
The Hawthorne Effect and Workplace Productivity 

A 
In the early 20th century, as industrialization reshaped economies and 
workforces, researchers began to turn their attention to understanding 
the human element of labor. Among the earliest and most influential 
studies in this area were a series of workplace experiments conducted at 
the Western Electric Hawthorne Works in Cicero, Illinois, between 1924 
and 1933. These investigations, initially aimed at determining the 
relationship between workplace conditions and productivity, unexpectedly 
revealed something more complex: that employees’ behavior could be 
significantly influenced simply by the knowledge that they were being 
observed. This phenomenon, later dubbed the Hawthorne Effect, has 
since become a foundational concept in social science research and 
organizational psychology. 

B 
The Hawthorne experiments began under the auspices of the National 
Research Council with a focus on physical conditions—particularly 
lighting—and their effect on worker output. In one trial, lighting was 
gradually increased in a workroom, and output rose. In a separate trial, 
lighting was dimmed, yet productivity still increased. These contradictory 
results puzzled researchers until they realized that nearly every alteration 
to working conditions seemed to lead to improved output. The logical 
conclusion was that it was not the environmental changes themselves that 
mattered, but rather the workers’ awareness of being subjects in an 
experiment. It appeared that attention from researchers and the novelty 
of participation had a motivational impact on performance. 



C 
In later phases of the study, led by Harvard Business School professor 
Elton Mayo, attention shifted to other variables such as work hours, rest 
breaks, and incentive systems. Mayo and his colleagues conducted 
interviews and observed team dynamics, concluding that social factors—
such as feeling valued, being part of a cohesive group, and the presence 
of supervisors with supportive attitudes—had a powerful influence on 
productivity. Although the methodological rigor of these experiments has 
been questioned in the years since, the central idea that workers’ 
behavior changes when they are being observed has had lasting 
implications. 

D 
The Hawthorne Effect is now widely understood as a type of reactivity—
when individuals modify their behavior due to the awareness that they are 
being watched. While this response can be temporary, it is potent enough 
to distort the outcomes of experiments, workplace assessments, or even 
clinical trials. The effect does not necessarily imply intentional deception; 
rather, it highlights how perception and consciousness of scrutiny can 
affect motivation, effort, and focus. For instance, a factory worker might 
increase output when being monitored, not out of fear, but due to a 
subconscious desire to present oneself positively. 

E 
Over time, the concept of the Hawthorne Effect has extended beyond its 
industrial origins. In educational settings, students may perform better 
when they know their teacher is evaluating their participation. In 
healthcare, patients might report improved symptoms simply because 
they are enrolled in a study. Even in digital environments, the awareness 



of surveillance—such as being aware that internet activity is tracked—can 
shape user behavior. However, the effect is notoriously difficult to isolate. 
Critics argue that many studies claiming a Hawthorne Effect fail to 
distinguish it from other variables, such as placebo responses, demand 
characteristics, or selection biases. 

F 
Despite these criticisms, the Hawthorne Effect remains influential in the 
design and interpretation of experiments. Modern researchers take steps 
to minimize its impact through double-blind methodologies and control 
groups, especially in psychological or medical research. In organizational 
contexts, the legacy of the Hawthorne studies helped spark the human 
relations movement, which emphasized employee satisfaction, workplace 
culture, and leadership style as crucial components of productivity. It also 
encouraged more participatory management styles, where workers’ 
feedback and well-being are actively considered. 

G 
The enduring legacy of the Hawthorne Effect lies in its reminder that 
people are not machines. Whether in a factory, classroom, clinic, or office, 
individuals respond not just to measurable inputs like lighting or 
schedules, but to how they are treated, perceived, and valued. As such, 
understanding the social and psychological context in which people 
operate is essential to any effort to enhance performance or gather 
reliable data. While the Hawthorne Effect may complicate experimental 
results, it also opens a window into the rich, often unpredictable, nature of 
human behavior. 

 

  



Questions 

Questions 1–5 

Which paragraph contains the following information? 
Choose the correct letter A–G. 
You may use each letter once only. 

1. An example of a confusing outcome in early productivity trials 

2. How researchers began focusing on social rather than physical 
factors 

3. Ways the effect is accounted for in current research practices 

4. A description of how the Hawthorne Effect might manifest outside 
the workplace 

5. A suggestion that the effect highlights an important aspect of human 
behavior 

 

Questions 6–10 

Complete the summary below. 
Choose NO MORE THAN THREE WORDS from the passage for each 
answer. 

The Origins and Legacy of the Hawthorne Effect 

The Hawthorne Effect was discovered during a series of experiments 
conducted at a factory in the early 20th century. The initial aim was to 
understand how changes in the 6. ________ might influence output. 
However, researchers were puzzled when productivity improved even in 
contradictory circumstances. Eventually, it became clear that the workers 



were responding to the 7. ________ they were receiving. This attention 
was later shown to be more influential than any physical change in the 
environment. 

In later studies, researcher Elton Mayo found that productivity was also 
shaped by social factors, including supportive supervision and a sense of 
8. ________. Over time, the Hawthorne Effect has been observed in a 
variety of settings such as education and healthcare, where people may 
adjust their behavior because of increased 9. ________. Though some 
argue that the effect is hard to distinguish from other influences, it 
continues to be addressed through the use of controls such as 10. 
________ in modern experiments. 

 

Questions 11–13 

Choose the correct letter, A, B, C or D. 

11. According to the passage, what made the early lighting 
experiments at Hawthorne so surprising? 
A. Workers complained about both poor and bright lighting 
B. Output improved regardless of the lighting condition 
C. Lighting had no effect on output at all 
D. Workers resisted changes to the lighting 

12. In modern contexts, what is one reason the Hawthorne Effect is 
difficult to confirm? 
A. Participants refuse to acknowledge being watched 
B. It often contradicts previously known psychological effects 
C. It is hard to isolate from other influencing variables 
D. Most researchers ignore it as outdated 



13. What is the main idea of this reading passage? 
A. Productivity is largely driven by financial incentives 
B. The Hawthorne Effect is a myth based on flawed research 
C. Observing people at work always leads to worse performance 
D. Human behavior is shaped by attention and social context 

  



Answer Key 

Questions 1–5: Paragraph Matching 

1. B – An example of a confusing outcome in early productivity trials 

2. C – How researchers began focusing on social rather than physical 
factors 

3. F – Ways the effect is accounted for in current research practices 

4. E – A description of how the Hawthorne Effect might manifest 
outside the workplace 

5. G – A suggestion that the effect highlights an important aspect of 
human behavior 

 

Questions 6–10: Summary Completion 

6. lighting 

7. attention 

8. cohesion 

9. observation 

10. control groups 

 

Questions 11–13: Multiple Choice 

11. B – Output improved regardless of the lighting condition 

12. C – It is hard to isolate from other influencing variables 

13. D – Human behavior is shaped by attention and social context 


