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Video transcript: The Hawthorne Effect

The Hawthorne Effect is the notion that people perform better whilst under observation. It was
coined in 1958 by Henry Landsberger after the Hawthorne studies, where, between 1924 and 1932,
the Hawthorne Works electric factory in Chicago was trying to determine how productivity would
change within certain parameters.

The Hawthorne Works factory altered different variables independently to give an idea of how the
changes would affect productivity. For example, increasing the brightness of the factory lights
increased productivity, as did dimming the lights. Providing multiple five-minute breaks caused an
increase, but so did returning to the original schedule. It became evident that any variable change,
however positive or negative, would result in a productivity rise that would eventually settle back
into previous levels of productivity.

The conclusion that was drawn from these studies, and later dubbed the ‘Hawthorne Effect’, is that
people are generally more productive whilst they are being observed. This can be applied in many
professional settings, including schools where both staff and students are often more productive
whilst under observation.

There are several other explanations for this behavioural phenomenon drawn from sociological and
psychological studies; however, none are quite as influential as the Hawthorne Effect.
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