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Abstract

This study investigated problem-solving strategies and the propensity for collaboration in a constrained task environment. A sample
of 745 employees from various corporate and academic sectors participated in the "Ribbons" game, a task requiring them to tie a
ribbon around their own right wrist without using their mouth within a 10-second time limit. Results revealed that a majority of
participants (50.87%) failed to complete the task, even without rule-breaking. Only 23.62% succeeded independently ("completed
by self"), while a combined 16.97% engaged in collaboration, either proactively ("completed by collaboration": 6.71%) or reactively
after observing others ("followed collaboration": 10.20%). Significant variations were observed across organizations. The findings
are interpreted through the lenses of Self-Determination Theory, Social Learning Theory, and the Bystander Effect, suggesting that
ingrained self-reliance, perceived task simplicity, and a lack of psychological safety can inhibit the intuitive leap to collaboration,
even when it is the most rational solution.
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Introduction

Human problem-solving is not merely a cognitive process but is deeply influenced by social, contextual, and motivational factors.
In organizational settings, the ability to shift from individual effort to collaborative action is a critical skill. This study employs a
novel behavioral task—the "Ribbons" game—to observe these dynamics in vivo.

The task presents a deceptively simple challenge that is physically awkward to perform alone, making collaboration a highly
efficient solution. This design allows for the natural observation of several psychological constructs:

Autonomy vs. Interdependence: The initial impulse to solve a problem individually versus seeking help.
Social Learning: The ability to learn a solution by observing peers.
Prosocial Behavior and Bystanderism: The decision to initiate help or, conversely, to remain passive.

Objectives of the Study:

The primary objective of this study was to investigate the natural problem-solving strategies individuals employ when faced with a
constrained, physically awkward task. Specifically, the research aimed to quantify the prevalence of autonomous effort versus
collaborative action, and to examine the role of social learning in the adoption of effective solutions. Furthermore, the study sought
to analyze how these behavioral patterns might vary across different organizational contexts, and to interpret the findings through
established psychological frameworks, including Self-Determination Theory and Social Learning Theory, to understand the
underlying motivational and social dynamics at play.

Theoretical Framework:

Self-Determination Theory (SDT): SDT posits that competence, autonomy, and relatedness are fundamental psychological needs.
The task pits the need for autonomy (solving it myself) against the need for relatedness (working with another) to achieve
competence (completing the task).

Social Learning Theory (Bandura): This theory suggests that individuals learn behaviors by observing others. The "followed
collaboration after seeing others" category is a direct manifestation of observational learning.

The Bystander Effect and Diffusion of Responsibility: In a group setting, individuals may be less likely to help (or, in this case,
to initiate a collaborative offer) if they believe others are equally responsible or capable of acting. The high "not completed" rate
may reflect a form of this, where individuals assume the task is their own burden alone.
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Methodology
Participants and Setting
A total of 745 employees (93% male, 7% female) participated in the study in 26 different occasions during their training sessions.
Participants were recruited from various industrial sectors (Automotive, Manufacturing, Real Estate) and one academic institution
(Engineering College). The gender imbalance is a limitation, reflecting the male-dominated nature of the participating sectors.

Procedure
This observation was done during the training sessions of these participants on different dates between 12.08.2025 and 15.11.2025.
Each group of participants were assembled in a circle. Each was given a 15-inch ribbon. The task was to tie the ribbon firmly around
their own right wrist within 10 seconds. The sole rule was that the ribbon must not be touched with the mouth. The experimenter
demonstrated the rule but not the solution. Participants' behaviors were coded in real-time into one of five mutually exclusive
categories:

1. Completed by self: Successfully tied the ribbon around their right wrist alone.

2. Completed by collaboration: Proactively partnered with a neighbor to tie each other's ribbons without waiting to observe others.
3. Followed collaboration after seeing others: Initiated collaboration only after observing other pairs do so.

4. Wrongly done: Broke the rule (used mouth) or attempted an invalid solution (e.g., tied to left wrist).

5. Not Completed: Did not break the rule but failed to tie the ribbon.

Data Analysis
Descriptive statistics were used to analyze the frequency and percentage of each behavioral category across the total sample and for
selected organizations to highlight contrasts.

Results

Overall Behavioral Distribution

The overall results from all 745 participants are summarized below, with a corrected calculation for the "followed collaboration"
category:

Behavioral Category n %
Completed by self 176 23.62%
Completed by Collaboration 50 6.71%
Followed Collaboration 76 10.2%
Wrongly Done 64 8.59%
Not Completed 379 50.87%

The most salient finding is that over half of all participants (50.87%) ended the task in a state of non-completion, despite not
breaking the explicit rule.

The Power of Social Learning and Context

The performance by the teaching faculties of an Engineering is a clear outlier. Here, social learning was dominant. Once a few pairs
collaborated, the behavior spread rapidly through the group, resulting in a 0% non-completion rate. The academic, perhaps more
peer-oriented and less competitively individualistic, environment may have fostered this.

Another Automobile parts manufacturing (OEM) company team showed the highest rate of proactive collaboration (33.3%),
suggesting a culture or group dynamic that immediately recognizes and acts on interdependent solutions.

Conversely, one automobile manufacturer’s team (Indian company) and one electronics manufacturer’s (MNC) team sessions
recorded 0% on collaborative measures, correlating with very high non-completion rates (>44%).

Discussion

The "Ribbons" game served as a potent microcosm of organizational problem-solving. The high rate of non-completion (50.87%)
is the most profound result. It suggests a widespread cognitive and behavioral inflexibility. Many participants appeared to be
"locked" into an individualistic problem-solving frame, unable to reconceptualize the task as a shared one, even when failing
individually.

Interpretation through Psychological Theories

Self-Determination Theory (SDT): The 23.62% who "completed by self" likely had a high initial need for autonomy and
competence. Their success reinforced this. However, for the majority, this focus on autonomy became a barrier. The collaborative
participants satisfied their need for relatedness to achieve competence, effectively balancing the three SDT needs.

Social Learning Theory: The data provides clear evidence for observational learning. The 10.20% in the "followed collaboration"
category did not invent the solution but were quick to adopt it once modeled. The dramatic success of the Engineering College
group demonstrates how a culture that rewards observational learning can lead to 100% task efficacy.

Bystander Effect and Norms: The high non-completion rate can be seen as a form of the bystander effect in a non-emergency
context. The implicit norm was "this is my individual task," leading to a diffusion of the responsibility to initiate collaboration.
People waited for a cue that never came, or were hesitant to impose on a neighbor.

Organizational Culture Implications

The variance between organizations is highly suggestive of differing cultural norms.

Manufacturing/Production Focus: These groups showed lower collaboration. This may reflect a work culture that highly values
independent execution and adherence to individual-specific tasks.

Academic Environment: The high degree of social learning suggests a culture more accustomed to peer-to-peer interaction,
knowledge sharing, and perhaps a lower perceived risk in imitating others.

Teams with high collaboration: The high proactive collaboration at an OEM manufacturing company team may indicate that the
participants were already primed for interactive and collaborative learning.
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Limitations and Future Research

The primary limitations are the significant gender imbalance and the lack of controlled demographic data (e.g., age, tenure). The
study is observational, so causal claims about culture cannot be made. Future research should:

Balance gender participation.

Incorporate pre and post-task surveys to measure individual differences in autonomy, propensity to trust, and perceptions of
organizational psychological safety.

Manipulate the instructions to explicitly prompt or forbid collaboration to study the effect of explicit vs. implicit rules.

Conclusion

The "Ribbon Dilemma" reveals that a significant portion of the corporate workforce, when faced with a challenging individual task,
will default to persistence in failing individual strategies rather than pivoting to a simple collaborative solution. The tendency to
collaborate proactively is rare (~7%), but the capacity for social learning is strong (~10%). The organizational context dramatically
influences these behaviors. This has practical implications for leadership and training: fostering psychological safety and explicitly
modeling collaborative problem-solving can help teams overcome the default inertia of individual effort and unlock more adaptive
and collective intelligence.

Consequently, the onus falls on management to proactively cultivate a culture that not only permits but actively rewards
collaborative problem-solving and peer-to-peer learning. The data presents a critical managerial insight: the attitude of "not
completing while following rules" and the attitude of "completing by breaking rules" are both detrimental to organizational health.
The former leads to widespread inertia and lost potential, as seen in the 50.87% who failed passively. The latter, demonstrated by
the rule-breakers, erodes ethical standards and sustainable performance. Therefore, leadership must champion a "winning-with-
integrity' mindset, creating an environment where employees feel empowered to seek help and innovate collaboratively within a
clear ethical framework. This involves recognizing and celebrating successful collaboration as a core competency, thereby shifting
the organizational ethos from one of isolated compliance to one of shared, ethical achievement.
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