Working in groups has become an essential 

part of success of every organization operating 
in global economy. Therefore, the business sec-
tor has created an imperative for higher educa-
tion institutions (HEIs) to modify study programs 
and prepare students to be effective team players. 
However, while group work has been highly en-
couraged among university students, their opi-
nions on this practice remain rather neglected. 
In addition, the role of culture and gender in 
students’ perceptions of group work has received 
little attention. The purpose of this study is to 
examine how university students perceive group 
work in terms of its benefits and risks and whether 
their national culture and gender moderates these 

perceptions. Both qualitative and quantitative re-
search methods were employed to meet the rese-
arch goal. Data were collected among Spanish, 
Croatian and international students from two 
European universities: University of Valencia in 
Spain and University of Split in Croatia. Results 
suggest that, although students seem to recognize 
the benefits of group work, they also perceive a 
considerable number of risks, especially Croatian 
students. This might be the reason why they don’t 
seem to prefer group work over individual work, 
despite their cultural background and gender. 

Keywords: group work, benefits, risks, focus 
group, international students, Spain, Croatia, cul-
ture, gender.

1. INTRODUCTION

Group work has been defined as ‘pu-
pils working together as a group or a team’ 
(Blatchford et al., 2003, p. 155). This method 
has been integrated in numerous educational 
programs. The reasons are many, although 

the most frequently mentioned ones are the 
following two: a) group work practiced in 
classroom provides students with opportuni-
ties to acquire basic collaboration skills and 
therefore gain valuable experience before 
graduating (Chowdhury et al., 2002), and 
b) group work integrated in management
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education prepares students to achieve high-
er work efficiency, improve the related busi-
ness processes, define achievable strategy, 
and generally manage the company more 
professionally upon their introduction in real 
business (Guzzo and Dickson. 1996). In or-
der to prepare for facing those challenges, 
group work has been implemented in many 
organizations globally (Ettington and Camp, 
2002; Frobel and Marchington, 2005). This 
methodology practice has been rising con-
stantly and over time has expanded also vir-
tually (Gressgård, 2011).

Different types of group work have been 
identified in literature, i.e. (top) management 
groups, action groups, and virtual groups. 
While management groups rely on high-
involvement of members in task coordina-
tion and joint problem solving, action groups 
are formed to address unexpected events or 
emergencies. Finally, virtual groups work 
with different levels of interaction synchro-
nicity in virtual settings (Hollenbeck et al., 
2012; West, 2012; Zijlstra et al., 2012).

Students’ attitudes toward group work 
differ and depend on their ability to work in 
groups, i.e. their self-efficacy (Chowdhury et 
al., 2002), which, onwards, results in higher 
or lower individual satisfaction and individ-
ual performances on the group level. Some 
studies were focused on exploring self-ef-
ficacy with intention to improve both indi-
vidual and organizational performances (e.g. 
Gist and Mitchell, 1992). Literature suggests 
that a particular group member may be sat-
isfied with the group environment despite 
lower group performance (Landy, 1989). 
Chowdhury et al. (2002) also revealed that 
group performance has a potential of acting 
as a moderator of the relationships between 
self-efficacy of working in a team environ-
ment and individual outcome variables, 
namely satisfaction with a group and indi-
vidual performance in a group.

Pineda et al. (2009) argued whether the 
education institutions are really taking ap-
propriate steps to prepare students to be-
come effective team members and encour-
age the university educators to reconsider 
and perform pedagogical skills to facilitate 
a positive group work experience among 
their students on an international level. The 
objective of this paper is to provide some 
new insights on these issues by examining 
student’s perceptions of group work benefits 
and risks from cross-cultural perspective. 
It should be noted that cross-cultural stud-
ies on group work mostly involved students 
from western and eastern countries (e.g. 
Pineda et al., 2009; Takeuchi et al., 2013; 
Duus and Cooray, 2014) or Asian countries 
(e.g. Collins et al., 2017), while differences 
among students from European countries 
were rather neglected. This work attempts to 
meet this gap. In addition, it considers gen-
der as another diversity factor when explain-
ing results.

The paper is structured in the following 
way. After the introduction presented at the 
beginning, literature review on group work 
is discussed in the second section. In the 
third section, the methodology of our empiri-
cal study is explained, followed by analysis 
and discussion of results. Conclusions and 
implications of the work are presented in the 
final part. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1. Group work management in the 
educational context

Group work is one of the main pillars 
in each project management as it can sig-
nificantly influence project outcome (Young, 
2009). In the educational context, students 
that are involved in project-based group 
work have to design and plan a number of 
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complex activities. The collaboration emerg-
es over time as each group member develops 
an understanding of his or her own role and 
contribution to the project on one hand, and 
provides information that allows others to 
progress, on the other (Fruchtner, 2001). 

LePine et al. (2008) discussed group per-
formance through three different processes, 
namely: action, transition, and interpersonal 
processes. While the first one centers on pro-
gress towards goals, systems monitoring (i.e. 
tracking team resources), team monitoring, 
backup behavior and coordination, the sec-
ond one embraces activities that a group con-
duct between performance episodes. Finally, 
interpersonal processes gather activities 
focused on management of interpersonal 
relationships. 

In order to be effective, group work re-
quires size of about six to eight members 
with clearly defined roles (West, 2012). 
Members of the group participate in a com-
mon work with clearly defined and measure-
able goals provided with autonomy, author-
ity and necessary resources. Group tasks are 
found to be more effective if group members 
are successors of a previous common work-
ing experiences, based primarily on coordi-
nation and communication (Cattani, 2013). 
An appropriate collaboration requires com-
petence, confidence, commitment, respect, 
and trust between all members of the group 
(Henneman et al., 1995). Working in groups 
usually directs student activities towards 
mapping the space for problems and solu-
tions, synergy of multidisciplinary solutions, 
and documentation of product evolution and 
processes. In addition, upon the introduc-
tion of Information and Communication 
Technology (ICT) supporting tools in this 
process, the improvements are evident in 
evolution from synchronous to asynchro-
nous communication, which provides an ad-
ditional value to collaborative dimension of 
group works (Fruchtner, 2001).

The role of teacher-instructors has been 
identified as highly important for a success-
ful group work management and perfor-
mance. Bolton (1999) argued the critical role 
of instructor in student coaching. Coaching 
is considered as a process of offering “sug-
gestions, observations, and insights to indi-
vidual teams on an as-needed, just-in-time 
basis” (p. 238-239). Accordingly, a number 
of coaching activities and behaviors are 
identified, namely: a) starting student teams 
off on the right foot, which implies clear an-
nouncement of purpose, direction, and agen-
da, personal insights from own experience 
and creation of a nonjudgmental classroom 
climate, b) helping teams manage diversity 
and conflict through several activities, such 
as encouragement of participation where 
there is silence, mediation of discussions 
where there is hostility, being a role model 
for nonjudgmental delivery of feedback, and 
c) helping students learn from their group 
work experience by positing structured 
questions, asking students personal ques-
tions about their own learning and providing 
a continues encouragement (Bolton, 1999).

Some studies also discussed the impor-
tance of group work skills for students’ em-
ployment after graduation. Thus, in a study 
on different employment skills (Hodge and 
Lear, 2011) international students ranked 
group work as the most important among 15 
identified skills, while US students placed it 
on the third place, after management and in-
terpersonal skills. Faculty members ranked it 
as the fourth, after interpersonal skills, criti-
cal thinking, and problem solving. Similarly, 
Kavanagh and Drennan (2008) analyzed 
students’ and employers’ perceptions of dif-
ferent employment skills, group work being 
one of them. The results revealed that stu-
dents acknowledged employers’ expecta-
tions in terms of communication, analytical, 
professional and teamwork skills. However, 
both students and employers highlighted that 
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university programs do not encourage suffi-
ciently these skills.

2.2. Perceived benefits and risks of 
group work

A number of group work benefits 
emerged in the educational management lit-
erature, such as: improvement of students’ 
management and communications skills, de-
velopment of a clear vision of the group cul-
ture, understanding of different group roles, 
and increased flexibility on the individual 
and group level (Nancarrow et al., 2013). 
Subsequently, the following three indica-
tors for a positive group work were estab-
lished: personal qualities and interpersonal 
skills, communication within the group, 
and enhanced creativity (Molyneux, 2001; 
Nancarrow et al., 2013)

Literature also evidences different per-
ceptions related to capabilities of group 
work. Katinka et al. (2005) examined organi-
zational skills and group work among gradu-
ate students from schools with problem-
based learning study programs (where group 
work is encouraged) and non-problem-based 
learning study programs (without group 
work practice). The results revealed that stu-
dents from problem-based learning schools 
showed better preparation with respect to 
several of the competencies, especially pro-
fession-specific methods, communication 
skills and group work. 

Ruiz Ulloa and Adams (2004) found 
that students are developing positive indi-
vidual attitudes toward group work, if the 
particular environment determinants, such 
as professional communication, interde-
pendence, psychological safety, common 
vision, defined role and goals, are present 
during working in group sessions. Falls et al. 
(2014) concluded that students’ perception 
of group work is influenced by personal fac-
tors and that this perception affects student 

performance as group members.

When group work was examined in a 
digital context, Powell et al. (2004) found 
that students’ positive perception of virtual 
online group work increased as they attend-
ed more online courses, thus participating 
more actively in associated virtual teams. 
Moreover, Goold et al. (2006) found that 
students mainly used discussion forums for 
working online, together with email, chat 
and face-to-face meetings. Among benefits 
of online group work, the most frequently 
mentioned were: possibility to record com-
munication and participation, flexibility of 
time and place, and an ‘efficient’ way of 
working.

Nevertheless, some studies showed that 
students do not always have positive attitudes 
toward group work, due to the perceived re-
lationship between group work and effective 
performance. In this vein, McCorkle et al. 
(1999) claimed that although most students 
were aware of the importance of group work, 
some still preferred to work alone when the 
main goal was achieving high performance. 
Peslak (2005) examined emotions of stu-
dents who participated in a long-term pro-
ject and found that, although team emotions 
in the beginning of the project were more 
positive than negative, negative emotions 
prevailed over time. Similarly, the study of 
Goold et al. (2006) revealed that 15% of stu-
dents didn’t like online group work because 
of communication difficulties and owing to 
the fact that members leave participation and 
submission to the last minute. Moreover, 
frustration increased when other students 
were not involved as expected. Accordingly, 
some students believed that they had done 
more work than other group members. This 
phenomenon is named “social loafing” and 
it suggests that people tend to make less ef-
fort when they work in a group than when 
they work individually. Therefore, making 
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students work together often implies unequal 
participation and an unfair share of responsi-
bilities (Terveen and McDonald, 2005).

3. METHODOLOGY
The purpose of this work is to obtain 

students’ insights on group work in an inter-
national environment and examine whether 
these can change according to the culture 
and gender of participants. Culture and 
gender approach were included as critical 
diversity factors that are found to shape stu-
dents’ perceptions (Pineda et al., 2009; Van 
Knippenberg et al., 2004; Nell and Cant, 
2014) and, as such, are found to have impli-
cations on the management level (Dwyer et 
al., 2003). 

Considering all the insights mentioned 
above, the following research aims are 
proposed:

RA1: Understand benefits that students 
perceive from group work. 

RA2: Understand risks that students per-
ceive from group work. 

RA3: Observe how culture moderates 
perceived benefits and risks of group work.

RA4: Observe how gender moderates 
perceived benefits and risks of group work.

Students of the Faculty of Economics 
from two Universities participated in the 
study: University of Valencia in Spain and 
University of Split in Croatia. The empiri-
cal research was conducted in November-
December 2016 and April 2017. 

Both qualitative and quantitative method 
were adopted to meet the research goals. 
Firstly, qualitative analysis, more specifi-
cally the focus groups technique, was con-
ducted to understand students’ perceived 
benefits and risks regarding group work. A 
focus group normally brings together be-
tween four and 12 participants to discuss re-
search objectives (Ritchie et al., 2003). The 
literature suggests the use of a minimum of 
three to four focus groups to obtain relevant 
findings (Halcomb et al., 2007). Six focus 
groups were formed for the purpose of this 
study: two composed of Spanish students, 
two composed of Croatian students and an-
other two of international students. As re-
ported in Table 2, 38 students were selected 
as participants in the focus groups method. 
The focus groups were established within 
two courses of the Faculty of Economics at 
each University (i.e. University of Valencia 
in Spain and University of Split in Croatia, 
respectively) and were conducted during 
the scheduled classes for each course. The 
groups’ participants were selected on the ba-
sis of student attendance and different time 

Table 1. Focus group participants
FOCUS GROUP

SPANISH 
1 4 participants: 3 female and 1 male
2 8 participants: 6 female and 2 male

CROATIAN 
3 6 participants: 4 female and 2 male
4 6 participants: 4 female and 2 male

INTERNATIONAL 
5 8 participants: 1 Brazilian male, 1 USA male, 1 Taiwan female, 1 Belgium male, 1 

Dutch male, 1 Korean female, 1 Belgium female, 1 Danish female
6 6 participants: 3 French female, 2 Polish female, 1 Italian male
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schedules of each course. Considering the 
profile of enrolled students, gender diversity 
was pursued in the formation of Spanish and 
Croatian focus groups, while with the inter-
national groups, cultural diversity was also 
considered.

Once the qualitative part of the study 
was conducted, the quantitative analysis was 
carried out on a group of 195 students from 
five different courses from two Universities. 
Among them, 65 (33.3%) were male and 130 
(66.7%) were female. A total of 70 students 
(35.9%) were Spanish, 50 (25.6%) were 
from Croatia, while the rest (38.5%) were 
international students. Among the latter, the 
most representative group was composed by 
German students (7.7%), followed by Italian 
(4.1%), Dutch (3.6%), French (3.6%), Polish 
(2.6%), British (2.1%) and Austrian (2.1%) 
students (see Table 2). The participants were 
mostly between 21 and 23 years old (65.1%). 
They attended graduate (55.4 %) and post-
graduate (44.6%) degree programs.

4. RESULTS

4.1. Focus groups: summary of 
findings per group

The first two focus groups were com-
posed of Spanish students. The first one 
consisted of four students’, three female and 
one male. One male and one female partici-
pant stressed the benefit of creating syner-
gies despite individual differences of group 
members. Two male participants stressed a 
benefit of achieving better results and a risk 
of being under pressure if other team mem-
bers were highly involved. Female partici-
pants were more focused on risks of having 
a leader who doesn’t respect the opinions of 
other members. One male participant of this 
group proposed peer evaluation of the group 
to increase the involvement of its members. 

The second focus group of Spanish stu-
dents was composed of eight participants 
(six female students and two male students). 
The qualitative analysis of this focus group 
was discussed in a study of Šerić and Garbin 
Praničević (2017). Two main benefits of 
group work were mentioned: meeting new 
people and obtaining peer support. These 
benefits were found to be influenced by at-
titudes of other group members. The possi-
bility of “being embarrassed by doing noth-
ing” emerged as a main risk. An anonymous 
evaluation of the peers was also proposed as 
a control system by one female participant.    

The third and the fourth focus groups 
consisted of Croatian participants. The third 
group was composed of six participants: 
four female students and two male students. 
While female participants perceived enter-
tainment, synergy effects and better topic 
elaboration as main benefits of group work, 
male participants stressed mutual support 
and motivation between team members, as 
well as time efficiency. Risks were most-
ly discussed among female participants. 

Table 2. Profile of respondents: culture and 
gender

PROFILE OF RESPONDENTS (N=195)

Frequency %
CULTURE
Spanish 70 35.9
Croatian 50 25.6
International 75 38.5
GENDER
Male 65 33.3
Female 130 66.7
AGE
18-20 23 11.8
21-23 127 65.1
24-26 39 20.0
More than 26 6 3.1
DEGREE
Graduate 108 55.4
Postgraduate 87 44.6
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Unbalanced task distribution, possible con-
flict situations and different team members’ 
working styles came up as the most impor-
tant factors. An interesting finding about this 
focus group are the opposite approaches to-
wards the selection of group work members. 
While some believed that this task should be 
performed by the teacher, others thought that 
students should form a group on their own, 
as they know each other’s skills and capa-
bilities better than a teacher does and, subse-
quently, can do a better job together. Finally, 
a clear definition of roles of every team 
member emerged as highly relevant among 
male participants. 

The fourth focus group was also com-
posed of four female students and two male 
students, all Croatian students. Within this 
group, the following group work benefits 
emerged: a) communication skills develop-
ment, b) collaborative learning, c) approach-
ing the topic from other people’s perspective 
and d) increased productivity. Male partici-
pants pointed out increased motivation and 
synergies as main benefits. In addition, this 
group listed a number of perceived risks, 
such as: a) lack of respect between team 
members, b) unequal level of engagement, 
workload and responsibility, c) imposition 
of opinions of more aggressive members 
d) lack of consideration for other student’s 
opinion and e) impossibility to choose team 
members. These risks were almost equally 
pointed out by both male and female partici-
pants. In the context of group work improve-
ments, one participant proposed organizing 
a pre-activity session with the scope of so-
cializing and providing students a possibility 
to get to know each other better. Similar to 
what was mentioned by the previous group, 
another member stressed the importance 
of assigning roles to each member of the 
group, with clear definition of their tasks and 
responsibilities. 

The final two groups consisted of inter-
national students. The only thing that these 
students had in common regarding their na-
tionalities was that they were neither Spanish 
nor Croatian. In particular, the fifth group 
consisted of six international students, or 
more specifically: three female students from 
France, two female students from Poland and 
one male student from Italy. The group per-
ceived the following benefits of group work: 
a) enhanced cooperation, b) higher involve-
ment, c) opportunity to become more-open 
minded and more creative, and d) opportu-
nity for shy students to develop interpersonal 
skills. Increased involvement emerged as the 
main benefit among French students. On the 
other hand, the main risk of group work that 
emerged from the discussion is complete 
lack of involvement by some member(s). 

The sixth focus group was composed of 
eight members: four male students and four 
female students of different nationalities 
(Brazil, USA; Denmark, Belgium, Holland, 
Taiwan, and Korea). Interestingly, two male 
members of this group identified responsi-
bility as a risk, owing to the fact that mem-
bers are required to “not let the team down” 
and work harder, while other male member 
considered it as a benefit, as in a group the 
responsibility is divided, which leads to a de-
crease in workload. Female members high-
lighted increased involvement as the main 
benefit of group work. One male student 
was even concerned about the image of the 
country of origin, stating: “I tend to go above 
and beyond in terms of my group work in 
order to represent my country well”. Finally, 
one female participant suggested that group 
work should be designed for the purpose of 
project-based learning, where students are 
continuously working to meet a project goal.  
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4.2. Focus groups: classification of 
benefits, risks and suggestions for 
improvements

The benefits that emerged from qualita-
tive analysis might be grouped into the fol-
lowing three categories: a) functional (group 
members’ support for clarification of doubts, 
better performance, better topic elaboration, 
increased productivity, time efficiency, work 
division, collaborative learning), b) social 
(meeting and knowing people, insights on 
different points of view, synergies with other 
group members, entertainment, mutual sup-
port between team members, increased col-
laboration) and c) personal (increased motiva-
tion, better communication and interpersonal 
skills, increased involvement, open-minded-
ness and creativity, greater responsibility).

On the other hand, the risks can be 
grouped into: a) functional (different work-
ing styles of team members, impossibility to 
choose a group member), b) interpersonal 
(disrespectful leader, lack of respect between 
team members, imposition of opinions of 

more aggressive members, lack of consid-
eration for the opinions of others, possible 
conflicts between group members, c) person-
al (being embarrassed, increased pressure, 
greater responsibility), and d) perceived in-
equality (unbalanced task distribution, un-
equal level of engagement, workload and 
responsibility).

Some improvements for more efficient 
team management were suggested by stu-
dents upon identification of risks: These are 
a) peer evaluation of group members, where
each group member evaluates other member’s 
attitudes and performance, b) clear definition 
of roles, assignments and responsibilities 
of each group member, c) organization of a 
preliminary session with the purpose of get-
ting to know other group members, as well as 
their capabilities and skills and d) formation 
of groups for the purpose of the project-based 
learning, where students learn about subject 
by working in groups around a project topic.

There are studies that show how female 
students enrolled in scientific degrees prefer 

Figure 1. Focus group findings: Benefits, risks, and suggestions for improvements 
of group work in classroom
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teamwork and gain more educational ben-
efits than males (Fruchtner, 2001; Gist and 
Mitchell, 1992; Goold, Augar and Farmer, 
2006).

4.3. Focus groups: findings according 
to students’ culture and gender

Benefits and risks, as well as improve-
ments towards more efficient group work, 
that emerged from a qualitative analysis are 
reported in Table 3. Data are classified ac-
cording to national culture and gender.

Overall, students have reported more 
benefits of group work than risks. Creation 
of synergies with other group members, in-
creased motivation and increased communi-
cation and interpersonal sills were the most 
frequently mentioned benefits, while lack 
of involvement and respect of some group 
members were the most salient risks. 

Interestingly, when three delimited 
groups were compared according to the 
culture of origin, students defined benefits, 
risks and suggestions for improvement of 
group work management rather differently. 
Croatian students identified more benefits 
and risks, compared to their Spanish and 
international counterparts. While these stu-
dents were equally concerned about func-
tional and social benefits and, to a lesser 
extent, about personal benefits, Spanish 
students were more focused on social ben-
efits, followed by functional and personal. 
International students were mostly centred 
on personal benefits and mentioned only 
one social benefit (i.e. increased collabora-
tion with other students) and not a single 
functional benefit. In addition, when risks 
were discussed, Spanish students identified 
personal and, to a lesser extent, interper-
sonal risks, while Croatian students mostly 
identified interpersonal risks, followed by 
perceived inequality and functional risks, 
without mentioning any personal risk. 

International students mentioned only two 
risks: lack of involvement (perceived ine-
quality) and greater responsibility (personal 
risk). Finally, each of the three groups pro-
posed a different suggestion for improve-
ment. While Spanish students suggested 
peer evaluation of other team members, 
Croatian students stressed the importance of 
clear definition of roles and organization of 
pre-activities aimed at socialization, while 
international students proposed group work 
to be a tool for project-based learning. 

When gender was considered, female 
participants identified more benefits and 
risks than their male counterparts did, while 
male and female students equally stressed 
improvements in team work management. 
Male participants mostly identified social 
benefits of group work, followed by func-
tional and personal whereas female students 
mentioned all three types of benefits equally. 
Regarding risks, male students recognized 
mostly interpersonal and personal risks, 
while female students mainly focused on 
interpersonal risks and perceived inequal-
ity. However, both male and female students 
agreed on some benefits (i.e. synergies with 
other team members in the Spanish sub-
group) and risks (i.e. lack of respect, lack of 
consideration of opinion of other students 
and imposition of more aggressive group 
members, unequal level of engagement, 
workload and responsibility). All these data 
are reported in Table 4.

4.4. Findings of quantitative analysis
Once the focus groups were conducted, 

students were asked to identify the aspects 
of group work that were highly relevant for 
them. A total of nine items emerged, four 
related to comparisons of group work with 
individual work, four related to benefits such 
as insights on different points of view, im-
proved interpersonal skills, understanding 
of personal strengths and weaknesses and 
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Table 3. Group work in classroom: benefits, risks and suggestions for improvement according to students’ 
culture and gender

GROUP WORK IN CLASSROOM
BENEFITS RISKS IMPROVEMENTS

SP
A

N
IS

H
 S

T
U

D
E

N
T

S

FEMALE STUDENTS
Meeting and knowing people Disrespectful leader
Group members’ support for 

clarification of doubts 
Being embarrassed by 

doing nothing 
Increased motivation

MALE STUDENTS
Better performance Increased pressure 

Insights on different points of view 
MALE & FEMALE STUDENTS

Synergies with other members Peer evaluation of 
members

C
R

O
AT

IA
N

 S
T

U
D

E
N

T
S

FEMALE STUDENTS

Entertainment Unbalanced task  
distribution 

Preliminary session for 
socialization of team 

members 
Synergies with other members Possible conflict situation 

Better topic elaboration Different working styles 
of group members

Increased communication skills 
 Insights on different points of view 

Increased productivity 
MALE STUDENTS

Mutual support between team members Impossibility to choose a 
team member

Definition of roles and 
responsibilities of each 

member 
Time efficiency 

Increased motivation
Synergies with other members

MALE & FEMALE STUDENTS
Division of work  Lack of respect between 

team members

Collaborative learning 
Unequal level of 

engagement, workload 
and responsibility

Imposition of opinions of 
more aggressive members
Lack of consideration of 

opinion of the others

IN
T

E
R

N
AT

IO
N

A
L 

ST
U

D
E

N
T

S

FEMALE STUDENTS
Increased involvement Lack of involvement of 

some member(s) 
Project-based learning 
through group work

Increased open-mindedness and 
creativity 

Increased interpersonal skills 
MALE STUDENTS

Increased collaboration Greater responsibility 
Greater responsibility
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increased class attendance and subsequent 
involvement, and only one risk: equal evalu-
ation for all team members. These aspects 
were further considered for quantitative 
analysis.  

Data were collected through an online 
structured questionnaire. The validity and 
reliability of the instrument were assessed 
by examining item-to-dimension total score 
correlations and Cronbach alpha, respec-
tively. The validity was confirmed as the 
corresponding items were found to correlate 
very well with the scale overall, all being 
highly significant (p=0.000). The Cronbach 
alpha was higher than 0.7 (i.e. 0.818), 
which confirmed the instrument reliability 
(Nunnally and Bernstein, 1994). The items 
were assessed using a 5-point Likert-type 
scale anchored from 1 (strongly disagree) 
to 5 (strongly agree). Descriptive statistics 
analysis was performed, using SPSS soft-
ware. Data were analysed through descrip-
tive statistics and frequency distributions. 
When different groups of participants were 
compared, the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test 
was first conducted to check the normality of 
data distribution. The results showed that the 
data were not normally distributed, as most 
of the items appeared to have critical values 

lower than .05. Thereby, non-parametric 
tests were conducted for further analysis, 
more specifically, the Kruskal-Wallis H test 
for comparing three groups (i.e. Spanish, 
Croatian and international students) and the 
Mann-Whitney U test for comparison of two 
groups (i.e. male and female students).

The results reported in Table 5 suggest 
that, when the total group of participants 
was observed (N=195), students assigned 
rather moderate scores to most of the items 
of group work. The items that received the 
highest score are the perceived benefits re-
lated to gaining insights into other persons’ 
perspectives (M=4.07), improving interper-
sonal skills (M=3.95) and identifying per-
sonal strengths and weaknesses (M=3.94). 
The items that received the lowest scores are 
“group work is less time consuming than in-
dividual work” (M=2.84) and “preferences 
for group work rather than individual work” 
(M=3.01). It should be noted that only one 
item obtained a mean value slightly higher 
than four. The analysis of frequencies re-
vealed that the ratings of the first four items 
were distributed rather evenly, meaning that, 
in general, differences between the number 
of times that each score occurred were not as 
big as in the case of other items. These four 

Table 4. Group work in classroom: frequency of mentioned benefits and risks according to students’ 
culture and gender

GROUP WORK IN  CLASSROOM

BENEFITS RISKS

CULTURE Functional Social Personal Functional Inter-
Personal Personal Perceived 

Unfairness

Spanish xx xxx x / x xx /

Croatian xxxxx xxxxx xx xx xxxx / xx
International / x xxxx / / x x

GENDER Functional Social Personal Functional Inter-
Personal Personal Perceived 

Unfairness
Male xxxx xxxxx xx x xxx xx x

Female xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx x xxxxx x xxx
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items are as follows: “preferences for group 
work over individual work”, “group work is 
less time consuming than individual work”, 
“group work leads to better results than indi-
vidual work, and group work makes me feel 
more motivated than individual work.

 In order to observe whether significant 
differences exist among students’ opinions 
on group work according to their culture and 
gender, the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was 
first performed in order to check the normal-
ity of data distribution. The results showed 
that the data were not normally distributed, 
owing to the fact that almost all the exam-
ined items had critical values lower than .05. 
Thereby, non-parametric tests were adopted 
for further analysis.

Firstly, the Kruskal-Wallis H test was 
employed to compare three independent 
groups, i.e. Croatian, Spanish and interna-
tional students. Descriptive statistics analy-
sis revealed that Croatian students evalu-
ated with highest scores most of the group 
work items (i.e. leads to better results than 
individual work, helps me understand other 
persons’ perspectives, encourages my at-
tendance, makes me feel more motivated). 
Spanish students showed a greater prefer-
ence for group work over individual work 
and perceived better the time-efficiency of 
group work than their Croatian and interna-
tional counterparts did. Still, the H test re-
vealed that neither one of these differences 
was statistically significant. In fact, some 
items were assessed almost equally by the 
three groups of students (i.e. group work 
helps me identify my personal strengths and 
weaknesses and evaluation of group is unfair 
if everyone receives the same grade).

Secondly, gender was considered for 
data comparison. Descriptive statistics 
analysis revealed that male students’ as-
signed higher scores to most of the group 
work items, while female students positively 

assessed group work benefits related to in-
creased attendance and understanding per-
sonal strengths and weaknesses. Female stu-
dents also believed, to a greater extent, that 
evaluation is unfair is every group member 
receives the same grade. The Mann-Whitney 
U non-parametric test was completed, com-
paring two independent groups, to determine 
whether the obtained differences between 
male and female students are statistically 
significant. Results suggest that there were 
no significant differences in perception of 
group work items between male and female 
students. 

5. CONCLUSIONS AND 
IMPLICATIONS
The aim of this paper was to understand 

students´ perceived benefits and risks of 
group work, thus providing important impli-
cations for teachers in higher education insti-
tutions. Results from the qualitative analysis 
suggest a number of benefits, which can be 
grouped into functional, social, and personal 
benefits, as well as perceived risks, classified 
into functional, interpersonal, personal, and 
perceived inequality. Interestingly, when 
students had to select the most important at-
tributes of group work, they focused on the 
benefits and reduced all the perceived risks 
to only one element: unfair final evaluation. 
To diminish this risk, they stressed the im-
portance of peer evaluation of individual 
work of each team member, thus providing 
relevant team management implications for 
teachers. In addition, lack of involvement 
of some members was the most frequently 
mentioned risk of group work. A similar 
finding was obtained in a study on students’ 
attitudes towards group work conducted 
by Gottschall and García-Bayonas (2008). 
These authors found that the so-called 
“free riders” were the major perceived risk 
of group work. The role of the teacher is 
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critical in addressing this risk. A clear defini-
tion of roles of each of the members, their 
respective assignments and responsibili-
ties as well as the formalization of commit-
ment to work of each team member might 
help reduce this risk. In particular, teachers 
who work with Croatian students should do 
their bests to mitigate inter-personal conflicts 
as this type of group work risk was mostly 
observed among Croatian students. In addi-
tion, teachers of both Croatian and Spanish 
students need to stress personal benefits of 
group work to induce involvement, as these 
students perceived less personal benefits 
than their international peers did. Finally, 
teachers dealing with international students 
should stress functional and social benefits 
of group work as these students hardly even 
perceived any of these benefits.

Results of the quantitative analysis show 
that students don’t seem to prefer group 
work over individual work that much and 
that they do not feel more motivated work-
ing in groups than working alone. These 
findings match those obtained by McCorkle 
et al. (1999), who found that students some-
times prefer individual over group work and 
that lack of motivation of some members 
is one of the major problems of a success-
ful group work. This is another important 
implication for teachers, who need to iden-
tify factors that motivate students to work 
with their colleagues. This might be accom-
plished by making them care more about the 
outcomes, creating a group in which mem-
bers have similar interests and providing an 
effective system of evaluation to ensure an 
equal share of responsibilities. In accordance 
with Ludford et al. (2004), telling students’ 
something unique about their connection to 
a topic could increase their motivation and 
participation. In addition, teachers might 
also introduce entertainment elements in the 
group work which can affect positively stu-
dents’ motivation and involvement. 

Moreover, teachers need to manage 
group work by providing students a realistic 
view of how groups function in real organi-
zations, highlighting insights into social pro-
cesses and team effectiveness. The strength 
and the importance of an effective team is 
more important than ever in global busi-
ness. Therefore, it is essential for students 
to understand group work methodology as a 
group process with relevant implications on 
the organization level.   

Focus group analysis suggests the ex-
istence of cultural and gender differences 
regarding students’ perceived benefits and 
risks of group work. This finding broadly 
supports the work of other studies in this 
area which found a strong impact of culture 
(e.g. Pineda et al., 2009) and gender (e.g. 
Curran et al., 2008) in students’ assessment 
of group work. Thus, Pineda et al. (2009) 
suggested that students coming from socie-
ties with different cultural values could be 
developing different attitudes to group work 
owing to their different educational practices 
and experiences. The finding of Curran et al 
(2008) revealed that female students showed 
significantly more positive attitudes towards 
inter-professional teamwork and inter-pro-
fessional education than their male counter-
parts did. However, this outcome is contrary 
to the results that emerged from our focus 
groups, which reveal that female students 
reported more perceived risks of group work 
than male students.

Nevertheless, our quantitative analy-
sis revealed that students perceived group 
works items rather similarly, despite their 
cultural background and gender. This find-
ing is in accordance with some other studies 
(e.g. Panina and Kroumova, 2015), which 
suggest that national culture does not always 
explain differences in students’ perceptions 
and behaviors. Thereby, future contributions 
are necessary to corroborate our findings. 
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Owing to the small size of the established 
subgroups, future research on group work is 
necessary on a more representative number 
of students, both according to their culture 
and gender. In addition, instead of consider-
ing international students as a rather homog-
enous group, future studies need to consider 

significant number of students coming from 
different European countries. Finally, female 
students represented a majority in our study. 
Therefore, future studies need to include 
a larger number of male students to obtain 
more representative results regarding gender 
diversity.
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UPRAVLJANJE GRUPNIM RADOM U UČIONICI: 
MEĐUNARODNA STUDIJA PERCIPIRANIH KORISTI I RIZIKA, 

UTEMELJENA NA KULTURI I SPOLU STUDENATA

SAŽETAK
Rad u grupama je postao ključnim čimbeni-

kom uspjeha organizacija u globalnom gospodar-
stvu. Stoga poslovni sektor institucijama visokog 
obrazovanja postavlja imperativ modificiranja 
studijskih programa i pripremanja istih za efek-
tivan rad u timovima. Međutim, dok se studenti 
značajno potiču na timski rad, njihovo mišljenje o 
ovoj praksi ostaje relativno zanemareno. Nadalje, 
uloge kulture i spola u studentskoj percepciji gru-
pnog rada nisu privukle veću pozornost istraži-
vača. Cilj je ove studije istražiti studentsku per-
cepciju grupnog rada, u smislu njegovih koristi 

i rizika, kao i utvrditi moderiraju li kultura i spol 
navedene percepcije. U istraživanju su korištene 
kvalitativne i kvantitativne metode. Podaci su 
prikupljeni među španjolskim, hrvatskim i me-
đunarodnim studentima, na dva europska sveu-
čilišta: Sveučilištu u Valenciji, u Španjolskoj, te 
Sveučilištu u Splitu, u Hrvatskoj. Rezultati istra-
živanja sugeriraju da, iako studenti percipiraju 
koristi od grupnog rada, također smatraju da 
postoje i brojni rizici (a naročito hrvatski studen-
ti). Navedeno bi moglo biti razlog zašto isti ne 
iskazuju preferenciju grupnog pred individualnim 
radom, bez obzira na kulturu i spol.




