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SHORT NOTES

Vicarious Punishment in a Work Setting

Mel E. Schnake

Eastern Illinois University

This research experimentally investigated the effects of punishment on the attitudes and behavior of
co-workers who observed a peer receiving the punishment. Students were hired through a university
placement office for temporary clerical employment. Subjects were exposed to observing either a co-
worker receiving a reduction in pay, a co-worker receiving a threat of a reduction in pay, or no
punishment. Results provide support for the hypothesis that punishment may be used effectively in
work settings. Subjects who observed a co-worker receiving a reduction in pay produced significantly
more output than subjects who observed a threat of a reduction in pay or subjects in the control
group. These effects did not diminish after 1 week. Further, subjects across groups did not differ in

levels of job satisfaction.

The literature is replete with essays and empirical studies con-
cerning the use of positive reinforcement as a means to motivate
or increase productivity. However, the use of punishment is a
common occurrence in organizations, although organizational
researchers have avoided this area. This is no doubt due to the
widely held view that not only is punishment less effective than
positive reinforcement but that it also results in undesirable side
effects (Skinner, 1938, 1948). Arvey and Ivancevich (1980) point
out, however, that there is little empirical evidence for either of
these criticisms. Further, punishment has been used effectively
in clinical and laboratory settings (Balke, 1965; Feldman &
MacCulloch, 1965; Hamilton, Stephens, & Allen, 1967; Harris
& Ersner-Hershfield, 1978).

One additional area of concern has to do with the effects of
punishment on others. Hamner (1974) advises that punishment
should not be administered in front of others. The idea here is
that the individual gets punished twice: once from the direct
administration of the punishment and once from the embar-
rassment of being punished in front of one’s co-workers. In ad-
dition, there are possible retaliatory behaviors from the group
of co-workers, who may feel embarrassed or threatened by ob-
serving one of their peers being punished. Further, unless great
care i$ taken, the work group may interpret the administration
of the punishment incorrectly. Because they are not likely to be
privy to the reasons for the punishment, they must draw their
own conclusions concerning the actions that led up to the ad-
ministration of the punishment. This may result in the group’s
medifying its behavier in ways not intended by the punishing
agent.

However, if the advice offered by Arvey and Ivancevich (1980)
concerning the administration of punishment is followed, the
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arguments regarding public punishment become weaker. Spe-
cifically, if the punishment is administered in such a way that it
is clearly impersonal and corrective, focuses on a specific act,
and is relatively intense and quick, then it should have infor-
mational value for not only the person who receives the punish-
ment but also those who observe it (Bandura, 1969, 1977). As
O’Reilly and Weitz {1980) suggested, the punishment may serve
10 make others in the work group aware of expected performance
levels, which could result in an increase in group performance
levels, This study experimentally investigates the effects of pun-
ishment on the attitudes and behaviors of co-workers who observe
one of their peers receiving punishment. It is hypothesized that
observing a co-worker receiving punishment will have a positive
effect on observers’ productivity without damaging job satisfac-
tion.

Method
Subjects

Students were recruited through the placement office of a medium-
sized southern university for temporary employment. Placement office
employees were not told that students were actually being hired as part
of an experiment to insure that this employment notice would be treated
in the same manner as other job openings. The first 60 applicants who
were available on two successive Saturday afternoons were hired at $5
per hour and randomly assigned to one of five conditions. Two groups
were exposed 1o observing a co-worker receiving an actual cut in pay.
Two other groups were exposed to observing a co-worker receiving the
threat of a cut in pay. One group served as the control group. The control
group, one threat group, and one punishment group were administered
the questionnaire at the end of both 2-hour work periods. The other
threat group and punishment group were administered the questionnaire
only once, at the end of the second 2-hour work period. This was done
to insure that an assessment of the effects of the treatment over time
could be made in the event that the second administration of the ques-
tionnaire in the first groups caused subjects to be suspicious about the
irue purposes of the experiment. The proportion of males and females
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was approximately the same for all groups (with 2 or 3 males in each
group). Four subjects did not report for work the first day and 8 others
were lost the second day owing to other work schedules, school activities,
or unexplained absences.

Procedure

The task used was a slightly modified version of the unenriched con-
dition’s task developed by White and Mitchell (1979). Subjects were given
sheets of New York Stock Exchange quotations and told to record the
stock name, volume, an closing price for all stocks that reached a volume
of 200,000 shares for that day. This information was recorded on specially
prepared coding sheets.

When the subjects were called to report to work, they were told to
report to one of five separate rooms prepared for the experiment., These
rooms were designed to resembile a typical office, with the workers sitting
at tables facing a “supervisor” who sat at a desk in the front of the room.
The tables were carefully arranged so that the supervisor could be clearly
heard when speaking in a normal voice.

When the subjects reported for work, materials were passed out, the
task was explained, and they began to work. After a 1%-hour trial work
period (which included approximately 35 min for explanation of the
task), the supervisors took a quick measure of productivity. This con-
sisted simply of checking with each subject to see how many coding
sheets had been completed. This was done to get an accurate measure of
output during the 2-hour work period to follow and to add realism to
the administration of the punishment,

One confederate was assigned to each work group so that no naive
subjects would be punished. Because the subjects were predominantly
female, female confederates were used. The confederates were instructed
to be aware of how the people around them were performing and to
perform at a lower level. This was done to insure that subjects believed
that there was a legitimate basis for the punishment. The average cutput
during the trial period was 4.8 coding sheets for subjects and 2.5 sheets
for confederates. Naive subjects outperformed the confederates in all
groups,

After the supervisors completed the output check, they walked back
to the confederate’s table and administered the punishment. In two groups,
the confederate was told that her output was significantly lower than her
co-workers and that if she did not increase it, the supervisor would have
to cut her pay from $5 per hour to $3.50 per hour. In two other groups,
the treatment consisted of actually cutting the confederate’s pay 1o $3.50
per hour. The confederates had been instructed to simply acknowledge
the supervisor’s statement and continue working to avoid any confounding
of'the treatment due to cues from the confederate’s reaction. The subjects
then worked at the task for 2 hours.

At the end of the 2-hour work period, subjects in one threat group,
one punishment group, and the control group completed a short ques-
tionnaire before leaving, When subjects returned the following week, all
groups completed the questicnnaire after a 2-hour work period. The sub-
jects were then debriefed and the experiment was terminated.

Table 1
Analysis of Variance Summarizing the Effects of Punishment
on Output and Questionnaire Measures

Dependent variable MS F eta-square
QOutput 44.08 9.11* 48
Intrinsic satisfaction 2.79 1.69 —_
Extrinsic satisfaction 0.46 0.58 —
Social satisfaction 0.21 0.30 —

*p< .0l

Table 2
Megn Scores of Output
Group " Output

Control, Time 1 12 10.82,
Threat, Time 1 10 12.31,
Punishment, Time 1 10 15.03,5
Control, Time 2 11 13.10,,.
Threat, Time 2 7 13214
Punishment, Time 2 8 16.01 0
Threat, Time 2 only 11 13.64¢
Punishment, Time 2 only 9 17.48.¢

Note. Values with the same subscript differ from each other (Scheffé mul-
tiple comparisons) at p < .01.

Dependent Measures

The major dependent variable was the subject’s output measured by
the number of coding sheets completed by each subject during the 2-
hour work periods. In addition, three dimensions of job satisfaction (in-
trinsic, extrinsic, and social) were measured by means of a nine-item
version of a scale developed by Warr, Cock, and Wall (1979). Internal
consistency reliabilities were .86, .45, and .84, respectively.

Results

Table 1 presents the results of the one-way analysis of variance
across the eight groups using output and job satisfaction as de-
pendent variables. The results provide clear support for Arvey
and Ivancevich’s (1980) suggestions that punishment may be
used effectively in work settings. Table 2 presents the mean scores
for output for the eight groups. The groups that observed a co-
worker receiving a cut in pay for low productivity produced sig-
nificantly more than either the control group or the groups that
observed a co-worker receiving a threat of a pay cut. The effects
of the punishment did not disappear after | week, In addition,
Table 1 shows that members of the treatment groups did not
report lower levels of job satisfaction.

Discussion

The results of this study provide support for the view that
punishment may be used effectively in organizations. Whereas
most of the current interest regarding the use of punishment in
organizational settings has focused on direct punishment (Arvey
& Ivancevich, 1980; Arvey, Davis, & Nelson, 1984; Sims, 1980),
the present research has provided evidence that punishment may
have informational value for observers.

These results are in contrast with suggestions that the effects
of punishment are only temporary or have negative side effects
(Luthans, 1981). Output did not decline to earlier levels in the
groups observing punishment being administered to a co-worker
and, in fact, increased slightly during the second work period.
Satisfaction levels did not decline after observing a co-worker
receive punishment or a threat of punishment.

Sims (1980) has argued that in those studies that have included
a comparative test of punishment and positive reinforcement,
positive reinforcement has been shown to have a much stronger
effect on performance. Although the current study did not include
a comparative test, it did show that punishment may have positive
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effects on performance without damaging job-related perceptions
and attitudes.

One factor may limit these results. Of the naive subjects who
observed a co-worker being punished, none of them knew the
co-worker. The short duration of the study did not allow subjects
1o get to know one another well. The absence of negative side
effects found in this study may not hold if co-workers observed
someone they knew receiving punishment. Even though the
punishment is administered impersonally, employee reactions
might be different after observing a well-known co-worker being
punished as opposed to an unknown co-worker,

Recent research is relatively consistent in providing support
for the idea that punishment can be used effectively in organi-
zations (Arvey et al., 1984; Podsakoff & Todor, 1985). Previously
accepted criticisms of punishment have been questioned and
found to be lacking in empirical support (Arvey & Ivancevich,
1980). Coupled with the realism that punishment is a frequent
occurrence in organizations, it is now timely for organizational
researchers to begin to carefully examine the use of punishment
in work settings.
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