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A B S T RACT
Student misbehavior and its treatment is a major challenge for teachers and a threat to
their well-being. Indeed, teachers are obliged to punish student misbehavior on a regular basis.
Additionally, teachers’ punishment decisions are among the most frequently reported situations
when it comes to students’ experiences of injustice in school. By implication, it is crucial to
understand teachers’ treatment of student misbehavior vis-à-vis students’ perceptions. One key
dimension of punishment behavior reflects its underlying motivation and goals. People generally intend to achieve three goals when punishing misbehavior, namely, retribution (i.e., evening out the harm caused), special prevention (i.e., preventing recidivism of the offender), and
general prevention (i.e., preventing imitation of others). Importantly, people’s support of these
punishment goals is subject to hierarchy and power, implying that teachers’ and students’ punishment goal preferences differ. In this dissertation, I present three research projects that shed
first light on teachers’ punishment and its goals along with the students’ perception of classroom
intervention strategies pursuing these goals. More specifically, I first examined students’ (i.e.,
children’s) general support of each of the three punishment goals sketched above. Furthermore,
I applied an attributional approach to understand and study the goals teachers intend to achieve
when punishing student misbehavior. Finally, I investigated teachers’ and students’ support of
the punishment goals regarding the same student misbehavior to directly compare their views
on these goals and reactions pursuing them. In sum, the findings show that students generally
prefer retribution and special prevention to general prevention, whereas teachers prefer general
prevention and special prevention to retribution. This ultimately translates into a “mismatch”
of teachers and students in their preferences for specific punishment goals, and the findings
suggest that this may indeed enhance students’ perception of injustice. Overall, the results of
the present research program may be valuable for the development of classroom intervention
strategies that may reduce rather than enhance conflicts in student-teacher-interactions.
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Z US A MME N FAS S UNG
Fehlverhalten von SchülerInnen und dessen Klärung ist eine gewaltige Herausforderung
für Lehrkräfte und eine große Belastung für deren Wohlbefinden. Lehrkräfte sind regelmäßig
gezwungen derartiges Fehlverhalten zu sanktionieren. Gleichzeitig nennen SchülerInnen zumeist die Strafentscheidungen von Lehrkräften, wenn sie über Situationen berichten sollen, bei
denen sie in der Schule Ungerechtigkeit erfahren haben. Deshalb ist es wichtig den Umgang
von Lehrkräften mit Fehlverhalten in der Schule zu untersuchen und hierbei die Wahrnehmung
der SchülerInnen zu berücksichtigen. Ein zentraler Aspekt des Strafverhaltens von Lehrkräften
ist dessen zugrundeliegende Motivation und das Ziel der Strafe. Menschen verfolgen generell
drei Ziele, wenn sie auf Fehlverhalten reagieren: Retribution (d.h. der Ausgleich des entstandenen Schadens), Spezialprävention (d.h. das Verhindern weiteren Fehlverhaltens durch den Täter
oder die Täterin) und Generalprävention (d.h. das Verhindern von Nachahmungstaten durch
andere). Hierbei hängen die befürworteten Strafziele vom Status und der Macht der strafenden
Person ab, weshalb man erwarten könnte, dass sich die Strafzielpräferenzen von Lehrkräften
und SchülerInnen unterscheiden. In dieser Dissertation stelle ich drei Forschungsprojekte vor,
in denen ein erster Blick auf die Strafziele von Lehrkräften geworfen wurde. Darüber hinaus
wurde die Wahrnehmung von SchülerInnen bezüglich unterschiedlicher Interventionsstrategien
im Klassenzimmer und deren Ziele betrachtet. Hierbei habe ich zunächst die generelle Befürwortung der drei oben skizzierten Strafziele durch SchülerInnen (bzw. Kindern) untersucht.
Anschließend habe ich auf der Basis von Attributionsmodellen die Strafziele von Lehrkräften
analysiert. Zuletzt habe ich die Befürwortung der Strafziele durch Lehrkräfte und SchülerInnen
an einem spezifischen Fall von Fehlverhalten im Schulkontext betrachtet und deren Sichtweise
auf diese Strafziele, sowie auf Verhalten welches diese Ziele verfolgt, verglichen. Insgesamt
zeigen die Ergebnisse, dass SchülerInnen eine Präferenz für Retribution und Spezialprävention
gegenüber Generalprävention haben. Lehrkräfte hingegen haben eine Präferenz für Generalprä-
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vention und Spezialprävention gegenüber Retribution. Dies führt schlussendlich zu einer Diskrepanz zwischen den Strafzielen die von Lehrkräften und SchülerInnen befürwortet werden.
Darüber hinaus fanden sich erste Hinweise, dass diese Diskrepanz zu einer erhöhten Wahrnehmung von Ungerechtigkeit durch die SchülerInnen beiträgt. Alles in allem könnten die Ergebnisse des vorliegenden Forschungsprogrammes einen wertvollen Beitrag zur Entwicklung von
Interventionsstrategien im Unterricht leisten, welche Konflikte zwischen Lehrkräften und
SchülerInnen nicht verstärken, sondern diese vielmehr reduzieren.
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1. I NT RO DUCT IO N
In March 2006, a high school in Berlin called “Rütli-Hauptschule” gained wide attention
throughout Germany because their teachers published an open letter in the media, disclosing
that they considered themselves incapable of continuing to teach their students due to the large
extent of student misbehavior. A part of their statement read as follows: “We are helpless, we
don’t know what to do. We are at the end of a one-way street… There are no values, which
guide our school community. There are no role models to guide us, both teachers and pupils.
We are isolated and desperate. We are drowning in violence, disrespect and ignorance—the
Minister of Education has to secure police protection for our school.“ (Hainmüller, 2006, p.
115). This inglorious but prominent case shook the German public and was the starting point
for vast domestic political debates about the German school system and the problem of student
misbehavior in German schools. Unfortunately, this incident remained by no means an exception. More recently, for example, teachers of a German elementary school reported similar
problems (“Grundschule in Sachsen-Anhalt”, 2018) and recent official statistics show that the
frequency of student misbehavior is still increasing (Landeskriminalamt Nordrhein-Westfalen,
2017).
In fact, educational research has also confirmed that a wide range of student misbehaviors occur in class on a daily basis (e.g., Kulinna, Cothran, & Regualos, 2006; Wheldall &
Merrett, 1988). These misbehaviors and their treatment have severe consequences for both
teachers and students: for teachers, the extent of student misbehavior has found to be strongly
linked to their well-being and health, and it has been identified as the most salient stressor
related to burnout syndrome in teachers (Aloe, Shisler, Norris, Nickerson, & Rinker, 2014;
Brouwers & Tomic, 2000; McCormick & Barnett, 2011). For students, teachers’ punishment
reactions to classroom misbehavior are a fundamental cause of their experiences of injustice in
school (Fan & Chan, 1999; Israelashvili, 1997). Importantly, students’ perceptions of injustice
in school have a strong impact on their lives, both within the school (e.g., on students’ academic
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self-concept, motivation, and achievements; Peter, Kloeckner, Dalbert, & Radant, 2012) and
beyond (e.g., on students’ attitudes towards democracy; Pretsch & Ehrhardt-Madapathi, 2018).
Consequently, it is vital to examine and understand teachers’ punishment behavior to benefit
the development of successful classroom intervention strategies. Furthermore, it is equally important to consider the students’ perspectives on teachers’ punishment decisions to identify potential characteristics of the punishment that may enhance experiences of injustice.
One aspect of teachers’ punishment decisions that is worth examining may be the goals
teachers intend to achieve when reacting to student misbehavior. People generally intend to
achieve three goals when reacting to misbehavior: retribution (i.e., evening out the harm
caused), special prevention (i.e., preventing recidivism of the offender), and general prevention
(i.e., preventing imitation of others). Importantly, the support of these goals is found to be subject to power and hierarchy, that is, people differing in power differ in their preferences for
specific goals (Mooijman, van Dijk, Ellemers, & van Dijk, 2015). These results may have direct
implications for the school context, given that teachers are typically in a more powerful position
than students (Goddard, 2000). Consequently, teachers and students may perceive different
goals as appropriate in the treatment of student misbehavior. This then may result in undesirable
outcomes, such as an increase in norm violations or the experience of injustice in students
(Mooijman, van Dijk, van Dijk, & Ellemers, 2017).
Although the study of punishment has a long tradition in the field of social psychology
(e.g., Ferster & Skinner, 1957; Skinner, 1938), social psychological research on teachers’ treatment of student misbehavior and its goals is still scarce. Therefore, the aim of the present research program was to shed first light on (i.) teachers’ punishment and its goals and (ii.) the
students’ perception of classroom intervention strategies pursuing these goals. In the following,
I will give a more detailed overview of the literature on why the study of punishment in school
is important and will describe the central concepts of the present research (Chapter 2). Subse-
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quently, I will present three research projects prescribed to study potential differences in students’ and teachers’ perceptions of different punishment goals. More precisely, in project 1, I
examined the punishment goal preferences of children around the ages of 10 and 11, given that,
so far, all research on the motivational basis of people’s punishment was conducted on adults
(including the findings the present research is based on) and one may not simply transfer behavioral patterns observed in adults to children (Chapter 3). In project 2, I applied an attributional approach to understand and study teachers’ punishment behavior, and in particular, the
goals they intend to achieve when reacting to misbehavior (Chapter 4). In project 3, teachers’
and students’ punishment goal preferences were finally investigated with regard to the same
student misbehavior, allowing to compare their views on different punishment reactions and
their goals more directly (Chapter 5). To conclude, I will discuss the general results of the three
projects, the implications and potential limitations of this research, before drawing overall conclusions (Chapter 6).
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BACK GRO UN D

Justice is considered a fundamental motive in both non-human (Jensen, Call, &
Tomasello, 2007) and human primates (Lerner, 1977, 1980). Indeed, throughout humans’ evolutionary development from small and insular hunter-gatherer tribes to a large-scale society,
justice was and still is a key dimension on both a macro-level (such as between nations; e.g.,
Wenzel, Lawrence-Wood, Okimoto, & Hornsey, 2017; Wenzel, Okimoto, Hornsey, LawrenceWood, & Coughlin, 2017) and a more micro-level (such as in interpersonal contacts or institutions; e.g., Gerlach, Allemand, Agroskin, & Denissen, 2012; Holtz & Harold, 2013).
Correspondingly, the study of institutional justice perceptions and their impact has a
long tradition in the field of organizational psychology (e.g., Colquitt, Conlon, Wesson, &
Porter, 2001). For example, employees who feel treated unfairly in the workplace report reduced well-being and work satisfaction (Schmitt & Dörfel, 1999), as well as a higher degree of
counterproductive work behavior (Ambrose, Seabright, & Schminke, 2002; Furnham & Siegel,
2011). One of the most important organizations in human development and a fundamental socialization setting for individuals in the Western world is the school environment (Pretsch &
Ehrhardt-Madapathi, 2018; Resh & Sabbagh, 2014). Consequently, research examining the role
of justice in school (i.e., its influences and consequences) is of great importance.

2.1 J USTICE

IN SCHOOLS

Children spend a great amount of their time at school and, in everyday classroom interactions, the issue of justice is ubiquitous: for example, students may perceive to be treated unfairly by classmates, for instance, as being excluded during breaks. Likewise, students may also
perceive to be treated unfairly by teachers, for instance, concerning the grading of tests or the
teacher’s attention during the lesson. Correspondingly, scholars in the domain of educational
research have identified the topic of justice as an important aspect in school (Sabbagh & Resh,
2016). For example, this research has revealed that the perception of justice (vs. injustice) is
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associated with a better class climate (Peter & Dalbert, 2010), less bullying behavior (Donat,
Knigge, & Dalbert, 2018; Donat, Umlauft, Dalbert, & Kamble, 2012), and less student aggression in general (Chory-Assad, 2002). Likewise, heightened experiences of injustice in school
reduce students’ well-being and enhance their level of distress (Dalbert & Stoeber, 2005;
Kamble & Dalbert, 2012), increase school absenteeism (Donat, Gallschütz, & Dalbert, 2018),
and, ultimately, decreases students’ academic self-concept, motivation, and achievements
(Peter et al., 2012).
Given the focus of teachers and students on school achievements and the increasing
performance pressure in most Western societies, one may expect that the assessment of student
performances (i.e., the grading of tests) is of primary importance for students’ perceptions of
injustice (Dalbert, Schneidewind, & Saalbach, 2007). However, students only scarcely list incidents of grading or the evaluation of their performances when asked to describe situations in
which they felt treated unfairly in school (Israelashvili, 1997). By contrast, it is the treatment
of student misbehavior that is among the most frequently reported situations when it comes to
students’ experiences of injustice, with situations of false allegations not even included (Fan &
Chan, 1999). In other words, in situations in which the misbehavior itself appears to be clear,
students frequently perceive the punishment reaction of teachers as unjust.
However, it is not only the students for whom classroom misbehavior and its treatment
by teachers is unsatisfying and problematic. The occurrence of student misbehavior is also positively associated with many health-related problems in teachers, most prominently issues regarding satisfaction, well-being, stress and, ultimately, burnout (Aloe et al., 2014; Boyle, Borg,
Falzon, & Baglioni, 1995; McCormick & Barnett, 2011). Additionally, many teachers indicate
a lack of self-confidence in dealing with such incidents and express a desire for support and
guidance (e.g., through training or supervision; Chan, 1998; Ingersoll, 2001; Melnick &
Meister, 2008).

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

15

Although the issue of student misbehavior has received much attention within the last
decades (Aloe et al., 2014; Infantino & Little, 2005), there is no single definition of student
misbehavior in the literature. Most works conceptualize it as a behavior that disrupts the teaching and learning processes, impairs the operation of the class, or violates general societal rules
or norms (e.g., Finn, Fish, & Scott, 2008). Examples of student misbehavior include disrupting
instruction, noncompliance or failure to follow directions, verbal abuses or disrespect toward
teachers, bullying, and physical or verbal abuse towards class mates (Brouwers & Tomic, 2000;
Bru, Stephens, & Torsheim, 2002; Finn et al., 2008; Kulinna et al., 2006).
The most frequently reported student misbehaviors are of rather mild format, such as
talking out of turn, hindering others, and idleness or slowness (Infantino & Little, 2005;
Reynolds, Stephenson, & Beaman, 2011; Wheldall & Merrett, 1988). However, even those minor forms of student misbehavior represent a fundamental challenge for most teachers (Little,
2005; Ratcliff, Jones, Costner, Savage-Davis, & Hunt, 2010; Wheldall & Merrett, 1988). Additionally, although such student misbehavior may—in the best case—be prevented by proactive classroom management approaches (e.g., through supporting positive behaviors; Sugai &
Horner, 2006), teachers are also forced to react to all other forms of misconduct at school that
may not be prevented by a well-prepared lesson (e.g., if it occurs during break). Therefore, in
some situations, the classroom may bear a resemblance to a courtroom, with the teacher representing the judge who is in charge of finding an appropriate punishment (Weiner, 2003).
The occurrence of student misbehavior and teachers’ classroom interventions can best
be described as a dynamic process (Aloe et al., 2014; Ratcliff et al., 2010). This process depends
on the teacher’s appraisal of the behavior, their perceived self-efficacy, and the strategies applied to react to the behavior (Chang, 2009; Lewis, 1999; Ringer, Doerr, Hollenshead, & Wills,
1993). Teachers’ management of student misbehavior, then, not only influences the misbehaving student herself (Bru et al., 2002), but also the classroom climate and may, in the worst case,
even result in a bad relationship between students and teacher (Avtgis & Rancer, 2008; Ratcliff
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et al., 2010). In turn, a tense student-teacher relationship and the students’ perceptions of low
support from the teacher may increase conflict and, eventually, the occurrence of further classroom misbehavior (Boyle et al., 1995; Bru, Murgberg, & Stephens, 2001; Bru et al., 2002;
Ertesvåg & Vaaland, 2007). Therefore, the “wrong” reaction of teachers to student misbehavior
may even cause higher levels of negative attitudes among students towards learning, and it may
thereby enhance further misconducts (Lewis, Romi, Katz, & Qui, 2008). Thus, it is crucial to
understand and study teachers’ punishment behavior to identify characteristics that do not help
but harm the proficient operation of the class.

2.2 T HE

TREATMENT OF STUDENT MISBEHAVIOR

Teachers have a considerable amount of freedom to react to undesirable student behaviors. Classic intervention strategies in the school are public or private praise and reprimand,
sending the offender to the principal’s office or enforcing a period of time out, extra recess or
losing recess for the class or for the offender, and point reward systems (Andreou & Rapti,
2010; Elliott, 1986, 1988; Kulinna, 2008; Turco & Elliott, 1986).
A majority of research on these classroom management techniques has focused on their
effectiveness in operating the class and decreasing the extent of student misbehavior (e.g.,
Lewis, Romi, Qui, & Katz, 2005; Little, Hudson, & Wilks, 2002; Von Brock & Elliott, 1987).
In turn, only few research has also considered the students’ perspective on different classroom
intervention strategies to potentially identify characteristics that may be associated with their
approval or rejection of such teacher behavior (Elliott, 1986; Lewis, 2001; Lewis et al., 2008;
Lovegrove, Lewis, Fall, & Lovegrove, 1985; Turco & Elliott, 1986).
However, most research examining both teachers’ and students’ perspectives on the
punishment of student misbehavior only compared their preferences regarding a set of specific
classroom discipline practices (e.g., Lewis, 2001; Lovegrove et al., 1985). By contrast, the psychological mechanisms underlying students’ perception and evaluation of punishment in school
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are largely unknown. For example, whereas some classroom intervention strategies focus on
treating the misbehaving student in particular, others implement forms of collective punishment
(Elliott, 1988). Unsurprisingly, students show a preference for the specific treatment of the actually misbehaving student over collective punishment procedures (Elliott, Witt, Galvin, &
Moe, 1986). One other characteristic of teachers’ punishment reactions that may influence the
students’ perception of teachers’ punishment decisions is the goals teachers intend to achieve
when reacting to student misbehavior (Carlsmith, Darley, & Robinson, 2002).

2.3 R ETRIBUTION

AND UTILI TARIANISM AS GOALS OF PUNISHMENT

There is considerable social psychological research on laypeople’s punishment goals
(Carlsmith et al., 2002; Cushman, 2015; Goodwin & Gromet, 2014). This research is inextricably associated with the philosophical works by Immanuel Kant and Jeremy Bentham. According to Kant (1952), punishment should primarily be motivated by the strive to rebalance the
(moral) wrong that has been committed by the offense. This punishment philosophy is referred
to as retribution (Carlsmith & Darley, 2008; Carlsmith et al., 2002). A retributive punishment
should aim at paying back harm doers for their misconduct and, thus, to restore justice (Gerber
& Jackson, 2013). This is typically achieved by finding a proportionate punishment to retaliate
the (intended) harm caused by the wrong committed (Goodwin & Gromet, 2014). Therefore,
the punishment is ought to “fit the crime” (Carlsmith, 2006) and, hence, retribution is also referred to as “the just deserts” theory (Carlsmith et al., 2002).
A normatively different approach of punishment is strongly related to the ideas of Jeremy Bentham (1962), who considered the act of punishment from a more utilitarian view on
people’s behavior. Correspondingly, this philosophy perceived the intrinsically damaging act
of punishment merely as justifiable if it leads to positive consequences—in particular, by preventing future misbehavior (e.g., McCullough, Kurzban, & Tabak, 2013). Importantly, utilitarian punishment can further be differentiated into special prevention and general prevention
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(Goodwin & Benforado, 2015; Keller, Oswald, Stucki, & Gollwitzer, 2010; Rucker, Polifroni,
Tetlock, & Scott, 2004). A special preventive punishment is primarily concerned with the offender herself and intends to prevent future recidivism (Keller et al., 2010). A general preventive punishment is, in turn, primarily concerned with other members of the community that
might have been informed of the offense and, therefore, may imitate the misbehavior if it remains unpunished (Goodwin & Benforado, 2015).
A great body of research studying the motivational basis of people’s punishment has
dealt with the question whether punishment behavior is primarily driven by either retributive
or utilitarian purposes—with a seemingly clear answer: punishment, it appears, is predominantly driven by retribution (i.e., to even out the wrong that has been done) rather than special
or general prevention (i.e., to prevent future crimes by the offender or others; Carlsmith, 2006;
Keller et al., 2010). This has led to the consensus that “people are intuitive retributivists”
(Carlsmith & Darley, 2008, p. 211).
However, more recently, there is increasing skepticism about the ubiquity of the “intuitive retributivists” position (Goodwin & Gromet, 2014), with research highlighting the role of
preventive goals on individuals’ actual punishment behavior (e.g., Crockett, Özdemir, & Fehr,
2014). This research has also started to identify potential moderators of people’s punishment
goals, such as the punisher’s personality (Giacomantonio & Pierro, 2014; Giacomantonio,
Pierro, Baldner, & Kruglanski, 2017) or the attribution of the misbehavior in terms of the controllability and stability of its cause (Graham, Weiner, & Zucker, 1997; Weiner, Graham, &
Reyna, 1997).
Important for the present research, recent studies have revealed that hierarchy and power
also affect people’s support of different punishment goals. More precisely, it has been found
that leaders (i.e., people in a powerful position) prefer utilitarian punishment, whereas subordinates prefer retributive punishment (Mooijman et al., 2015). These results may have direct implications for the school context. That is, in school, teachers are typically in a more powerful
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position and may, thus, be considered “leaders” in the school context (Goddard, 2000).
Whereas, students are typically in a less powerful position in school and, thus, may be considered “subordinates” in the school context. Consequently, teachers and students may perceive
different goals as appropriate in the treatment of student misbehavior. Stated differently, the
differences in status and power between teachers and students may lead to an inherent “mismatch” in their punishment goal preferences, which in turn, may increase further misconducts
and enhance students’ experiences of injustice (Mooijman et al., 2017).

2.4 T HE

PRESENT RESEARCH PROGRAM

In the present research, I provide a first analysis of the goals teachers intend to achieve
when reacting to student misbehavior. Furthermore, I examine the students’ perception of classroom intervention strategies pursuing different goals. In particular, I suggest that teachers and
students have different punishment goal preferences leading to a “goal mismatch” that may,
ultimately, cause students’ perception of injustice in the treatment of misbehavior.
So far, all research examining individuals’ punishment goals has been conducted with
adult participants (such as the aforementioned research on power and punishment goals the
present research is based on). Importantly, however, one cannot simply transfer behavioral patterns observed in adults to children or adolescents, given that moral judgment and justice-related decision making is known to be subject to an ontogenetic development (Carpendale, 2000;
Killen & Smetana, 2014, 2015; Kohlberg, 1981). Although there is considerable evidence
showing that children engage in punishment even if they cannot expect any future benefits from
doing so (Jordan, McAuliffe, & Warneken, 2014; McAuliffe, Jordan, & Warneken, 2015), studies examining the motivational basis of children’s punishment behavior are entirely missing.
Therefore, the first project of this dissertation is dedicated to study children’s punishment goals.
More precisely, I examine whether children—in the position of “subordinates” in the theoretical
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framework underlying the present research (Mooijman et al., 2015)—show the expected preferences in their punishment goals, that is, preferring retributive over utilitarian punishment.
Moreover, it is not only important to study the children’s perspective on punishment
goals but also to investigate the actual goals of teachers reacting to student misbehavior. Importantly, in contrast to participants in most social psychological studies on punishment behavior (again, such as the research on power and punishment goals the present research is based
on), teachers in charge of a punishment decision at school typically have considerable background information about the specific individuals involved in the misconduct (i.e., the offender
or a potential victim). Such background information (e.g., on the offender’s character) may
have a fundamental impact on the perception of the misbehavior (Uhlmann, Pizarro, &
Diermeier, 2015) and, ultimately, the teacher’s punishment goals (Gromet & Darley, 2009a).
In particular, teachers’ punishment goal preferences may be subject to the perceived stability
and controllability of the cause of the misbehavior (Graham et al., 1997; Weiner et al., 1997).
Consequently, to receive a comprehensive picture of teachers’ punishment behavior and its
goals, it is crucial to examine teachers’ punishment in varying situations of student misbehavior
(i.e., varying in the attribution of the misbehavior). This is the aim of the second project of this
dissertation. More precisely, in this project, I examine whether teachers—in the position of
“leaders” in the theoretical framework underlying the present research (Mooijman et al.,
2015)—show the expected preferences in their punishment goals, that is, preferring utilitarian
over retributive punishment. Furthermore, I examine whether these preferences are subject to
the attribution of the specific student misbehavior.
Lastly, a key objective of the present research program is to directly compare students’
and teachers’ perceptions and their support of different punishment goals. Consequently, it is
necessary to provide both students and teachers with the same instance of student misbehavior
and assess their support of different punishment goals in this particular situation. Importantly,
it is vital to examine the goals teachers and students generally support in the given situation, as
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well as their evaluation of different punishment reactions a teacher could show—with the reactions differing in the goals they achieve. This is the topic of the third project of this dissertation.
More precisely, I examine whether students and teachers show the expected “mismatch” in their
punishment goal preferences (i.e., with students preferring retributive over utilitarian punishment; and teachers preferring utilitarian over retributive punishment).
In the present research program, several aspects are worth highlighting. First, I consistently apply various measures to assess participants’ punishment goals and, thus, do not exclusively rely on self-reports on the goals participants explicitly endorse. This is important given
that past research has revealed a rather weak correlation between people’s explicit endorsement
of punishment goals (i.e., as provided in self-reports) and the goals their actual punishment
behavior is aiming at. In particular, people tend to support all goals of punishment and indicate
a considerable endorsement of utilitarian punishment, whereas their actual punishment behavior is mostly retributive (Carlsmith, 2008; Crockett et al., 2014). Consequently, it is important
to consider both self-report measures of goal endorsement, as well as more indirect ways to
assess people’s punishment goals that do not require individuals to introspectively predict the
exact goals they might intend to achieve. Thus, in all projects, I apply a range of other methods
to assess participants’ punishment goals in addition to explicit goal endorsement measures (e.g.,
an information-selection task and an economic game in project 1; indirect reaction measures in
project 2 and 3).
Second, as outlined above, the concept of (student) misbehavior comprises a large
amount of different types of behaviors. These misbehaviors can vary on several dimensions that
affect individuals’ punishment behavior, such as the severity of the offense (Gromet & Darley,
2009b; Rucker et al., 2004) or the role of the punisher in the offense situation. More specifically,
in a situation of misbehavior, individuals can take various perspectives: the role of the offender,
the role of the victim, or the role of an observer (Schmitt, Gollwitzer, Maes, & Arbach, 2005).
Research on people’s punishment behavior and its goals mostly examines two roles a punisher
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can take: the punisher can take the position of the victim (also referred to as second-party punishment) or of a (most often unaffected) bystander (also referred to as third-party punishment).
Indeed, the position in the offense situation is essential for individuals’ punishment decisions
(FeldmanHall, Sokol-Hessner, Van Bavel, & Phelps, 2014). Clearly, both perspectives are of
great interest in general and in the specific context of classroom misbehavior. However, the
most frequently reported student misbehaviors are not directly aimed against the teacher (i.e., a
situation requiring second-party punishment; Infantino & Little, 2005; Reynolds et al., 2011).
Therefore, the present research entirely focuses on third-party punishment situations (i.e., participants observed a misbehavior of an individual towards another person) and does not consider
any situations of second-party punishment.
Lastly, most research on people’s punishment goals focused on the dichotomy between
retribution and utilitarianism (Carlsmith et al., 2002; Crockett et al., 2014; Mooijman et al.,
2015)—with the latter representing the broad goal of preventing future misconducts, sometimes
specified as preventing recidivism (i.e., special prevention; Crockett et al., 2014), and sometimes specified as preventing imitation (i.e., general prevention; Mooijman et al., 2017). However, especially in the context of the punishment of student misbehavior, it is arguably important
to differentiate between special prevention and general prevention, given that student misconducts often occur publicly: they are observed by—and may even directly affect—other students.
Therefore, teachers should be generally interested in preventing both further misconduct by the
offending student (i.e., special prevention) and imitation by observers (i.e., general prevention).
However, in some situations, teachers may be interested in merely pursuing one of these utilitarian goals; for example in a situation in which the misbehavior and punishment may be extremely shameful for the student and a general preventive (i.e., public) punishment could cause
severe future consequences, such as the social exclusion from classmates. Hence, across all
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three projects, I divided the utilitarian punishment goal into special prevention and general prevention as two separate forms and, thus, examined participants’ support of retribution, special
prevention, and general prevention.
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3. P RO JE CT 1: “F OR

T H E GRE AT E R GO O D ?

THE

MO T IVA-

T I O NAL B AS IS O F T H IR D - PART Y PUNIS H ME NT IN CH IL DRE N ”

3.1 A BSTRACT
People willingly accept personal costs to sanction norm violations even if they are not
personally affected by the wrongdoing and although their sanctioning may not yield any future
benefits—a behavior known as third-party punishment. Strikingly, this behavior has also been
observed in young children. However, little is known about the motives underlying third-party
punishment in children. In two studies, we applied different methodological approaches measuring the punishment goals pursued by children around the ages of 10 and 11. Specifically, we
were interested in the extent to which their punishment was driven by retribution (i.e., evening
out the harm caused), special prevention (i.e., preventing recidivism of the offender), and general prevention (i.e., preventing imitation of others). In Study 1 (N = 69), children were both
asked to select from information provided about two misbehaviors before indicating a punishment, and to rate the importance of each piece of information for their punishment. Importantly,
these information pieces are known to be associated with different punishment goals. In Study
2 (N = 238), we adapted a third-party punishment game measuring isolated punishment motives
by controlling whether the offender (special prevention), a bystander (general prevention), or
nobody (retribution) learns about the punishment. We consistently found that children’s punishment is predominantly motivated by both retributive and preventive purposes. Specifically,
special prevention appeared to be as important as retribution whereas general prevention was
only of importance in the economic game. These results contribute to an increasing body of
research expressing criticism on the idea of people as “intuitive retributivists” and provide practical implications for the treatment of child misbehavior.
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For the greater good? The motivational basis of third-party punishment in children
People willingly sacrifice own resources (e.g., time or money) to sanction norm violations across a wide range of societies (Henrich et al., 2006). Strikingly, many individuals accept
personal costs to punish offenders even if they are not affected by the wrongdoing, and even if
their sanctioning does not yield any future benefits (Fehr & Gächter, 2002). In social psychological research, this “altruistic act” of moral courage is referred to as third-party punishment
(Boyd, Gintis, Bowles, & Richerson, 2003; Fehr & Fischbacher, 2004).
For over a decade, researchers have sought to understand the underlying motives driving
this behavior (e.g., Balafoutas, Nikiforakis, & Rockenbach, 2014; Bowles & Gintis, 2004;
Boyd, Gintis, & Bowles, 2010; Carlsmith, 2006; Carlsmith et al., 2002; Gardner & West, 2004;
Gintis, Bowles, Boyd, & Fehr, 2003; Keller et al., 2010). This research has identified two main
motives for third-party punishment: utilitarianism and retribution. On the one hand, according
to a utilitarian approach, punishment is an instrument to facilitate compliance with social norms,
leading to more cooperative behavior and decreasing norm violations (Fehr & Fischbacher,
2004; Henrich et al., 2006). Thus, according to this approach, punishment behavior is primarily
forward-oriented and aims to prevent further misconduct, either by the perpetrator herself
(termed special prevention) or by unrelated observers (termed general prevention; Keller et al.,
2010; Rucker et al., 2004). On the other hand, according to a retributive approach, punishment
is intended to rebalance the moral wrong caused by the offense and seeks to pay back transgressors for their misbehavior (Carlsmith, 2006; Carlsmith et al., 2002; Goodwin & Gromet,
2014). Thus, according to this approach, punishment behavior is primarily backward-oriented
and concerned about the harm caused but not about future developments (Carlsmith et al.,
2002).
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Understanding laypeople’s opinions on the purposes of punishment is crucial, as the
willingness to comply with rules highly depends on the perceived legitimation of such principles (Nadler, 2005). One aspect of this legitimation is indeed the goal an authority intends to
achieve when punishing a wrongdoing. For example, it has been found that the pursuit of utilitarian punishment goals by authorities actually leads to a decrease in compliance to rules and
social norms by subordinates (Mooijman et al., 2017), which may be due to differences between
the expected (and presumably legitimate) and the actually pursued punishment goals.
A large body of research has analyzed people’s punishment decisions to test whether
there is a primary objective underlying such behavior—with the result that, overall, punishment
is predominantly driven by retribution (i.e., to even out the harm caused) rather than special or
general preventive purposes (i.e., to prevent further misconduct by the offender or others;
Carlsmith, 2006, 2008; Carlsmith et al., 2002). This led to an apparent consensus that “people
are intuitive retributivists” (Carlsmith & Darley, 2008, p. 211), although more recent research
suggests that the ubiquity of the “intuitive retributivists” position may, at least partially, be
caused by methodological reasons (e.g., Goodwin & Benforado, 2015).
Whereas much research investigated the motives underlying altruistic third-party punishment of adults, far less is known about children’s punishment goals. This lack of evidence
is striking for at least two reasons. First, the perceived legitimacy of punishment is particularly
crucial for children (Tisak, 1986) and indeed an almost day-to-day experience in contexts such
as school (Kulinna et al., 2006). Second, there is considerable evidence showing that children
themselves engage in third-party punishment. More specifically, it has been shown that young
children understand the function and importance of social norms and rules already by age 3
(Schmidt, Rakoczy, & Tomasello, 2012; Smith, Blake, & Harris, 2013). They express a general
preference of equal shares (Hamann, Warneken, Greenberg, & Tomasello, 2011; Lobue,
Nishida, Chiong, Deloache, & Haidt, 2011; Schmidt & Sommerville, 2011) and, at least by age
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4, deprecate unfair treatment of individuals, independent of whether they themselves are disadvantaged (Blake & McAuliffe, 2011; Fehr, Bernhard, & Rockenbach, 2008; Shaw & Olson,
2012). Furthermore, already young children engage in punishment when they themselves have
been harmed (Gummerum & Chu, 2014; Robbins & Rochat, 2011) and are willing to intervene
and correct behavior that harms others (Hamlin, Wynn, Bloom, & Mahajan, 2011; Kenward &
Östh, 2012; Riedl, Jensen, Call, & Tomasello, 2015). In fact, by age 6, children start to show
altruistic third-party punishment, that is, a costly punishment of norm violations, even if they
cannot expect any future benefits from doing so (Jordan et al., 2014; McAuliffe et al., 2015).
Despite these findings, the goals children intend to achieve with their punishment are
largely unknown. However, understanding children’s motivational basis of third-party punishment is crucial, given the argument stated above: it is arguably children rather than adults who
frequently experience misbehavior and punishment (as either a perpetrator, a victim, or an observer), for instance in school (e.g., Kulinna et al., 2006; Wheldall & Merrett, 1988). Such
incidents are a main stressor for children (Fan & Chan, 1999; Israelashvili, 1997) that may have
a fundamental impact on their lives (Wald & Losen, 2003). Furthermore, differences between
the expected (i.e., derived from one’s own punishment goals) and actually pursued punishment
goals of authorities (e.g., teachers or parents) may lead to a decreasing compliance to rules and
norms by the children (Mooijman et al., 2017). Therefore, it is of fundamental importance to
understand children’s perspective on the treatment of misbehavior (e.g., for schools or families).

3.2 T HE

PRESENT RESEARCH

We conducted two studies investigating punishment goals of children around the ages
of 10 and 11 using three different methodological approaches. None of them require children
to introspectively predict the goals they might intend to achieve when punishing an offender,
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given that such approaches have already been shown to be biased even for adults, as they generally overestimate the influence of utilitarian goals on their own punishment decisions
(Carlsmith, 2008; Crockett et al., 2014). We therefore applied an information-selection task
(Keller et al., 2010) and an information importance rating task (i.e., a task based on the general
idea of the information-selection task but without forcing participants to choose between options) in Study 1. In Study 2, we benefit from more recent advances in developmental psychology, borrowing approaches from behavioral decision sciences in the form of economic games
(Gummerum, Hanoch, & Keller, 2008). Importantly, we study both retribution and utilitarianism as potential punishment goals of children, but further differentiate the latter into special
prevention and general prevention, given that both are distinct as well as essential goals of
punishment (Goodwin & Benforado, 2015; Keller et al., 2010; Rucker et al., 2004; Tetlock,
2002).
Given that our research is the first to address the motivational basis of children’s thirdparty punishment, several different outcomes were possible—each with its own theoretical implications. First, children’s punishment may primarily be driven by retribution rather than by
utilitarian purposes. This would be consistent with research showing a predominance of retribution in driving punishment behavior in adults and would further strengthen the idea of people
as “intuitive retributivists” (Carlsmith & Darley, 2008, p. 211). Second, both retribution and
the prevention of future misbehavior may be comparably important for children’s punishment
behavior. This would highlight the importance of punishment decisions frequently perceived in
children’s daily lives (e.g., in schools, given that teachers’ behavior in school is found to be
extensively affected by utilitarian purposes; Reyna & Weiner, 2001). Third, children’s punishment behavior may be primarily driven by utilitarian punishment goals rather than by retribution, largely questioning the “intuitive retributivists” approach and adding to an increasing body
of research expressing criticism on this position (e.g., Goodwin & Benforado, 2015).
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For both studies, we report how we determined our sample size, all data exclusions (if
any), all manipulations, and all measures (Simmons, Nelson, & Simonsohn, 2012). All materials, the data, and analyses of the two studies are available online at the Open Science Framework (OSF; accessible during double-blind peer-review via the following link:
https://osf.io/dwncr/?view_only=b3583932c3e24c76aae729a92c097bb8).

3.3 S TUDY 1
In this study, we first applied an information-selection task that has already been used
in previous research to investigate adults’ punishment goals (Keller et al., 2010). In this scenario
task, participants are asked to punish an offender for a specified misbehavior. However, before
they determine their punishment, participants have the opportunity to request pieces of information about the situation of the misbehavior (e.g., about the magnitude of harm done, the
public awareness of the crime, or the offender’s motivation for the misbehavior). Each piece of
information is a priori known to be largely associated with either of the three punishment goals
(Carlsmith, 2006; Keller et al., 2010). Thus, selecting information associated with retribution
indicates a higher interest in retributive punishment; selecting information associated with special prevention indicates a higher interest in special preventive punishment; and selecting information associated with general prevention indicates a higher interest in general preventive
punishment. This selection task has the advantage that it prevents ceiling effects—a problem
that was anticipated given past work on laypeople’s punishment goals (Reyna & Weiner, 2001).
Additionally, we created an information importance rating task by modifying the procedure of
the information-selection task while retaining the general idea of “indirectly” measuring participants’ punishment goals through their interest in information about the misbehavior. However,
in the information importance rating task, participants are not asked to select information about
the crime to determine a punishment but to rate the importance of the information provided for
their punishment decision. This measurement of punishment goals bears the advantage that it
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does not involve a forced choice task (that inherently results in rank-level data). Instead, as a
rating scale measure, it allows for use of generally more powerful statistical tests while retaining
the indirect nature of measuring punishment goals.
3.3.1 Methods
Measures and procedure
Data collection took place in a German public school. On arrival in the classroom, children provided the experimenters with the consent form signed by their parents or legal guardians. Then, children were seated individually in front of computers. Two experimenters welcomed the class and gave them verbal instructions on the subsequent tasks. The first task was
the information-selection task, for which children were told that they will have to determine a
punishment for several forms of misbehavior. These misbehaviors were presented in short
comic strips. Before learning about the misbehaviors, they were introduced to a superhero
called “Superflash,” with the superpower of looking into the future whom they would be asking
for information. Using an exemplary misbehavior, children received comprehensive instructions on the procedure of the task. After the example, children were asked to work on the subsequent task individually. They were then given two comic strips with different misbehaviors
that were presented in randomized order. One comic strip described a misbehavior from a child
(pushing another child); the other strip described a misbehavior from an adult (tripping up a
waitress). Following each misbehavior, children were provided with a chance to ask Superflash
three out of six questions in order to determine their punishment decision. These questions were
associated with either retribution, special prevention, or general prevention as punishment goals
(with two questions for each goal; Carlsmith, 2006; Keller et al., 2010). Children were instructed to select the questions in the order of their importance (i.e., selecting the most important
item first, then the second important item, and so on). After selecting three questions, they
received the answers to these questions all at once and were asked to indicate their punishment
decision (note that this measure is not of interest for the present research question). After the
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information-selection task, children provided demographic information and then reached a stop
sign asking them to wait until everyone else had finished part one of the study.
In part two, the experimenters again gave verbal instructions on the second task using
the same example as in the beginning. In this part of the study, children were asked to work on
the information importance rating task. Specifically, they were presented with the same cases
of misbehavior as before, but were now asked to rate the importance of the six questions provided to determine a punishment (rather than selecting three of these questions). Each question
was rated on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 = “not important“ to 7 = “very important.“ Again,
children worked on this task individually, until reaching a stop sign.
In the final part of the study, children were verbally instructed to give answers on several
other variables (not pertinent to the present research question), before they were thanked and
verbally debriefed. The full material (including the comic strips used) of this study can be found
at the OSF.
Sample
To determine the required sample size, we conducted an a priori power analysis using
G*Power (Faul, Erdfelder, Buchner, & Lang, 2009; Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & Buchner, 2007).
Specifically, we aimed to detect a medium-sized effect of f = .20 in a repeated measures
ANOVA (number of groups = 1, number of measurements = 3 for the three punishment goals
to be rated) with a power of 1-β = .80, given a conventional α = .05, and nonsphericity correction
ε = 1. This resulted in an aspired sample size of N = 58 participants. However, because we
planned to use Friedman’s ANOVA to analyze the data from the information-selection task
(Carlsmith, 2006; Keller et al., 2010), we followed the recommendation of Lehmann (2006)
and added 15% to the calculated sample size, resulting in a required sample size of N = 67
participants. Furthermore, a pragmatic approach was utilized before starting data collection,
given that we collaborated with schools for this project. This prevented us from ceasing data
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collection exactly upon reaching the required sample size. Therefore, we planned to collect data
in one school and to recruit further schools for participation if we did not reach the threshold of
approximately 70 participants.
We collected data in the fifth grade of a public German school. After four sessions, N =
69 children participated in the study. Around 39% of participants (i.e., n = 27) were female,
most children’s mother language was German (91%), and ages ranged between 9 and 13 (M =
11.07, SD = 0.65).
3.3.2 Results and discussion
Preliminary data treatment
For the information-selection task, we computed a rank preference score to assess the
relative importance of each punishment goal, closely following the procedure suggested in past
research (Carlsmith, 2006; Keller et al., 2010). Thus, each goal received a total preference score
depending on the importance of the questions associated with this goal (i.e., depending on the
order in which the questions were selected). A question selected first received three points for
the respective punishment goal, a question selected second received two points, and a question
selected third received one point. For example, if a participant selected both special preventive
questions first and a retributive question third, special prevention received a total score of 5 (=
3 + 2), retribution received a total score of 1, and general prevention received a total score of 0.
For the information importance rating, we computed the mean importance rating of the two
items associated with each punishment goal, respectively. Thus, we received one importance
rating for each goal.
Results of the information-selection task
The mean rank preference scores of the punishment goals computed from the information-selection task are shown in Figure 1. For both scenarios, items associated with retribution (MAdult = 2.81, SDAdult = 1.41, and MChild = 2.84, SDChild = 1.36, respectively) received the
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highest scores, followed by the special preventive (MAdult = 2.20, SDAdult = 1.33, and MChild =
1.93, SDChild = 1.40, respectively) and general preventive (MAdult = 0.99, SDAdult = 1.23, and
MChild = 1.23, SDChild = 1.16, respectively) items. Thus, the general preventive items were perceived as least important.

Figure 1. Mean rank preference scores of the three punishment goals in each scenario, computed from the order of the questions selected. Error bars represent one standard error of the
mean.
To statistically test this pattern, we submitted the mean rank preference scores of each
scenario to a separate Friedman’s ANOVA1, followed by Wilcoxon’s signed rank tests as posthoc pairwise comparisons. In the case of adult misbehavior, the overall ANOVA indicated significant differences between punishment goals, 𝜒²(2) = 42.11, p < .001. Post-hoc tests indicated

1

Conducting Friedman’s ANOVA, it is not possible to include the data of both scenarios

in one analysis (considering the scenario as a further factor). Therefore, we conducted two separate analyses, although one could have expected similar results given the descriptive patterns.
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significantly higher scores for retribution than special prevention, z = 2.04, p = .041, r = .17,
and general prevention, z = 5.22, p < .001, r = .44. Furthermore, special prevention received
significantly higher scores than general prevention, z = 4.01, p < .001, r = .34.
Likewise, for the child misbehavior, the overall ANOVA indicated significant differences between punishment goals, 𝜒²(2) = 28.17, p < .001. Similar to the adult case, post-hoc
tests indicated significantly higher scores for retribution than special prevention, z = 2.92, p =
.004, r = .25, and general prevention, z = 5.17, p < .001, r = .44. Again, special prevention
received significantly higher scores than general prevention, z = 2.49, p = .013, r = .21.
Results of the information importance rating task
The mean information importance rating of each punishment goal is displayed in Figure
2. In total, children rated all information as rather important for their punishment decision, leading to overall ceiling effects that have also been observed in past work on laypeople’s punishment goals (Reyna & Weiner, 2001). Similar to the results achieved from the information-selection task, for both scenarios, items associated with retribution (MAdult = 5.80, SDAdult = 1.41,
and MChild = 5.68, SDChild = 1.48, respectively) were rated as most important. However, on this
measure, items associated with special prevention (MAdult = 5.73, SDAdult = 1.28, and MChild =
5.61, SDChild = 1.35, respectively) were rated as almost equally important. In line with the information-selection task, items associated with general prevention (MAdult = 4.72, SDAdult = 1.88,
and MChild = 4.80, SDChild = 1.75, respectively) were rated as least important.
We submitted the mean information importance ratings of both scenarios to a repeated
measures ANOVA with the punishment goals (retribution, special prevention, general prevention) and the scenarios (adult misbehavior, child misbehavior) as within-subjects factors. This
analysis revealed significant differences between punishment goals, F(2, 136) = 33.43, p < .001,
2
^
ηG = .13. Importantly, there was neither a main effect of the scenario, F(1, 68) = 0.53, p = .469,

^2 < .001, nor a significant interaction of the scenario and the punishment goals, F(2, 136) =
η
G
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0.90, p = .408, ^
ηG = .002. Consequently, we aggregated (that is, averaged) ratings of each pun-

ishment goal across the two scenarios to conduct pairwise post-hoc t-tests between goals.

Figure 2. Mean information importance ratings of the three punishment goals in each scenario. Error bars represent one standard error of the mean.
In contrast to the results of the information-selection task (i.e., both scenarios), post-hoc
t-tests revealed no significant differences between retribution and special prevention as punishment goals, t(68) = 0.60, p = .548, d = 0.07, 95% CI [-0.26, 0.41]. However, items associated
with retribution were rated as significantly more important than items associated with general
prevention, t(68) = 6.75, p < .001, d = 0.81, 95% CI [0.46, 1.16]. Likewise, items associated
with special prevention were rated as significantly more important than items associated with
general prevention, t(68) = 6.49, p < .001, d = 0.78, 95% CI [0.43, 1.13].
Overall, Study 1 revealed retribution to be the most important punishment goal of children, special prevention was the second important punishment goal, and general prevention was
the least important punishment goal. These general patterns were consistent across both cases
of misbehavior, that is, it was independent of whether misbehavior was committed by a child
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or an adult. However, results were somewhat inconsistent concerning the relative importance
of special prevention: once forcing children to choose between punishment goals (or information associated with these goals) in the information-selection task, special prevention received significantly lower scores than retribution. By contrast, once allowing children to indicate the importance of each of the three punishment goals separately, special prevention was
rated as almost equally important as retribution.
In summary, although we found retribution to be the most important punishment goal
of children (whereas general prevention was least important), this study revealed partially
mixed results regarding the role of special prevention. Specifically, when punishment goals
were in competition with each other due to the forced choice type of method applied in the
information-selection task (i.e., the support of one punishment goal leads to the rejection of the
other punishment goals), retribution was clearly superior over special prevention and general
prevention. However, when children were able to indicate the importance of each punishment
goal separately (i.e., the support of one punishment goal does not affect the support of the other
goals), the dominance of retribution as the driver of punishment behavior diminished—special
prevention received almost similar importance ratings. However, given that the information
importance rating task revealed considerable ceiling effects, we cannot interpret these diminished differences between retribution and special prevention conclusively. In light of these
mixed results, we considered it vital to further investigate children’s punishment goals in a
second study.

3.4 S TUDY 2
In this second study, we extended Study 1 in primarily two aspects. First, given that
punishment most often serves multiple goals at the same time (Gromet & Darley, 2009a), forcing children to choose between these goals appears rather artificial. Therefore, we again applied
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a methodological approach assessing the importance of each punishment goal in children independently. Second, in Study 1 we investigated children’s motives underlying uncostly punishment. However, these need not match the goals children pursue in a situation of costly thirdparty punishment. Therefore, we adapted an economic game recently introduced to study the
punishment goals of adults and modified it to (i.) make it comprehensible for children and (ii.)
to differentiate between special prevention and general prevention as two separate goals of punishment (Crockett et al., 2014). In this paradigm, participants observe another person accumulating own payoffs by acting unfairly. Participants then have the opportunity to reduce this person’s payoff by sacrificing own resources. To be able to isolate the unique effects of different
punishment motives, it is controlled whether the offender (special prevention), a bystander
(general prevention), or nobody (retribution) learns about the punishment across various experimental conditions. Based on the prior findings, we expected retribution to be of particular importance for children’s punishment, whereas general prevention should be least important.
Given the mixed results regarding special prevention, we had no clear hypotheses about the role
of this goal for children’s punishment behavior.
3.4.1 Methods
Measures and procedure
Data collection took place in three German public schools. On arrival in the classroom,
children provided the experimenters with the consent form signed by their parents or legal
guardians. Then, children were seated individually in front of computers. Two experimenters
welcomed the class and gave them comprehensive verbal instructions on the subsequent task,
which was a third-party punishment game. Children (in the role of the punisher) were asked to
imagine working on a task with three other children: Child A (i.e., the offender), Child B (i.e.,
the victim), and Child C (i.e., the bystander). They were told that they do not know these other
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children, nor will they ever meet them as the task takes place in a virtual chatroom.2 Children
learned that they were going to work on four rounds of this task, with changing individuals in
the other roles.
The rules of each round were as follows: initially, the punisher received five piggy banks
and the offender received 10 piggy banks. These piggy banks contained an undefined number
of popular coins. In the first step, the offender decided how many of her own piggy banks should
be shared with the victim. In the second step, the punisher privately opened all piggy banks and
counted the number of coins each child (i.e., the punisher, the offender, and the victim) had.
Subsequently, the punisher had the opportunity to reduce the offender’s payoff by spending
own coins; each coin spent by the punisher resulted in a reduction of two coins for the offender.
After the punisher’s decision, the round was over and all children in the chatroom received their
final payoff. The victim and the bystander remained inactive throughout.
To be able to isolate the unique effects of punishment motives (retribution vs. special
prevention vs. general prevention), we manipulated the offender’s and the bystander’s
knowledge of whether the punisher decided to reduce the offender’s payoff across four experimental conditions. Although the offender’s payoff was always reduced when the punisher spent
coins to do so (and the punisher knew this), whether the offender or the bystander learned about
the decision of the punisher varied across conditions. In the hidden punishment condition, neither the offender nor the bystander was informed about whether the punisher had spent own
coins to reduce the offender’s payoff. Given that punishment was not communicated to the
offender or the bystander in this condition, it could not prevent future misbehavior and, therefore, punishment in this condition can be described as purely retributive (i.e., it is not motivated

2

There was also a fifth person in the chatroom that we labeled “group manager.” This

person’s function was merely to structure the interaction in the chatroom, reminding the participating children of the procedure of the task.
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by preventing future misbehavior). In the private punishment condition, the offender was informed whether the punisher had reduced the offender’s payoff as a reaction to the decision
made in step 1. Thus, the offender learned whether the own behavior shown in step 1 is legitimate and goes unpunished, or not (i.e., adding special prevention as a punishment motive to
retribution). In the public punishment condition, the bystander was informed whether the punisher had spent own coins to reduce the offender’s payoff as a reaction to the decision of the
offender made in step 1. Thus, the bystander learned whether the offender’s behavior shown in
step 1 is legitimate and goes unpunished, or not (i.e., adding general prevention as a punishment
motive to retribution). In the fourth condition, actual punishment motives were separated from
other payoff-based motives (e.g., inequality aversion or spite), as these have been shown to
largely affect children’s behavior (e.g., Hamann et al., 2011; Lobue et al., 2011; McAuliffe,
Blake, & Warneken, 2014; Schmidt & Sommerville, 2011). In this control condition, the offender acted fairly towards the victim but still ended up with more coins than the victim due to
luck (i.e., the offender’s advantage in coins was unintentional). Therefore, the offender’s behavior should not be interpreted as an offense requiring a punishment reaction by the punisher,
but the punisher could take a decision to reinforce equality. Punishment in this condition was
neither communicated to the offender nor to the bystander and can thus be ascribed to purely
payoff-based motives.
To reduce complexity for the children, they only participated in the game in the role of
the punisher. Thus, the interactions in the chatroom were only hypothetical. Children were informed about this because deception is not aligned with the ethical principles of psychologists,
is very rarely justifiable (Hertwig & Ortmann, 2008), and has wide-ranging costs for the future
perception of psychological research by participants (Ortmann & Hertwig, 2002). However,
children were urged to imagine as best as they can that this is a real interaction. To further
reduce complexity, the differences between conditions were explicitly explained to the partici-
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pating children, making sure that they knew that, for example, punishment in the hidden condition could not be used to teach the offender a lesson. Moreover, all participating children
started with the control condition, followed by the hidden condition (i.e., two rounds with the
same rules but different behavior of the offender). After explaining the changes in the rules (i.e.,
other children in the chatroom will learn about the punisher’s decision), children worked on the
private and, lastly, on the public condition. Whereas, the offender divided the piggy banks fairly
in the control condition (i.e., giving half of the 10 piggy banks to the victim), the offender acted
very unfairly in all other conditions (i.e., giving only two of the 10 piggy banks to the victim).
Lastly, to once more reduce complexity for the children, the distribution of coins was consistent
across the four conditions (i.e., the offender had 24 coins, the victim had six coins, and the
punisher had 10 coins). Thus, children were always provided with 10 coins to reduce the offender’s payoff.
Following the third-party punishment game, children provided demographic information and then reached a stop sign asking them to wait until everyone else had finished this
part of the study. Subsequently, they worked on an unrelated task, before they were thanked
and debriefed.
Sample
Approximating power for hierarchical linear models using simulations requires concrete
values for several parameter estimates in the model (Bolger & Laurenceau, 2013), which needs
previous data to be based on. Thus, as this is the first study using a new paradigm (and therefore
previous data was not available), we were not able to determine sample size using simulations.
Rather, we used more straightforward sample size calculations, conducting an a priori power
analysis for an ordinary repeated measures ANOVA using G*Power (Faul et al., 2009, 2007).
Specifically, we aimed to detect a small to medium-sized effect of f = .15 in a repeated measures
ANOVA (number of groups = 1, number of measurements = 4 for the four conditions) with
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high power of 1-β = .90, given a conventional α = .05, and nonsphericity correction ε = 1. This
resulted in a required sample size of N = 213 participants. Furthermore, comparable to Study 1,
a pragmatic approach was utilized before starting data collection, as we again collaborated with
schools for this project (und thus data collection could not simply be interrupted once reaching
the required sample size). Therefore, we planned to collect data in three schools and to recruit
further schools for participation if we did not reach the threshold of approximately 215 participating children.
We collected data in the fifth and sixth grade of three public German schools. After 12
sessions, N = 238 children had participated in the study. Around 45% of participants (i.e., n =
106) were female, most children’s mother language was German (92%), and ages ranged between 9 and 12 (M = 10.46, SD = 0.61; one child did not indicate any age).
3.4.2 Results and discussion
Figure 3 displays the coins spent for punishment in the four conditions across participants. As shown, the mean number of coins spent to reduce the offender’s payoff was lowest in
the control condition (M = 4.55, SD = 2.65), although children already indicated a notable degree of payoff-based motives (i.e., spite or inequality aversion), as they sacrificed almost half
of their own credit in this condition. These generally high levels of punishment can also be
ascribed to the widely demonstrated intrinsic human aversion to inequity (Dawes, Fowler,
Johnson, McElreath, & Smirnov, 2007), which has also been extensively observed in children
(e.g., Hamann et al., 2011; Lobue et al., 2011; McAuliffe et al., 2014; Schmidt & Sommerville,
2011). Punishment was slightly stronger in the hidden punishment condition (M = 5.10, SD =
2.82) and clearly strongest in the two preventive conditions private punishment (M = 6.18, SD
= 2.69) and public punishment (M = 6.38, SD = 2.64), which turned out roughly comparable.
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Figure 3. Coins spent for punishment in the four conditions across participants. Error bars
represent one standard error of the mean.
To test the specific impact of different punishment motives on children’s punishment
behavior, the four experimental conditions were contrast-coded into three dummy variables
(D1, D2, D3). D1 reflects the contrast for retribution, comparing the control condition (i.e., fair
behavior of the offender and an advantage in coins due to luck) with the hidden condition (i.e.,
unfair behavior of the offender with hidden punishment). A significant effect of D1 indicates a
punishment beyond an intervention due to purely payoff-based motives such as inequality aversion and without the potential benefit of preventing future misbehavior. Thus, punishment in
this condition is driven by retribution. D2 reflects the contrast for special prevention, comparing
the hidden condition (i.e., unfair behavior of the offender with hidden punishment) with the
private condition (i.e., unfair behavior of the offender with a punishment communicated to the
offender). A significant effect of D2 indicates a punishment beyond an intervention due to retributive purposes and is therefore motivated by special prevention (i.e., teaching the offender
a lesson). D3 reflects the contrast for general prevention, comparing the hidden condition (i.e.,
unfair behavior of the offender with hidden punishment) with the public condition (i.e., unfair
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behavior of the offender with a punishment communicated to the bystander). A significant effect of D3 indicates a punishment beyond an intervention due to retributive purposes and is
therefore motivated by general prevention (i.e., communicating to the bystander that unfair behavior cannot go unpunished). All dummy variables were entered simultaneously into a hierarchical linear model. No assumptions regarding the structure of the variance-covariance matrix
of the three dummy variables were made.
The general differences between conditions (payoff-based reaction vs. hidden punishment vs. communication to the offender vs. communication to the bystander) had a significant
effect on punishment, 𝜒²(3) = 116.42, p < .001. Contrasts testing the particular impact of each
punishment goal on children’s punishment behavior revealed a significant effect of D1 that
reflects the expected differences between fair and unfair behavior with a non-communicated
punishment, and thus, indicates a retributive punishment beyond an intervention due to purely
payoff-based motives such as inequality aversion, b = 1.00, t(711.00) = 8.58, p < .001. Furthermore, there was a significant effect of D2, reflecting greater punishment in the condition allowing the punisher to teach the offender a lesson than in the condition in which punishment was
purely retributive, b = 0.62, t(711.00) = 5.35, p < .001. Thus, children’s punishment was also
largely motivated by special prevention, which is in line with the results of the information
importance rating in Study 1. Surprisingly, D3 was also significant, reflecting greater punishment in the condition allowing the punisher to communicate a norm of fairness (in which misbehavior gets punished) to a bystander than in the condition in which punishment was purely
retributive, b = 0.83, t(711.00) = 7.12, p < .001. Therefore, children’s punishment was also
largely motivated by general prevention, which we did not expect given the results of Study 1.
In sum, Study 2 replicated Study 1 in terms of the importance of retribution as a punishment goal of children. Additionally, we found further evidence for special prevention as an
important motive underlying children’s punishment behavior. This is in line with the result of
the information importance rating task applied in Study 1, in which punishment goals were also
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not “artificially” juxtaposed, but evaluated separately. However, Study 2 revealed differences
to Study 1 regarding the importance of general prevention as a punishment goal of children.
Whereas general prevention was consistently evaluated as the least important punishment goal
in Study 1, it received substantial support in the economic game approach applied in Study 2,
identifying general prevention as a punishment goal of children that is of comparable importance to retribution and special prevention.

3.5 G ENERAL

DISCUSSION

There is considerable research showing that already young children engage in punishment when they themselves have been harmed (Gummerum & Chu, 2014; Robbins & Rochat,
2011), are willing to intervene and correct behavior that harms others (Hamlin et al., 2011;
Kenward & Östh, 2012; Riedl et al., 2015), and sacrifice own resources for third-party punishment when others are the victims of norm violations (Jordan et al., 2014; McAuliffe et al.,
2015). However, the motives underlying such third-party punishment of children has, so far,
not received much attention. Therefore, we conducted two studies investigating the extent to
which children’s punishment behavior is driven by retribution (i.e., to even out the harm
caused), special prevention (i.e., to prevent future misconduct by the offender), and general
prevention (i.e., to prevent future misconduct by others; Carlsmith, 2006; Carlsmith et al.,
2002). We adapted several methodological approaches to measure children’s punishment goals
in ways that do not require children to introspectively predict the goals they might intend to
achieve when punishing an offender, as such approaches have been shown to be of rather questionable validity for actual punishment behavior (e.g., Crockett et al., 2014).
In Study 1, children were asked to determine a punishment for two scenarios describing
norm violations. Before expressing their punishment, they were provided with six pieces of
information on the misbehavior that are known to be associated with either of the three punish-
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ment goals (Keller et al., 2010). Then, children were asked to (i.) select three of these information pieces (in an information-selection task) and, in a second task, (ii.) rate the importance
of these pieces of information for their punishment decision (in an information importance rating task). Across both measures, retribution was consistently revealed as the most important
punishment goal of children, with special prevention as the second and general prevention as
the least important punishment goal.
However, whereas retribution was significantly more important than special prevention
in the information-selection task, these differences largely disappeared in the information importance rating task. Importantly, the diminished differences between retribution and special
prevention may have been due to the ceiling effects present in the information importance rating
task. Nonetheless, the inconsistencies between methods may have also been caused by methodological differences, as the information-selection task forces children to choose between punishment goals (or at least the information associated with these goals) rather than measuring
support of punishment goals independently. Arguably, such an approach appears somewhat
artificial, given that punishment behavior typically serves multiple goals simultaneously
(Gromet & Darley, 2009a).
The impact of special prevention on children’s punishment decisions was also revealed
in Study 2, in which we adapted a third-party punishment game that has recently been introduced to examine people’s punishment goals (Crockett et al., 2014). Further deepening our
understanding of the motives underlying actual altruistic punishment of children, punishment
in this economic game was introduced as being costly. In the game, children observed another
child accumulating payoffs by acting unfairly. Children then had the opportunity to reduce this
child’s payoff by sacrificing own resources. To be able to isolate the unique effects of the punishment motives, it was controlled whether the offender (i.e., important for special prevention),
a bystander (i.e., important for general prevention), or nobody (i.e., retribution) learned about
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the punishment across various experimental conditions, with the idea that punishment can only
serve preventive goals if others are aware of it.
This altruistic third-party punishment paradigm supported the patterns found in Study
1, with retribution as well as special prevention being essential motives underlying children’s
punishment behavior. In contrast to Study 1, general prevention appeared to be comparably
important to retribution and special prevention. That is, compared to a hidden punishment situation (i.e., nobody learns about the punishment), children were not only willing to sacrifice
more resources when the offender learned about the punishment (i.e., special prevention), but
also when a bystander learned about the punishment (i.e., general prevention). The differential
impact of general prevention in Study 1 and Study 2 may be due to several differences between
the studies, such as the different types of misbehavior to be punished or whether punishment
was uncostly or costly. However, as we can only speculate about what differences of the two
studies changed the role of general prevention in children’s punishment, further research is
needed to identify the conditions under which general prevention gains children’s support.
The results of the present research have several implications, both theoretical and practical. On a theoretical level, the findings add to an increasing body of research shedding doubts
on the idea of people as “intuitive retributivists” (e.g., Goodwin & Benforado, 2015). Both our
studies challenge the “intuitive retributivists” position, because third-party punishment in children was also largely motivated by utilitarian purposes (at least by special prevention). Moreover, the present studies again provide evidence that the results of research on punishment goals
are subject to the methodological approaches applied, further raising awareness of potentially
underestimating punishment goals that actually drive punishment behavior, mainly due to methodological considerations (Goodwin & Benforado, 2015).
On a practical level, the results are important both for teachers and parents handling
children’s misbehavior on a daily basis (Kulinna et al., 2006). In school, student misbehavior
is a main cause of conflicts, regularly leading to feelings of injustice in students (Fan & Chan,
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1999; Israelashvili, 1997). Knowing that both retribution and special prevention are goals that
are generally supported by children could provide teachers with more confidence in the treatment of child misbehavior, something many teachers are aspiring (Melnick & Meister, 2008).
However, in light of the rather mixed results on the role of general prevention, practitioners
should be cautious about applying punishment that appear to primarily pursue the prevention
of imitation, as differences between the expected and actually pursued punishment goals of
authorities may lead to a decreasing compliance to rules and norms by the children (Mooijman
et al., 2017).
Of course, there are potential limitations of the present studies that are worth being discussed. Most importantly, although we applied a third-party punishment game in Study 2, children did not actually interact with each other and thus, did not make real consequential decisions. Given the importance of ethical consideration in psychological sciences (Hertwig &
Ortmann, 2008; Ortmann & Hertwig, 2002), we refrained from deceiving the participating children but relied on hypothetical interactions. However, we encouraged children to imagine that
the decisions made in the chatroom are part of a truly consequential interaction.
Indeed, recent research has shown that differences between decisions in actual vs. hypothetical economic games are remarkably small (e.g., Ben-Ner, Amit, & Levy, 2008; Engel,
2011), and that the impact of social desirability on behavior in such games is, to a great extent,
rather subject to the perceived anonymity (Thielmann, Heck, & Hilbig, 2016). Thus, we attached great importance to create an atmosphere of anonymity when conducting this research
in the classes (e.g., by restructuring the classroom). Furthermore, we have no reason to assume
any differences between conditions regarding the impact of social desirability. Thus, if children
may have been biased to hypothetically punish more than they would probably do in a truly
incentivized situation, this should be equally true for all conditions and should, therefore, have
no impact on the results derived from within-subjects comparisons. Hence, we have sufficient
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confidence that potential biases, at most, were consistent across conditions and therefore should
not have had an impact on the results and conclusions derived.
In sum, the present research is the first to investigate the motives underlying third-party
punishment in children. Across two studies relying on different methodological approaches, we
found that children’s punishment is not only motivated by retribution (i.e., to even out the harm
caused), but also by utilitarian punishment goals—certainly by special prevention (i.e., to prevent future misconduct by the offender) and, at least in some cases, also by general prevention
(i.e., to prevent future misconduct by others). These results shed initial light on children’s punishment goals and thus, both contribute to an ongoing scientific discussion on the primary purposes of third-party punishment (Goodwin & Benforado, 2015; Goodwin & Gromet, 2014) and
provide practical implications for the treatment of child misbehavior (e.g., in school; Melnick
& Meister, 2008).
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4.1 A BSTRACT
Individuals’ punishment goals depend on the perceived cause of the misbehavior. However, a corresponding attributional model of punishment goals has only been studied in legal
domains—but was largely ignored in others, such as the educational domain, in which student
misbehavior and its treatment is a main stressor for both teachers and students. Thus, we investigated teachers’ punishment goals in classroom settings depending on their attribution of student misbehavior. Specifically, we asked laypeople (Experiment 1, N = 233), pre-service teachers (Experiment 2, N = 119), and in-service teachers (Experiment 3, N = 141) to read several
versions of a scenario describing a student destroying the belongings of another student. Using
a 2 x 2 within-subjects design, we manipulated the stability (stable vs. unstable) and controllability (controllable vs. uncontrollable) of the cause of the misbehavior. Results show that the
support of retribution (i.e., evening out the harm caused) as a punishment goal in classroom
interventions is largely independent of the perceived cause of the misbehavior. By contrast, the
support of special prevention (i.e., preventing future misbehavior by the offending student) and
general prevention (i.e., preventing future misbehavior by other students) is primarily subject
to the perceived controllability of the misbehavior. Overall, we show that models of punishment
behavior developed in other domains cannot simply be applied to teachers’ classroom intervention strategies.
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Punishment goals in classroom interventions: An attributional approach
In October 2012, Lance Armstrong—a former professional road racing cyclist and one
of the most successful athletes in history—was banned retrospectively by the International Cycling Union due to long-term doping offenses. Correspondingly, all results dating back until
1998 were voided and he was excluded from Olympic sports for life. Strikingly, this was realized although Armstrong had already announced his retirement from competitive cycling, thus
raising the question about the goal of this act of punishment given that future transgressions by
Armstrong were unlikely, not to say impossible: Was it in order to restore justice for the competitors losing against Armstrong? Or was it to set an example that doping in (cycling) sports
will not pay off, but cheaters will eventually be caught and brought to justice?
According to social and behavioral sciences, the threat of punishment is a key factor to
enforce adherence to norms and laws in a world of incentivized selfishness, both on a macrolevel (e.g., entire countries and societies) and a more micro-level (e.g., in interpersonal contacts
or institutions; Boyd et al., 2010, 2003; Fehr & Gächter, 2002). This perspective reflects a regulatory function of punishment, based on the idea that the fear and experience of being punished
will arguably lead to a more cooperative society and less future crimes (Henrich et al., 2006).
Following such a utilitarian approach, the primary goal of punishment is to prevent future misbehavior by the perpetrator herself (termed special prevention) or by unrelated observers
(termed general prevention; Keller et al., 2010; Rucker et al., 2004).
A normatively different approach of punishment, in turn, suggests a rather backwardoriented goal of punishment, namely, paying back harm doers for their misbehavior (Goodwin
& Gromet, 2014; Keller et al., 2010). This approach is referred to as retribution, where the
primary goal of punishing offenders is to rebalance the moral wrong that has been committed
by the offense and, thus, to restore justice. Correspondingly, retribution is sometimes also referred to as “the just deserts” theory (Carlsmith et al., 2002). Indeed, research suggests that
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punishment is, overall, primarily driven by retribution (i.e., to even out the wrong that has been
done) rather than special or general prevention (i.e., to prevent future crimes by the offender or
others; Carlsmith, 2006; Carlsmith et al., 2002).
However, people may indeed adjust their punishment goals depending on aspects of the
situation, such as the punisher’s status in the situation or the circumstances in which the misbehavior occurred. For example, it has been found that individuals in a more powerful position
(e.g., managers) show a greater preference for utilitarian punishment goals (Mooijman et al.,
2015). Furthermore, and most importantly for the present work, research suggests that the perceived cause of the misbehavior is a fundamental factor for individuals’ punishment goals. This
is in line with an attributional account of punishment (Graham et al., 1997; Weiner et al., 1997).
According to attribution theory, behavior can be attributed on three dimensions: its locus
or location (internal or external to the actor), its stability (whether the cause is persistent across
time or temporary), and its controllability (whether the cause was subject to the actor’s volition
or not). With regard to the decision to punish an offender, prior research has shown that especially the perceived stability and controllability of the cause of the misbehavior influence the
goals individuals intend to achieve (Graham et al., 1997; Weiner et al., 1997). The attributional
model of punishment goals (Graham et al., 1997; Weiner et al., 1997) suggests that, if the cause
of misbehavior is perceived as stable, one anticipates future misbehavior by the perpetrator and
therefore assumes that the efficacy of interventions is low, leading to less focus on utility in
punishment. By contrast, if the cause of misbehavior is perceived as unstable, future misbehavior by the perpetrator is less predictable, implying that interventions may be more effective, in
turn leading to a stronger focus on utility in punishment. Likewise, if the cause of misbehavior
is perceived as controllable, the perpetrator is credited with more responsibility; therefore, anger increases and sympathy decreases, leading to a stronger focus on retributive punishment.

PUNISHMENT GOALS IN CLASSROOM INTERVENTIONS: AN ATTRIBUTIONAL APPROACH

52

By contrast, if the cause of misbehavior is perceived as uncontrollable, the perpetrator is credited with less responsibility, anger decreases and sympathy increases, leading to a lower focus
on retributive punishment.
In the present research, we apply this attributional view on punishment goals in a specific context in which misbehavior and its punishment happen on a daily basis but are nonetheless very poorly understood: the school environment. Teachers frequently have to deal with a
wide range of student misbehaviors (e.g., Kulinna et al., 2006; Wheldall & Merrett, 1988). At
the same time, teachers report a high extent of insecurity in such situations (Melnick & Meister,
2008). In turn, it appears that trying to find a just solution in the case of student misbehavior
regularly ends up in conflicts, causing feelings of injustice in students (Fan & Chan, 1999;
Israelashvili, 1997). A plausible aspect of teachers’ punishment behavior that may cause such
conflicts are the goals teachers intend to achieve when reacting to student misbehavior. The
present research aims to illuminate this issue by applying an attributional approach to understand and study teachers’ punishment behavior, and in particular, the goals they intend to
achieve when reacting to misbehavior.
To the best of our knowledge, an attributional analysis of teachers’ behavior in the classroom has only once been applied in prior research (Reyna & Weiner, 2001). However, in these
studies, the authors focused on the reaction of teachers to students failing an exam rather than
engaging in misbehavior. Thus, the studies measured the goal of providing feedback to underachieving students rather than the goal of punishing students and, correspondingly, only considered special prevention as a potential goal of a teacher’s reaction. This focus on special prevention may be sufficient in the case of providing feedback, as performance in exams is typically given in private. However, classroom misbehavior usually occurs publicly: it is observed
by—and may even directly affect—other students. Thus, preventing imitation by these observers (i.e., general prevention) should arguably be an important goal of teachers when reacting to
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misbehavior. Therefore, it is vital to consider general prevention when studying teachers’ punishment goals.
Additionally, participants in Reyna and Weiner’s (2001) studies were asked to indicate
the endorsement of different “punishment goals” they intended to achieve when giving their
feedback. However, there is a growing body of research suggesting a rather weak correlation
between individuals’ endorsement of punishment goals and their actual punishment behavior.
Specifically, it has been shown that although people highly endorse all goals of punishment
and, additionally, indicate a substantial endorsement of utilitarian punishment goals, their actual
punishment behavior is mostly retributive (Carlsmith, 2008; Crockett et al., 2014). Thus, relatively “direct” measures of punishment goals—explicitly stating a punishment goal and asking
participants for their endorsement—may be biased as individuals overestimate the influence of
utilitarian goals on their own punishment decisions. Consequently, it is important to consider
additional, less direct or explicit measures of punishment goals. Such a more indirect measure
of people’s punishment goals is to present participants with specific punishment reactions
(which may serve certain goals without stating these explicitly) and to assess the perceived
appropriateness of these reactions. To the extent that the reactions are known (e.g., from pretests) to differ on how well they serve different punishment goals—that is, retribution, special
prevention, and general prevention—one can consider such appropriateness ratings as indirect
measure of punishment goals that does not require individuals to introspectively predict the
exact goals they might intend to achieve.

4.2 T HE

PRESENT RESEARCH

The goal of the present work is to investigate teachers’ punishment goals in classroom
contexts. As sketched above, prior research suggests that individuals’ punishment behavior is
primarily driven by retribution (Carlsmith et al., 2002), although people are able to adjust their
punishment goals depending on the perceived cause of the misbehavior, as predicted by an
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attributional approach (Graham et al., 1997; Weiner et al., 1997). Herein, we apply such an
approach to provide insights on teachers’ treatment of student misbehavior, specifically the
goals they intend to achieve. In three experiments, we (i.) experimentally manipulated the attribution of student misbehavior in terms of the stability and controllability of its cause, (ii.)
differentiated between special and general prevention as two separate utilitarian goals of teachers’ classroom intervention strategies, and (iii.) used both a “direct” measure of goal-endorsement and an “indirect” measure of punishment goals based on appropriateness ratings of different, pretested reactions to a student’s misbehavior. We collected data from individuals without any pedagogical background as well as from pre-service and in-service teachers to potentially identify the effects of teaching experiences on attribution of and intervention following
student misbehavior (e.g., Andreou & Rapti, 2010).
Based on the attributional analysis of punishment goals in other domains (Graham et
al., 1997; Weiner et al., 1997) as well as on prior research on teachers‘ reactions to students
failing an exam (Reyna & Weiner, 2001), we hypothesized an effect of the perceived stability
of the cause of the misbehavior on the support of utilitarian (i.e., special preventive) punishment, with attribution of the misbehavior to a stable cause leading to a lower support than attribution to an unstable cause. Further, we expected that the perceived controllability of the
cause of the misbehavior should have an influence on the support of retributive punishment,
with attribution to a controllable cause leading to a higher support than attribution to an uncontrollable cause. However, given that there are major differences between prior research and our
experiments—and because there is, to the best of our knowledge, no research examining the
effect of causal attribution on the endorsement of general prevention—we consider our first
experiment as rather exploratory. In Experiment 2 and 3, we then seek to replicate all results
from Experiment 1 with samples with a larger pedagogical background.
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4.3 E XPERIMENT 1
In the first experiment, we aimed to collect initial evidence on the influence of the attribution of a student’s misbehavior on teachers’ punishment goals. Given that these data sought
to provide a first exploratory test, we did not seek a sample with pedagogical background, but
collected data from a convenience sample. All materials, the data, and analyses (including outputs) of all three experiments are available online at the Open Science Framework (OSF; accessible during double-blind peer-review via the following link:
https://osf.io/fvj3a/?view_only=ec95615330c84efe835e00b95a9d70d2).
4.3.1 Methods
The experiment implemented a 2 x 2 within-subjects design. Specifically, participants
read several versions of a scenario describing a student destroying the belongings of another
student and manipulated the stability (stable vs. unstable) and controllability (controllable
vs. uncontrollable) of the cause of the misbehavior. Participants were asked to indicate their
perceptions of and reactions to these scenarios. As sketched above, we measured participants’
punishment goals both directly (i.e., asking for the endorsement of punishment goals) and indirectly (i.e., asking for the appropriateness of concrete punishment reactions). The material to
measure punishment goals indirectly via appropriateness ratings was pretested in a separate
study as outlined below.
Pretest of experimental material: Test of reactions
To measure participants’ punishment goals indirectly, we created several reactions to a
scenario describing the misbehavior of a student. This misbehavior was the same as in the main
experiments, that is, a student destroying a recently prepared hand drum of another student.
Participants (N = 122) were asked to rate nine reactions with regard to the degree to which they
served each of the following punishment goals: retribution, special prevention, and general prevention. For the main experiment, we aimed to identify three reactions, each of which would
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primarily serve one of these three punishment goals but not the other two. Additionally, we
considered it important that the reactions were perceived as equally severe. All materials, the
data, and detailed results (including test statistics) of this pretest are available online at the OSF.
The three selected reactions that were used in the main experiments are provided in Table 1.
Table 1
Punishment reactions derived from the pretest and used in the main experiments
Primary punishment goal

Reaction

Retribution

You enter X’s misbehavior—without saying a word—to the
class register3. After the lesson, you tell X to repair Y’s drum.

Special Prevention

After the lesson, you tell X to write an essay of three pages at
home about why things of others should not be damaged.

General prevention

You tell the whole class that you will enter X’s misbehavior to
the class register. In case of future rule-breaking by any student,
you will also inform the parents.

Measures and procedure
The main experiment was conducted via the Internet. After providing informed consent,
participants were asked to imagine being a teacher of a class whose students they already knew.
Participants next received five scenarios describing a student destroying a recently prepared

3

In Germany, a class register is a notebook in which teachers make daily notes about

all important aspects of their lessons (e.g., the topic of the lessons, absence of students) and
particular incidents that happened in class (e.g., student misbehavior). The school principal reviews all class registers regularly and takes action if she disapproves with something (e.g., if a
student is misbehaving frequently). Furthermore, the class register may be considered for grading students at the end of the year.
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hand drum of another student. The first scenario was neutral in that it did not include any experimental manipulation of the attribution of the cause of the misbehavior4; the subsequent four
scenarios, in turn, were manipulated with regard to the two causal attribution dimensions of
stability (S) and controllability (C). All causes were internal to the student, that is, the student
was responsible for breaking the hand drum. The four scenarios including a manipulation were
presented in randomized order. Each of them consisted of the same opening statement (“Within
the past lessons, you manufactured hand drums with your students that you plan to use today.
You briefly turn to the board. Once you face the class again,…”), followed by the manipulated
information as follows:
Stable & Controllable (S/C) scenario: “…you see that Florin deliberately punctures
Maxi’s drum with a pencil. As a result, the drum is broken. Florin is the troublemaker
of the class and regularly runs riot. It is already the fourth time this year that Florin
has destroyed the belongings of a class member.”
Stable & Uncontrollable (S/UC) scenario: “…you see Florin fooling around and as a
result Maxi’s drum falls to the ground. The fall punctures a hole and thus the drum is
broken. Florin is very clumsy and regularly puts his foot in his mouth. It is already the
fourth time this year that Florin has destroyed the belongings of a class member.”
Unstable & Controllable (US/C) scenario: “…you see that Florin deliberately punctures Maxi’s drum with a pencil. As a result, the drum is broken. Usually, Florin is
rather inconspicuous. This is the first time that Florin has destroyed the belongings of
a class member.”

4

As this scenario was included for a different, unrelated research question, it will not

be further considered in the present article and also not included in any analysis reported in
what follows. Nonetheless, the corresponding material and data are available at the OSF.
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Unstable & Uncontrollable (US/UC) scenario: “…you see Florin fooling around and
as a result Maxi’s drum falls to the ground. The fall punctures a hole and thus the drum
is broken. Usually, Florin is rather inconspicuous. This is the first time that Florin has
destroyed the belongings of a class member.”
Following each scenario, participants were asked to rate the stability and controllability
of the cause of the student’s misbehavior.5 Next, they completed the indirect measure of punishment goals. That is, we asked participants to rate the appropriateness of each of the three
reactions extracted from our pre-study (see above) using a 6-point Likert-type scale ranging
from 0 = ”not at all appropriate” to 5 = “completely appropriate.”
Finally, participants completed a direct measure of punishment goals, indicating the
goals they would want to accomplish if presented a chance to react to the misbehaving student.
To this end, we adapted one item for each punishment goal (retribution, special prevention, and
general prevention) from Orth (2003) and Weiner and colleagues (1997). Each item was answered on a 6-point scale ranging from 0 = “not at all” to 5 = “completely,” with higher values
indicating stronger endorsement of a particular punishment goal. After completing all scenarios,
participants provided demographic information, before they were fully debriefed and thanked.

5

Additionally, participants were asked to indicate the student’s responsibility for what

occurred, how much anger and sympathy they would feel towards the misbehaving student as
well as to what degree they thought their own behaviors (e.g., reinforcements, feedback, and
discipline) could influence the student’s future behavior. These data were collected following
Reyna and Weiner (2001). However, because it is not of primary interest for our hypotheses,
correlations of these measures are exclusively reported in the supplemental material at the OSF.
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Sample
To determine the required sample size, we conducted an a priori power analysis using
G*Power (Faul et al., 2009, 2007). Specifically, we aimed to detect a small to medium-sized
effect of f = .15 in a repeated measures ANOVA (number of groups = 1, number of measurements = 4 for the four manipulated scenarios) with high power of 1-β = .90, given a conventional α = .05, and nonsphericity correction ε = 1. This resulted in a required sample size of N
= 213 participants.
Participants were recruited through mailing lists, social media platforms, and personal
contacts, and invited to take part in an experiment lasting around 15 minutes. As an incentive
for participation, participants had a chance to win one of twenty 20€ gift vouchers. Overall, 328
participants started the experiment, of which 233 (71%) completed it. The majority of participants were female (i.e., n = 172; 74%). Participants’ ages ranged between 18 and 58 years (M
= 26.96, SD = 8.26) and most were students (48.07%) or employees (32.19%).
4.3.2 Results and discussion
Manipulation check
We found the manipulation of both the stability and controllability of the cause of the
student’s misbehavior to be successful. The two scenarios representing stable causes received
higher ratings of stability (MS/C = 4.08, SDS/C = 1.06, and MS/UC = 3.45, SDS/UC = 1.22, respectively) compared to the two scenarios with unstable causes of the misbehavior (MUS/C = 1.80,
SDUS/C = 1.33, and MUS/UC = 1.30, SDUS/UC = 1.25, respectively). Likewise, the two scenarios
with controllable causes of the misbehavior received higher ratings of controllability (MS/C =
3.48, SDS/C = 1.34, and MUS/C = 3.71, SDUS/C = 1.16, respectively) compared to the two scenarios
with uncontrollable causes of the misbehavior (MS/UC = 2.55, SDS/UC = 1.23, and MUS/UC = 2.61,
SDUS/UC = 1.33, respectively). To test the influence of both stability and controllability statistically, we used separate repeated measures ANOVAs predicting participants’ ratings by means
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of the manipulated factors (stable vs. unstable; controllable vs. uncontrollable) as within-subjects factors. In line with the descriptive pattern, the stable scenarios received significantly
2
higher stability ratings than the unstable scenarios, F(1, 232) = 483.57, p < .001, ^
ηG = .45.

Likewise, the controllable scenarios received significantly higher controllability ratings than
2
the uncontrollable scenarios, F(1, 232) = 178.39, p < .001, ^
ηG = .14.

Direct measure: Endorsement of punishment goals
Overall, special prevention was the most endorsed punishment goal (M = 3.75, SD =
1.33), whereas retribution (M = 3.38, SD = 1.39) and general prevention (M = 3.40, SD = 1.47)
were rated as slightly less and equally important. Most important for our hypotheses is the effect
of controllability on the endorsement of retribution. However, as is apparent in the left panel of
Figure 4, the descriptive picture showed that retribution was rated as roughly equally important
across scenarios, with slightly higher ratings in the controllable scenarios (S/C and US/C) than
in the uncontrollable scenarios (S/UC and US/UC). To statistically test this pattern, we used a
repeated measures ANOVA predicting the endorsement of retribution by the attribution to stable (vs. unstable) and controllable (vs. uncontrollable) causes as within-subjects factors. This
^2 = .01, and
revealed significant main effects of both stability, F(1, 232) = 15.69, p < .001, η
G
2
controllability, F(1, 232) = 43.11, p < .001, ^
ηG = .04, although effect sizes were actually rela-

tively small.
For the endorsement of utilitarian punishment (i.e., special prevention and general prevention), in turn, we further hypothesized an effect of stability. In contrast to this prediction,
however, the endorsement of both special prevention and general prevention was strongly affected by controllability, with higher ratings in the controllable scenarios (S/C and US/C) as
compared to the uncontrollable scenarios (S/UC and US/UC). As such, a repeated measures
ANOVA on the endorsement of special prevention revealed significant main effects of both
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2
stability, F(1, 232) = 11.70, p = .001, ^
ηG = .01, and controllability, F(1, 232) = 252.82, p < .001,

^2 = .21, with an unexpected medium-sized to large effect of controllability. Likewise, there
η
G
was an unexpected significant medium-sized main effect of controllability on the endorsement
2
of general prevention, F(1, 232) = 147.06, p < .001, ^
ηG = .11, whereas the predicted effect of
2
stability was not significant, p = .729, ^
ηG = .001.

Indirect measure: Appropriateness of punishment reactions
In contrast to the direct measure of punishment goals, the indirect measure showed that
the retributive reaction was rated as most appropriate overall (M = 2.97, SD = 1.62), followed
by the general preventive reaction (M = 2.36, SD = 1.70), and the special preventive reaction
(M = 2.02, SD = 1.73). Again, most important for our hypotheses is the appropriateness rating
of the punishment reactions in the different scenario conditions, which is displayed in the left
panel of Figure 5. We once more predicted an effect of controllability on the appropriateness
of the retributive reaction and an effect of stability on the appropriateness of the special preventive and general preventive reactions, and analyzed these effects using separate repeated
measures ANOVAs for each of the three punishment reactions with the attribution to stable
(vs. unstable) and controllable (vs. uncontrollable) causes as within-subjects factors. Mirroring
the results for the direct measure of punishment goals, and again in contrast to our hypotheses,
ratings of the retributive reaction were comparable across scenario conditions, with slightly
higher ratings in the controllable scenarios (S/C and US/C) than in the uncontrollable scenarios
(S/UC and US/UC). Again, the ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of controllability on
2
the appropriateness of the retributive punishment reaction, F(1, 232) = 7.16, p = .008, ^
ηG = .01.

Although this is in principle in line with the hypothesis, the effect was almost negligible in size.
Furthermore, there was no effect of stability on the appropriateness of retributive punishment,
2

^ = .001.
p = .144, η
G
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Figure 4. Results of the direct rating of punishment goals in the three experiments: mean endorsement of punishment goals depending on the attribution of the misbehavior in terms of the stability and controllability of its cause. Error bars represent one standard error of the mean.
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Figure 5. Results of the indirect measurement of punishment goals in the three experiments: mean appropriateness ratings of the three punishment
reactions depending on the attribution of the misbehavior in terms of the stability and controllability of its cause. Error bars represent one standard
error of the mean.
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Also in line with the direct measure, and contrary to the hypotheses, the two utilitarian
punishment reactions (i.e., special and general prevention) received higher ratings in the controllable scenarios (S/C and US/C) than in the uncontrollable scenarios (S/UC and US/UC),
with substantially larger differences between scenarios. For the appropriateness of the special
preventive reaction, the corresponding ANOVA revealed significant main effects of both sta2

^ = .02, and controllability, F(1, 232) = 224.46, p < .001,
bility, F(1, 232) = 27.79, p < .001, η
G
2
^
ηG = .15. Likewise, we found significant main effects of both stability, F(1, 232) = 62.18, p <
2

2

^ = .04, and controllability, F(1, 232) = 321.97, p < .001, η
^ = .22, on the appropriateness
.001, η
G
G
rating of the general preventive reaction. Thus, controllability had the stronger impact on the
appropriateness ratings of both utilitarian punishment reactions.
Overall, the results of Experiment 1 were only partially in line with the hypotheses.
More specifically, although the perceived controllability of the cause of the student’s misbehavior had a significant effect on the support of retributive punishment—with the attribution to
a controllable (vs. uncontrollable) cause of the misbehavior leading to a greater support of retribution—effect sizes were small for the direct measure of punishment goals and almost negligible for the indirect measure. Moreover, the attribution to a controllable (vs. uncontrollable)
cause of the misbehavior had an unexpectedly strong effect on both the endorsement of special
and general prevention as punishment goals (i.e., the direct measure), as well as on the appropriateness ratings of the special and general preventive punishment reactions (i.e., the indirect
measure). By contrast, the expected effect of the perceived stability of the cause of the misbehavior was rather small.

4.4 E XPERIMENT 2
In Experiment 1, we found that the attribution of the misbehavior to both stable (vs.
unstable) and controllable (vs. uncontrollable) causes had no (or rather negligible) effects on
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the approval of retributive punishment in the context of classroom interventions. This was surprising, as past research reported substantial effects of controllability on the support of retribution (Graham et al., 1997; Weiner et al., 1997). Furthermore, it was also unexpected to find that
controllability had an effect on both special and general preventive punishment, with the attribution to a controllable (vs. uncontrollable) cause of the misbehavior leading to greater support
of special and general prevention. Given these unexpected findings, we considered it vital to
test the robustness of the results in a second experiment. Furthermore, results from Experiment
1 came from a convenience sample without any pedagogical background. In turn, given that
teaching experience has been found to have an influence on both the attribution of and the
interventions following student misbehavior (e.g., Andreou & Rapti, 2010), we recruited a sample of pre-service teachers in Experiment 2.
4.4.1 Methods
Measures and procedure
The experiment was again conducted via the Internet. All manipulations and variables
were identical to those used in Experiment 1. Participants were asked to imagine that the students presented in the scenarios were their own students.
Sample
We conducted an a priori power analysis using G*Power (Faul et al., 2009, 2007) to
replicate the results found in Experiment 1. Correspondingly, we relied on the smallest effect
size observed in Experiment 1 that we considered meaningful, that is, the effect of controllabil2

^ = .04). This analysis revealed the
ity on the endorsement of retribution as punishment goal (η
G
following results: to detect an effect of f = .20 (small to medium-sized) in a repeated measures
ANOVA with a power of 1-β = .90 (given α = .05, number of groups = 1, number of measurements = 4, and nonsphericity correction ε = 1), N = 121 participants are necessary.
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As mentioned above, we recruited pre-service teachers as participants in Experiment 2.
They were approached through mailing lists, social media platforms, and personal contacts. As
in Experiment 1, participants had the chance to win one of twenty 20€ gift vouchers as an
incentive for participation. Overall, 160 participants started the experiment, of which N = 119
(74%) completed it. In this final sample, ages ranged between 18 and 36 years (M = 23.38, SD
= 3.09) and 84% (n = 100) of participants were female. These pre-service teachers were in their
sixth semester of studies on average (M = 5.61, SD = 3.23) and mostly studied teaching on high
school level (35%), teaching for primary schools (28%), or special education (22%).
4.4.2 Results and discussion
Manipulation check
The manipulation of both the stability and controllability of the cause of the student’s
misbehavior was again successful. The two scenarios representing stable causes received higher
ratings of stability (MS/C = 3.86, SDS/C = 1.13, and MS/UC = 3.45, SDS/UC = 1.24, respectively)
compared to the scenarios with unstable causes of the misbehavior (MUS/C = 1.67, SDUS/C =
1.39, and MUS/UC = 1.26, SDUS/UC = 1.22, respectively). Likewise, the two scenarios with controllable causes of the misbehavior received higher ratings of controllability (MS/C = 3.52, SDS/C
= 1.23, and MUS/C = 3.57, SDUS/C = 1.15, respectively) compared to the two scenarios with
uncontrollable causes of the misbehavior (MS/UC = 2.76, SDS/UC = 1.31, and MUS/UC = 2.59,
SDUS/UC = 1.38, respectively). To test the influence of both stability and controllability statistically, we used separate repeated measures ANOVAs predicting participants’ ratings by means
of the manipulated factors (stable vs. unstable; controllable vs. uncontrollable) as within-subjects factors. In line with the descriptive pattern, the stable scenarios received significantly
2

^ = .44, and
higher stability ratings than the unstable scenarios, F(1, 118) = 267.66, p < .001, η
G
the controllable scenarios received significantly higher controllability ratings than the uncon2
trollable scenarios, F(1, 118) = 76.28, p < .001, ^
ηG = .11.
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Direct measure: Endorsement of punishment goals
In line with the results of Experiment 1, special prevention was the most endorsed punishment goal overall (M = 3.85, SD = 1.24), followed by general prevention (M = 3.61, SD =
1.45); retribution (M = 3.52, SD = 1.35) was least endorsed. However, differences between the
three goals were smaller as compared to Experiment 1. For the endorsement of the different
punishment goals in the scenario conditions, in turn, results were highly similar to Experiment
1, as shown in the middle panel of Figure 4. That is, retribution was again rated as comparably
important across scenario conditions, with slightly higher ratings in the controllable scenarios
(S/C and US/C) than in the uncontrollable scenarios (S/UC and US/UC). Correspondingly, a
repeated measures ANOVA on the endorsement of retribution revealed significant, albeit very
2
small, main effects of both stability, F(1, 118) = 6.82, p = .010, ^
ηG = .003, and controllability,

^2 = .02. This is in line with the results of Experiment 1, which
F(1, 118) = 14.09, p < .001, η
G
also revealed practically negligible effects of the attribution of misbehavior on the endorsement
of retribution.
In turn, the two utilitarian punishment goals (i.e., special prevention and general prevention) received higher ratings in the controllable scenarios (S/C and US/C) than in the uncontrollable scenarios (S/UC and US/UC), with considerably larger differences between scenario conditions. Again similar to Experiment 1, the corresponding repeated measures ANOVA
^2 = .01, and
showed significant main effects of both stability, F(1, 118) = 9.21, p = .003, η
G
2
controllability, F(1, 118) = 127.33, p < .001, ^
ηG = .16, on the endorsement of special prevention,

with a stronger impact of controllability. Likewise, the analysis on the endorsement of general
prevention once more revealed a significant effect of controllability, F(1, 118) = 73.94, p <
2
2
.001, ^
ηG = .09, but no effect of stability, p = .610, ^
ηG = .003.
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Indirect measure: Appropriateness of punishment reactions
For the indirect (appropriateness) measure of punishment goals, the pattern was also
largely in line with Experiment 1: the retributive reaction was rated as most appropriate overall
(M = 2.78, SD = 1.68), followed by the general preventive reaction (M = 2.30, SD = 1.67), and
the special preventive reaction (M = 1.63, SD = 1.64). As such, the findings were once again in
contrast to those obtained for the direct measure of punishment goals. The middle panel of
Figure 5 provides a summary of the appropriateness ratings of the three punishment reactions
by the pre-service teachers. As is apparent, the retributive reaction was again rated as rather
equally important across scenarios, with slightly higher ratings in the controllable scenarios
(S/C and US/C) than in the uncontrollable scenarios (S/UC and US/UC). Correspondingly, the
repeated measures ANOVA on appropriateness rating of retribution neither revealed a signifi2
2
cant effect of stability, p = .300, ^
ηG < .001, nor of controllability, p = .109, ^
ηG = .004. Effect

sizes were negligible and thus highly similar across the two experiments, although reaching a
conventional level of statistical significance in the former.
Likewise in line with Experiment 1, both the special preventive reaction and the general
preventive reaction received higher ratings in the controllable scenarios (S/C and US/C) than
in the uncontrollable scenarios (S/UC and US/UC), with much greater differences between con2
ditions. As such, the main effects of both stability, F(1, 118) = 18.98, p < .001, ^
ηG = .02, and

^2 = .10, were again significant in the repeated
controllability, F(1, 118) = 73.34, p < .001, η
G
measures ANOVA on the appropriateness rating of the special preventive reaction. Similarly,
2

^ = .04,
we again found significant main effects of both stability, F(1, 118) = 30.57, p < .001, η
G
2
and controllability, F(1, 118) = 131.71, p < .001, ^
ηG = .17, in the ANOVA on the appropriate-

ness rating of the general preventive reaction. Thus, as in Experiment 1, controllability rather
than stability had the stronger impact on the appropriateness ratings of both utilitarian punishment reactions.

PUNISHMENT GOALS IN CLASSROOM INTERVENTIONS: AN ATTRIBUTIONAL APPROACH

69

Overall, we found the endorsement of retribution and the appropriateness rating of the
retributive punishment reaction to be largely unaffected by the manipulation of both stability
and controllability of the cause of the misbehavior. For both measures of special and general
prevention, controllability had medium-sized effects, with higher endorsement and appropriateness ratings for the scenarios describing a controllable cause of the misbehavior. In sum,
Experiment 2 replicated the findings of Experiment 1 and thus, were again at odds with the
hypotheses derived from attribution theory.

4.5 E XPERIMENT 3
As previously summarized, the results of Experiment 1 were replicated in Experiment
2 and thus extended to pre-service teachers. However, a still more rigorous test of whether the
observed results also apply for everyday school life arguably requires replication with actual
in-service teachers who will have more experience in the classroom and thus with corresponding punishment-related situations. In a third experiment, we therefore aimed to (i.) replicate the
main findings of Experiments 1 and 2 and (ii.) to do so in a sample of in-service teachers. In
line with our prior findings, we expected retribution to be largely unaffected by the manipulation of both stability and controllability of the cause of the misbehavior as well as an effect of
both stability and controllability on the support of special and general prevention as punishment
goals, with controllability having the stronger impact.
4.5.1 Methods
Measures and procedure
The experimental design including instructions and materials were identical to Experiments 1 and 2. However, in Experiment 3, participation was possible both via the Internet and
through paper and pencil.
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Sample
A pragmatic approach was utilized to determine sample size prior to data collection,
with a threshold of at least 121 participants (i.e., see a priori power analysis in Experiment 2).
Data collection had a planned cessation date, but only if the threshold was reached. Participants
(teachers) were recruited individually through mailing lists, social media platforms, and personal contacts, as well as on school level through personal visits and presentation made by the
first author. In the latter case, questionnaires were handed out to teachers either personally or
they were placed in teachers’ mailboxes. To allow for anonymous return of the completed questionnaires, a box was provided in the schools. We obtained a 25% response rate, which is comparable to similar field studies (e.g., Reyna & Weiner, 2001).
As an incentive for participation, teachers had a chance to win one of twenty 20€ gift
vouchers. Furthermore, each participating school had a chance to win a large-scale voucher for
school supplies. By the end of our survey period, 103 teachers started the online-version of the
experiment, with 74 (72%) completing it. Additionally, 67 teachers completed the paper and
pencil version of the experiment through the recruitment in schools. The total sample therefore
comprised N = 141 participants. Around two thirds of participants (i.e., n = 92; 65%) were
female (two participants did not indicate their gender), and ages ranged between 23 and 70
years (M = 40.77, SD = 11.13).
According to a post-hoc power analysis conducted with G*Power (Faul et al., 2009,
2007), this results in highly satisfactory power of 1-β = .94 to detect a small to medium-sized
effect of f = .20 in a repeated measures ANOVA (given α = .05, number of groups = 1, number
of measurements = 4, and nonsphericity correction ε = 1).
4.5.2 Results and discussion
Manipulation check
Again, the manipulation of both the stability and controllability of the cause of the student’s misbehavior was successful. The two scenarios representing stable causes received
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higher ratings of stability (MS/C = 3.97, SDS/C = 1.09, and MS/UC = 3.46, SDS/UC = 1.17, respectively) compared to the scenarios with unstable causes of the misbehavior (MUS/C = 1.60, SDUS/C
= 1.29, and MUS/UC = 1.10, SDUS/UC = 1.11, respectively). Likewise, the two scenarios with
controllable causes of the misbehavior received higher ratings of controllability (MS/C = 3.19,
SDS/C = 1.33, and MUS/C = 3.49, SDUS/C = 1.21, respectively) compared to the two scenarios with
uncontrollable causes of the misbehavior (MS/UC = 2.60, SDS/UC = 1.23, and MUS/UC = 2.92,
SDUS/UC = 1.47, respectively). However, this effect was slightly smaller than in Experiments 1
and 2. To test the influence of both stability and controllability statistically, we used separate
repeated measures ANOVAs predicting participants’ ratings by means of the manipulated factors (stable vs. unstable; controllable vs. uncontrollable) as within-subjects factors. In line with
the descriptive pattern, the stable scenarios received significantly higher stability ratings than
2
the unstable scenarios, F(1, 135) = 444.04, p < .001, ^
ηG = .51, and the controllable scenarios

received significantly higher controllability ratings than the uncontrollable scenarios, F(1, 136)
2

^ = .05.
= 34.83, p < .001, η
G
Direct measure: Endorsement of punishment goals
Overall, results from the direct (endorsement) measure of punishment goals were again
in contrast to the initial hypothesis, but largely replicated the findings of Experiments 1 and 2.
That is, special prevention was again the most endorsed punishment goal (M = 3.90, SD = 1.23),
followed by general prevention (M = 3.73, SD = 1.36), and retribution (M = 3.42, SD = 1.41).
As depicted in the right panel of Figure 4, endorsement of retribution was rated as rather equally
important across conditions, with highest ratings in the S/C scenario. As in Experiment 1 and
2
2, the effects of both stability, F(1, 138) = 15.22, p < .001, ^
ηG = .01, and controllability, F(1,
2

^ = .02, were once more small in size, yet statistically significant in a
138) = 24.84, p < .001, η
G
repeated measures ANOVA on the endorsement of retribution as punishment goal.
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In turn, differences across scenarios for special prevention and general prevention were
more substantial, with higher ratings in the controllable scenarios (S/C and US/C) than in the
uncontrollable scenarios (S/UC and US/UC). As such, we again found a significant main effect
2
of controllability on the endorsement of special prevention, F(1, 138) = 91.23, p < .001, ^
ηG =

.10. However, the initially hypothesized effect of stability on the endorsement of special pre2
vention, as found in our first two experiments, was not replicated, p = .286, ^
ηG = .002. Further-

more, analyses again revealed a significant effect of controllability on the endorsement of gen2

2

^ = .08, but no effect of stability, p = .256, η
^ =
eral prevention, F(1, 138) = 64.19, p < .001, η
G
G
.001.
Indirect measure: Appropriateness of punishment reactions
Similar to the results of our first two experiments, the retributive reaction was rated as
most appropriate overall (M = 2.61, SD = 1.76), followed by the general preventive reaction (M
= 2.44, SD = 1.75), and the special preventive reaction (M = 1.70, SD = 1.71). The appropriateness ratings of the three punishment reactions in the four scenario conditions are depicted in the
right panel of Figure 5. Replicating Experiments 1 and 2, there were no differences between the
scenario versions for the appropriateness rating of the retributive reaction. This is also reflected
in the results of the corresponding repeated measures ANOVA, revealing that there was neither
2
2
a significant effect of stability, p = .250, ^
ηG = .001, nor of controllability, p = .588, ^
ηG < .001,

on the appropriateness rating of the retributive punishment reaction.
By contrast, but also in line with Experiments 1 and 2, the two utilitarian punishment
reactions (i.e., the special preventive reaction and the general preventive reaction) received
higher ratings in the controllable scenarios (S/C and US/C) than in the uncontrollable scenarios
(S/UC and US/UC). More specifically, we found significant main effects of both stability, F(1,
2
2
138) = 8.54, p = .004, ^
ηG = .01, and controllability, F(1, 138) = 67.55, p < .001, ^
ηG = .07, on

PUNISHMENT GOALS IN CLASSROOM INTERVENTIONS: AN ATTRIBUTIONAL APPROACH

73

the appropriateness rating of the special preventive reaction, although the effect of controllability was slightly smaller in Experiment 3 as compared to the first two experiments. Likewise, a
repeated measures ANOVA on the appropriateness rating of the general preventive reaction
2
revealed significant main effects of both stability, F(1, 138) = 19.74, p < .001, ^
ηG = .02, and
2
controllability, F(1, 138) = 95.89, p < .001, ^
ηG = .10, and showed that perceived controllability

again had the highest effect on the appropriateness rating of the general preventive reaction.
In sum, Experiment 3 largely replicated the findings from Experiments 1 and 2—with
a sample that arguably has more experience in the classroom and thus with corresponding punishment-related situations: in-service teachers. More specifically, we again found that retribution was basically unaffected by the manipulation of both stability and controllability of the
cause of the misbehavior. By contrast, both the perceived stability and controllability of the
cause of the misbehavior influenced the support of special and general preventive punishment,
with controllability having the stronger impact.

4.6 G ENERAL

DISCUSSION

Past research has shown that the goals individuals intend to achieve when punishing an
offender are influenced by the perceived stability and controllability of the cause of the misbehavior (Graham et al., 1997; Weiner et al., 1997). That is, the support of utilitarian punishment
goals is subject to the perceived stability of the cause of the misbehavior. Likewise, the support
of retribution as a punishment goal is subject to the perceived controllability of the cause of the
misbehavior. In the present research, we applied this attributional model of punishment goals
to study punishment behavior in an environment that is fundamental to individual development
(Wald & Losen, 2003), and in which punishment decisions are realized on a daily basis: the
school (Kulinna et al., 2006). More precisely, lay participants (Experiment 1), pre-service
teachers (Experiment 2), and in-service teachers (Experiment 3) read several versions of a scenario describing a student destroying the belongings of another student. Using a 2 x 2 within-
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subjects design, we manipulated the stability (stable vs. unstable) and controllability (controllable vs. uncontrollable) of the cause of the misbehavior described in the scenarios. We tested
whether this manipulation has an influence on the support of three punishment goals, that is,
retribution, special prevention, and general prevention. These punishment goals were measured
both directly (i.e., asking for the endorsement of punishment goals) and indirectly (i.e., asking
for the appropriateness of concrete, pretested punishment reactions), as past research has shown
the potential shortcomings of an exclusive direct measure of punishment goals (e.g., Carlsmith,
2008; Crockett et al., 2014; Goodwin & Benforado, 2015).
Across all three experiments, we consistently found that the manipulation of attribution
had a strong influence on the endorsement of utilitarian punishment (i.e., both special and general prevention). However, although past research has shown that stability is the key factor for
the support of utilitarian punishment (e.g., Graham et al., 1997; Weiner et al., 1997), it was the
manipulation of the controllability of the cause of the misbehavior that was crucial in our data
referring to a classroom setting. More precisely, utilitarian punishment goals—and reactions
achieving these—received more support when the cause of the misbehavior was perceived as
controllable rather than uncontrollable. This is in line with research in education showing that
controllability is a key factor for punishment in general, with generally milder penalties whenever the cause of the misbehavior is perceived as uncontrollable (Soodak & Podell, 1994;
Tollefson, 2000). In turn, the unexpectedly negligible effect of stability on the support of utilitarian punishment may be interpreted as a hopeful sign that teachers generally assume that all
students can change, even though their misbehavior is subject to a rather stable cause (as ensured by the manipulation checks).
Despite the effect of the perceived cause of the misbehavior on the support of utilitarian
punishment, there was a rather negligible effect of the manipulation of attribution on both the
endorsement of retribution and the appropriateness rating of the retributive reaction. This is
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surprising on first sight, given that past research has found an effect of the perceived controllability of the misbehavior on the support of retribution (e.g., Graham et al., 1997; Weiner et al.,
1997). However, these surprising results may be explained by differences in the conceptualization of retribution: whereas past research applied a rather unidimensional conception of retribution—focusing on “retribution as revenge”—retribution as “just deserts” also implies a focus
on the restoration of justice (Gerber & Jackson, 2013). In other words, whereas giving the student a negative feedback because “it is what she deserved” may be a working conceptualization
of retribution in the case of an exam failure, this definition does not extend to the case of punishing student misbehavior once a victim is involved. In this latter case, retribution aims at both
restoring justice and giving the offender what she deserves for her misbehavior. This more
comprehensive definition of retributive punishment as a way to restore justice may be the reason why the support for this punishment goal was mostly independent of the cause of the misbehavior in our experiments.
Although the general pattern of the association between attribution of the cause of misbehavior and participants’ punishment goals were mostly comparable across the direct and indirect measure of punishment goals, there were also some consistent differences: participants
indicated a greater endorsement of utilitarian punishment (in particular of special prevention)
in the direct measure of punishment goals. This appears to contrast with a vast amount of research suggesting that retribution is generally the primary goal of punishment (e.g., Carlsmith
et al., 2002). However, our finding is in line with more recent results indicating the influence
of status and power on laypeople’s punishment goals, with more powerful people having a
greater focus on utilitarian punishment goals (Mooijman et al., 2015). Given that teachers may
also be considered as powerful, this may explain their preference for utilitarian punishment.
However, and in contrast to the direct endorsement rating of punishment goals, the more indirect (appropriateness) measure of punishment goals revealed higher scores for retributive pun-
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ishment than for utilitarian punishment. This divergence is once more consistent with the hypothesis that individuals are arguably not aware of the goals that actually drive their punishment
behavior (Applegate, Cullen, Turner, & Sundt, 1996) and, in particular, that they overestimate
the influence of utilitarian goals on their punishment decisions (Carlsmith, 2008; Crockett et
al., 2014).
Furthermore, we introduced general prevention as an important goal of punishment to a
literature that has almost exclusively focused on the dichotomy between retribution and utilitarianism (e.g., Darley, Carlsmith, & Robinson, 2000)—with the latter most often being restricted to the prevention of recidivism or, as herein referred to, special prevention (although
occasionally, the primary subject of utilitarian punishment is the prevention of imitation; e.g.,
Mooijman et al., 2017). Although causal attribution had similar effects on special prevention
and general prevention, our data suggests that general prevention is of great importance for
punishment behavior, at least in the context of classroom interventions. In fact, in all experiments, the general preventive reaction was rated as most appropriate whenever misbehavior
was attributed to a stable and controllable cause. In any case, our results imply that these two
utilitarian punishment goals differ to some extent, and future research is needed to illuminate
this distinction further.
From a more applied perspective, the present research is the first to analyze teachers’
punishment goals from a social psychological perspective. Whereas justice has already been
established as a major topic in educational research (e.g., Donat et al., 2012; Peter & Dalbert,
2010), there has been, to the best of our knowledge, only a single attempt to analyze teachers’
behavior applying an attributional model of decision making (Reyna & Weiner, 2001). However, that study concentrated on teachers’ goals when giving feedback following a failed student
exam rather than on punishment in classroom settings. By contrast, as represented in the present
research, it is not the evaluation of student performance, but the treatment of student misbehavior which is a main stressor for both teachers (Melnick & Meister, 2008) and students (Fan &
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Chan, 1999; Israelashvili, 1997). Our research provides first evidence for the primary goals of
teachers’ punishment behavior as a function of the attribution of student misbehavior.
This first insight into the motivational basis of teachers’ punishment may serve as a
starting point for more research on the (fair) treatment of student misbehavior. Future research
along these lines should not only deal with the teachers’ perspective on classroom interventions,
but also consider the students’ view on teachers’ punishment behavior (Lewis, 2001). In case
of teachers’ punishment goals, students may arguable perceive a punishment reaction aiming
to achieve general prevention as less fair or legitimate, which could even lead to a decrease in
students’ rule compliance (Mooijman et al., 2017). Moreover, the results can enhance our
knowledge about teachers’ view on classroom intervention strategies and, as such, be incorporated into pre-service teacher education and in-service teacher professional development programs to decrease teachers’ insecurity in dealing with student misbehavior (Melnick & Meister,
2008). Therefore, one first step may be to increase teachers’ awareness of the attributional processes taking place when perceiving student misbehavior. This may help them to reflect on their
own behavior and the goals they attend to achieve by punishment.
Notwithstanding these advantages, some potential limitations of the present research
must be acknowledged. First, there is arguably an inherent difference between imagining a situation and actually experiencing it (Hughes & Huby, 2004; Schoenberg & Ravdal, 2000). In
the present experiments, participants were asked to imagine a specific misbehavior using a scenario. The quality of such scenarios—that is, whether participants are able to feel involved in
the described situation—largely depends on whether participants experience it as relevant and
authentic (e.g., Hughes, 1998). We therefore put great effort into the development of our material, consulting teachers as experts to evaluate and improve the scenario and the potential reactions of the teachers. Furthermore, such an experimental approach has already found to be successful in examining teachers’ evaluation and behavior in other domains (e.g., Baudson &
Preckel, 2013). Nonetheless, future research may consider studying actual student misbehavior
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and punishment behavior by teachers in school settings using observations in the field (Klein,
2008; Klein, Orasanu, Calderwood, & Zsambok, 1993; Lipshitz, Klein, Orasanu, & Salas,
2001).
Another potential limitation associated with the scenario used is that we confronted participants with a single scenario describing one specific case of student misbehavior (i.e., a student destroying the belongings of another student). Thus, the results may be subject to the specificity of this misbehavior and the reactions applied in our experiments. For instance, people’s
punishment goals may also be influenced by other aspects of the misbehavior as studied herein,
such as the magnitude of harm caused (Carlsmith, 2006). Future research may therefore conceptually replicate and extend the present findings to more diverse forms of student misbehavior.
In conclusion, we found effects of the attribution to a controllable (vs. uncontrollable)
cause of a student’s misbehavior on the support of special prevention and general prevention as
punishment goals. By contrast, the teachers’ endorsement of retribution appeared to be independent of the perceived cause of the misbehavior. Notwithstanding the implications of these
results, future research is needed to investigate potential consequences of such goals. For example, given that other individuals are typically involved in situations of misbehavior (Schmitt
et al., 2005), it is plausible to assume that these others (e.g., a victim) want to see the offender
receiving her just deserts (i.e., retribution), independent of the controllability of the cause of the
misbehavior. Future research may investigate how victims interpret a teacher’s punishment behavior if this is primarily geared to achieve utilitarian goals. Possibly, such discrepancies may
trigger feelings of injustice for the victim, even though punishment has taken place. We hope
that our findings encourage research in school settings along these lines.
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TREATMENT OF STUDENT MISBEHAVIOR

5. P RO JE CT 3: “A PPRO PRI AT E

B UT UN FAI R ?

C O M PA RING

T E ACH E RS ’ AND S T UDE NT S ’ PE RSPE CT IVE S O N T H E T RE AT ME NT O F S T UDE NT MIS B E H AVIOR ”

5.1 A BSTRACT
The treatment of student misbehavior is both a major challenge for teachers and a potential source of students’ experiences of injustice in school. By implication, it is vital to understand teachers’ treatment of student misbehavior vis-à-vis students’ perceptions. One key
dimension of punishment behavior reflects the underlying motivation and goals of the punishment. In the present research, we investigated the perspectives of both teachers and students
concerning the purposes of punishment. Specifically, we were interested in the extent to which
teachers and students show preferences for either retribution (i.e., evening out the harm caused),
special prevention (i.e., preventing recidivism of the offender), or general prevention (i.e., preventing imitation of others) as punishment goals. Therefore, teachers (N = 260) and students
around the ages of 10 and 11 (N = 238) were provided with a scenario depicting a specific
student misbehavior. Participants were asked to indicate their endorsement of the three goals as
well as to rate different punishment reactions known to primarily achieve one specific goal but
not the other two. Results show that teachers largely prefer general prevention, whereas students
rather support special prevention and retribution. This discrepancy was particularly large in
participants’ ratings of specific punishment reactions, whereas differences of teachers’ and students’ general endorsement of punishment goals were comparably small. Overall, the present
research contributes to the development of classroom intervention strategies that may reduce
conflicts in student-teacher-interactions.
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Appropriate but unfair? Comparing teachers’ and students’ perspectives on the treatment of student misbehavior
In February 2018, the case of a school in Germany went through the media because the
teachers of this school wrote an open letter to the parents, disclosing that they considered themselves incapable of further teaching their students due to the extent of student misbehavior
(“Grundschule in Sachsen-Anhalt”, 2018). More precisely, teachers reported that students were
violent against each other, displayed no respect to the teachers, and ignored any rules. Strikingly, these were not teachers from a secondary school in an urban, underprivileged district, but
from an elementary school in a small, rural town with students from all social classes. Unfortunately, this incident is by no means an exception, as recent official statistics corroborate that
the frequency of student misbehavior in German schools is increasing (e.g., Landeskriminalamt
Nordrhein-Westfalen, 2017).
As this example shows, there is a wide range of student misbehaviors that occur in class
on a daily basis (e.g., Kulinna et al., 2006; Wheldall & Merrett, 1988). Dealing with such incidents and finding appropriate classroom intervention strategies is a crucial challenge and major
concern for both practitioners and scholars. In fact, there is a notable body of evidence suggesting that student misbehavior is a primary cause of stress for teachers and is also largely responsible for the high prevalence of burnout syndrome in teachers (e.g., Aloe et al., 2014; Brouwers
& Tomic, 2000). In the best case, student misbehavior can be prevented by positive and proactive classroom management approaches (e.g., Sugai & Horner, 2006). However, sometimes
such misbehavior cannot be prevented by a well-prepared lesson (e.g., if it occurs during break).
Nonetheless, teachers are typically forced to deal with such incidents—and it is a major concern
for teachers to find suitable and effective interventions in such situations (Melnick & Meister,
2008).
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Likewise, students’ perceptions of injustice in school is of great importance, given its
noteworthy influence on class climate (Peter & Dalbert, 2010), the extent of bullying behavior
(Donat et al., 2012), as well as the students’ well-being (Kamble & Dalbert, 2012), their academic self-concept, motivation, and grades (Peter et al., 2012). Importantly, students’ experiences of injustice in school are not limited to and indeed is only marginally driven by the grading or evaluation of students’ performances. Instead, the treatment of student misbehavior appears to be an important factor (Israelashvili, 1997). In fact, research suggests that situations of
punishment are among the most frequently reported situations of students’ experiences of injustice, even excluding situations of false allegations (Fan & Chan, 1999). In other words, even
if the incident of student misbehavior and the offender appear to be clear, students frequently
feel mistreated by their teachers.
Importantly, the “wrong” treatment of student misbehavior may have a fundamental
impact on students’ lives, with the “school to prison pipeline”—characterizing the suggestion
that individual school suspension rates are correlated with the probability to be sent to jail as an
adult (Wald & Losen, 2003)—as the most extreme case. Therefore, it is vital not only to study
and understand teachers’ punishment behavior, but also to consider the students’ perspective
on teachers’ reactions to student misbehavior. As a result, one may understand what characteristics of teachers’ strategies in classroom discipline cause students’ experiences of injustice in
such situations. In the long run, such knowledge will likely aid the design of school policies
and teacher interventions.
One core aspect of teachers’ intervention strategies concerns the goals they intend to
achieve when reacting to student misbehavior. According to a long tradition of social psychological research, individuals’ punishment decisions are generally driven by two major goals:
retribution and utilitarianism (e.g., Carlsmith, 2006; Gromet & Darley, 2009a). In a retributive
approach, punishment is backward-oriented and primarily intended to paying back harm doers
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for their misconduct (Carlsmith, 2006; Kant, 1952). Accordingly, the primary goal of punishment is to rebalance the wrong that has been committed by the offense and, thus, to restore
justice (Gerber & Jackson, 2013). By contrast, in a utilitarian approach, punishment is futureoriented and primarily intended to prevent the offender and potential would-be offenders from
committing future norm violations (Bentham, 1962; McCullough et al., 2013). As such, utilitarian punishment can further be differentiated into special prevention (i.e., preventing further
misconduct by the perpetrator herself) and general prevention (i.e., preventing future misconduct by unrelated others; Keller et al., 2010; Rucker et al., 2004).
Most research investigating people’s punishment behavior suggests that it is predominantly driven by retribution (i.e., to even out the wrong that has been done) rather than special
or general prevention (i.e., to prevent future crimes by the offender or others; Carlsmith, 2006;
Carlsmith et al., 2002), leading to an apparent consensus that “people are intuitive retributivists”
(Carlsmith & Darley, 2008, p. 211). However, this very general result cannot easily be translated to teachers’ punishment behavior in school, given that leaders (i.e., people in a powerful
position) show greater preferences for more utilitarian punishment goals, whereas subordinates
show greater preferences for more retributive punishment goals (Mooijman et al., 2015).6
Therefore, it appears plausible that there is an inherent difference between the teachers’—as
“leaders” in the school context—punishment goals (and their reaction achieving these goals)
and the students’—as “subordinates” in the school context—perception of what may be a reasonable goal and reaction to be shown in a given situation. Correspondingly, this difference—
if indeed present—may intensify students’ experiences of injustice, even if punishment of the
misbehavior is generally justified.

6

In this research, utilitarian punishment was mainly defined in terms of preventing fu-

ture misbehavior by observers and, thus, largely represented general prevention.
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PRESENT RESEARCH

Given that the treatment of misbehavior is both a major challenge for teachers (Melnick
& Meister, 2008) and a potential source of negative perceptions and reactions by students, especially if they feel mistreated (Fan & Chan, 1999; Israelashvili, 1997), it is vital to understand
teachers’ treatment of student misbehavior vis-à-vis students’ perceptions. Therefore, the goals
of the present research are twofold.
First, we investigated which punishment goals teachers generally endorse and how they
rate specific punishment reactions that serve ultimately different goals. Past research has shown
that being in a more powerful position is positively associated with the support of general prevention (Mooijman et al., 2015). Teachers may be considered as “leaders” in the school context
(Goddard, 2000) and, thus, we hypothesized that teachers show greater preferences for general
prevention compared to retribution. Given the natural overlap of special prevention and general
prevention as two related, yet different dimensions of utilitarian punishment, we also expected
that teachers generally support special prevention over retribution, whereas we had no hypothesis regarding potential differences between special and general prevention. It should be noted
that any hypotheses concerning the role of special prevention were comparatively more speculative, as past research did not explicitly test the influence of power and hierarchy on the support
of special prevention.
Second, we investigated the extent to which students share the teachers’ preferences in
punishment goals and their perception of the punishment reactions pursuing specific goals. Students may be considered as “subordinates” in the school context and, thus, should show less
preference for utilitarianism (Mooijman et al., 2015) but rather a general preference for retribution (e.g., Carlsmith et al., 2002; Gromet & Darley, 2009a). We therefore hypothesized that
students should indicate a higher endorsement of retribution and should prefer a teacher’s reaction to student misbehavior that is designed to achieve a more retributive punishment goal. Most
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importantly, the above hypotheses regarding teachers’ and students’ support of the three punishment goals imply the existence of differences in the punishment goal preferences of the two
groups, both in their general endorsement of the goals and in their judgment of reactions pursuing these goals. In other words, our core prediction involves a pattern that yield clear differences in how teachers vs. students evaluate punishment goals and corresponding reactions to
misbehavior.
To test these hypotheses, we provided (pre-service and in-service) teachers and students
around the ages of 10 and 11 with a scenario describing a specific student misbehavior. We
examined their preferences for retribution, special prevention, and general prevention as the
primary goal of punishing the misbehaving student, that is, whether either of the goals is more
supported than the other goals and whether these preferences are compatible across teachers
and students. Importantly, past research has revealed substantial differences between the general endorsement of the punishment goals and actual punishment behavior achieving these goals
(e.g., Carlsmith, 2008; Crockett et al., 2014). Therefore, we first investigated and compared
teachers’ and students’ preferences regarding their general endorsement of the punishment
goals in the given scenario. Second, we asked teachers to rate the appropriateness of three punishment reactions that were shown (from pretests) to primarily serve one of the goals but not
the other two. We then compared teachers’ preferences in this reaction appropriateness measure
to students’ rating of these punishment reactions regarding how fair, appropriate, and just they
were, if shown by a teacher.
As recommended, we report how we determined our sample size, all data exclusions (if
any), all manipulations, and all measures (Simmons et al., 2012). Furthermore, all materials
(including the instructions and materials used in our preliminary study, along with all data,
analyses scripts and supplementary analyses) are available at the OSF and can be accessed during double-blind peer-review via the following link:
https://osf.io/r5d8v/?view_only=9fe8285bbc7f435b902eb88b6b8571dd.
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5.2.1 Methods
Pretest of the material: Test of reactions
Past research has revealed rather weak correlations between participants’ explicit endorsement of punishment goals and their actual punishment behavior (e.g., Crockett et al.,
2014). Specifically, it appears that people indicate a rather high endorsement of all punishment
goals and generally overestimate the influence of utilitarian goals on their own punishment
decisions, whereas their actual punishment behavior is mostly retributive (Carlsmith, 2008;
Crockett et al., 2014). Thus, a “direct” endorsement measure of punishment goals may be biased
in favor of utilitarian punishment. Consequently, it is important to consider additional, less direct measures of punishment goals. A more indirect measure of punishment goals provides participants with specific punishment reactions that serve certain goals without stating these goals
explicitly and asks them to indicate their judgment of these reactions. To the extent that the
reactions are known to differ on how well they serve different punishment goals (e.g., from
pretests), one can consider participants’ ratings as an indirect measure of punishment goals that
does not require individuals to introspectively predict the exact goals they would intend to
achieve.
Therefore, we created several possible teacher reactions to the student misbehavior.
These reactions were pretested for the degree to which they served each of the punishment
goals: retribution, special prevention, and general prevention. We aimed to identify three reactions (one for each punishment goal) that would primarily serve one of the goals but not the
other two. Additionally, the reactions were intended to be perceived as equally severe.
To pretest the reactions, we gave N = 122 participants definitions of the three punishment goals and asked them to rate the extent of goal achievement for the nine reactions to the
student misbehavior. Thus, we were able to extract three punishment reactions that were perceived as primarily serving one of the goals. These reactions can then be used to measure teachers’ support of the punishment goals more indirectly, as well as students’ judgment of potential
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teacher reactions that are known to differ in the goals they intend to achieve. Material, data and
detailed results (including test statistics) of this preliminary study can be found in detail in the
supplementary material at the OSF.
Measures and procedure
For pre-service and in-service teachers, data collection took place both via the Internet
and through paper and pencil. After providing informed consent, participants received a scenario describing a student destroying a recently prepared hand drum of another student. This
scenario read as follows:
“Within the past lessons, you manufactured hand drums with your students that you plan
to use today. You briefly turn to the board. Once you face the class again, you see how
Florin causes a hole in Maxi’s drum. As a result, the drum is broken.”7
Participants were then asked to answer several control variables regarding the perception of the misbehavior, starting with (i.) the stability and (ii.) controllability of the cause of the
student’s misbehavior. Furthermore, participants were asked to indicate (iii.) the student’s responsibility for what occurred, how much (iv.) anger and (v.) sympathy they would feel towards
the misbehaving student as well as (vi.) to what degree it is possible to influence the student’s
future behavior. Each response was rated on a 6-point scale ranging from 0 = “not at all” to 5
= “completely.” Next, they answered the more “indirect” measure of punishment goals and rated
the appropriateness of each of the three punishment reactions extracted from our pre-study (see
above), each reflecting a different punishment goal. These reactions are provided in Table 1
(see p. 56). Again, each reaction was rated using a 6-point scale ranging from 0 = “not at all
appropriate” to 5 = “completely appropriate.” Finally, participants provided their general endorsement of the three punishment goals in the specified situation (i.e., the direct measure of

7

The names of the students in the scenario were chosen to be gender neutral.
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punishment goals), indicating the goals they would want to accomplish if presented a chance
or obliged to react to the misbehaving student. To this end, we adapted one item for each punishment goal (retribution, special prevention, and general prevention) from Orth (2003) and
Weiner and colleagues (1997). The item measuring endorsement of retribution read as follows:
“To what extent would you like to react to even out the wrong that Florin has done?”; the item
measuring endorsement of special prevention read “To what extent would you like to react to
prevent recidivism by Florin?”; and the item measuring endorsement of general prevention read
“To what extent would you like to react to prevent other students of showing similar behavior
in the future?” Each item was answered on a 6-point scale ranging from 0 = “not at all” to 5 =
“completely,” with higher values indicating stronger endorsement of a particular punishment
goal. After answering all questions, participants worked on several other scenarios that pertained to a different, unrelated research question. Thus, this part of the material will not be
further discussed in the present article. Finally, participants provided demographic information,
before they were fully debriefed and thanked.
For students, data collection took place in the fifth and sixth grade of three German
public schools. On arrival in the classroom, students provided the experimenters with the consent form signed by their parents or legal guardians. Then, students were seated individually in
front of computers. Two experimenters welcomed the class and gave them verbal instructions
on the subsequent tasks. The first task was on an unrelated research question and will therefore
not be further discussed in the present article. Subsequently, students provided demographic
information before they were introduced to the main task. Therein, students were asked to indicate their perceptions of a misbehavior and different reactions to it. This misbehavior and the
reactions were presented in short comic strips. Using an exemplary misbehavior, students received comprehensive instructions on the procedure of the task. They were then introduced to
the main protagonists of the comics: two students (a girl and a boy) and a teacher (either female
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or male). After receiving these instructions, students were asked to work on the task individually. They were provided with a comic strip depicting one student destroying the recently prepared hand drum of the other student (i.e., the same scenario that teachers received). The gender
of the misbehaving student and the victim was counterbalanced (i.e., it was either the boy destroying the drum of the girl or vice versa). Next, students received three comic strips depicting
potential reactions of the teacher in the comic (again, the teacher was either female or male,
counterbalanced). They were asked to rate the extent to which they perceived these reactions as
just, appropriate, and fair on 6-point scales ranging from 0 = “not at all” to 5 = “completely.”
Subsequently, they answered all of the control questions outlined above (i.e., the stability and
controllability of the cause of the student’s misbehavior, the student’s responsibility for what
occurred, how much anger and sympathy they would feel towards the misbehaving student, and
to what degree it is possible to influence the student’s future behavior), as well as their general
endorsement of the three punishment goals in the specified situation (i.e., the direct measure of
punishment goals). Finally, students were fully debriefed and thanked.
Sample
Data from both (pre-service and in-service) teachers and students were collected in conjunction with projects on other research questions. Thus, we conducted an a priori power analysis for the planned comparisons of teachers’ and students’ punishment goal preferences using
G*Power (Faul et al., 2009, 2007), but only to determine a lower boundary for the data collection (i.e., a threshold to stop data collection). The power analysis was specified to detect a
within-between interaction in a mixed model with two groups (teachers and students) as between-subjects factor and the three punishment goals (retribution, special prevention, and general prevention) as within-subjects factor. To detect a small to medium-sized effect of f = .15
with a high power of 1-β = .90 (given α = .05, number of groups = 2, number of measurements
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= 3, and nonsphericity correction ε = 1), N = 286 participants (i.e., 143 teachers and 143 students) are required.
For pre-service and in-service teachers, data collection had a planned cessation date, but
only if the threshold of approximately 145 participating teachers was reached. To enable data
collection of students, we collaborated with several public schools and were able to recruit three
schools to participate in our project before data collection started. Such collaborations entail
that it is not possible to simply stop data collection once reaching the required sample size.
Thus, we planned to collect data in three schools and to recruit further schools for participation
if we did not reach the threshold of approximately 145 participating children.
Pre-service and in-service teachers were recruited individually through mailing lists,
social media platforms, and personal contacts, as well as on school level through personal visits
and presentation made by the first author. In the latter case, questionnaires were handed out to
teachers either personally or they were placed in teachers’ mailboxes. To allow for anonymous
return of the completed questionnaires, a box was provided in the schools. We obtained a 25%
response rate, which is comparable to similar field studies (e.g., Reyna & Weiner, 2001). As an
incentive for participation, both pre-service and in-service teachers had a chance to win one of
twenty 20€ gift vouchers. Furthermore, each participating school had a chance to win a largescale voucher for school supplies.
For pre-service teachers, 160 participants started the experiment, of which N = 119
(74%) completed it. In this final sample of pre-service teachers, ages ranged between 18 and 36
years (M = 23.38, SD = 3.09) and 84% (n = 100) of participants were female. These pre-service
teachers were in their sixth semester of studies on average (M = 5.61, SD = 3.23) and mostly
studied teaching on high school level (35%), teaching for primary schools (28%), or special
education (22%). For in-service teachers, 103 participants started the online-version of the experiment, with n = 74 (72%) completing it. Additionally, n = 67 teachers completed the paper
and pencil version of the experiment through the recruitment in schools. The total sample of in-
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service teachers therefore comprised N = 141 participants. Around two thirds of these participants (i.e., n = 92; 65%) were female (two participants did not indicate their gender), and ages
ranged between 23 and 70 years (M = 40.77, SD = 11.13). In total, we collected complete data
sets from N = 260 pre-service and in-service teachers, of whom n = 192 were female (74%).
For students, we collected data in the fifth and sixth grade of three public German
schools. After 12 sessions, N = 238 children had participated in the study. Around 45% of participants (i.e., n = 106) were female, most children’s mother language was German (92%), and
ages ranged between 9 and 12 (M = 10.46, SD = 0.61; one child did not indicate any age).
5.2.2 Results
Before conducting in-depth analyses on our main variables of interest (i.e., the punishment goal preferences of teachers and students), we tested whether pre-service and in-service
teachers differed at all in their support of the punishment goals for both the direct and indirect
measure. For each measure of punishment goals, we conducted a separate mixed model
ANOVA predicting the support of the three punishment goals (retribution, special prevention,
and general prevention) as within-subjects factor and the sample (pre-service and in-service
teachers) as between-subjects factor. It turned out that there were only negligible differences
between the groups (the detailed results of these tests, including test statistics, are available
online at the OSF). Thus, we considered it reasonable to combine the two groups to one group
of teachers.
Prior to testing our main hypothesis, we considered the control variables to determine
whether teachers and students perceived the misbehavior itself in a similar manner. We therefore calculated a Spearman correlation between the mean ratings of all control variables, leading to a high correlation of rs = .83. Correspondingly, differences in punishment goal preferences between teachers and students cannot be ascribed to a different perception of the student
misbehavior.
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Direct measure: Endorsement of punishment goals
The teachers’ endorsement ratings
For the direct measure of punishment goals, as reported in Table 2, teachers indicated a
generally higher endorsement of utilitarian punishment goals as compared to retribution. Specifically, special prevention was the most endorsed goal, closely followed by general prevention. Notably, retribution received substantially lower endorsement ratings from teachers.
Table 2
Means and standard deviations of the endorsement ratings of the three punishment goals
Retribution

Special prevention

General prevention

Sample

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

Teachers

3.29 (1.30)

4.42 (0.79)

4.26 (0.98)

Students

3.24 (1.62)

3.70 (1.44)

3.23 (1.74)

Note. Higher values indicate a higher endorsement of the punishment goal from the respective
sample.
To statistically test this pattern, we used a repeated measures ANOVA predicting the
endorsement of the three punishment goals (retribution, special prevention, and general prevention) as within-subjects factor, followed by pairwise post-hoc t-tests. The analysis of variance
confirmed significant differences between endorsement ratings of punishment goals, F(2, 518)
2
= 109.20, p < .001, ^
ηG = .19. As hypothesized, follow-up t-tests directly examining our hy-

pothesis revealed significantly greater endorsement of special prevention compared to retribution, t(259) = 12.61, p < .001, d = 0.73, and general prevention, t(259) = 2.82, p = .005, d =
0.12, although differences were rather small in the latter comparison. Likewise, general prevention received significantly greater endorsement than retribution, t(259) = 9.96, p < .001, d =
0.59.
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The students’ endorsement ratings
As is also shown in Table 2, special prevention received the highest endorsement ratings
in students. General prevention and retribution were equally endorsed punishment goals.
A repeated measures analysis of variance confirmed significant differences between en2
dorsement ratings of punishment goals, F(2, 474) = 12.73, p < .001, ^
ηG = .02. Follow-up t-tests

directly testing our hypothesis revealed rather unexpected results. In contrast to our hypothesis,
special prevention was most endorsed and received higher endorsement than retribution, t(237)
= 5.23, p < .001, d = 0.21, and general prevention, t(237) = 4.17, p < .001, d = 0.20. Differences
between retribution and general prevention were negligible, t(237) = 0.07, p = .943, d = 0.003.
Comparing teachers’ and students’ endorsement ratings
Figure 6 displays the teachers’ and students’ endorsement of the three punishment goals
showing notable differences, especially regarding the relative degree of endorsement of retribution. Specifically, whereas retribution received endorsement ratings comparable to special
prevention and general prevention in students, it received substantially lower endorsement ratings compared to the other goals from teachers. To statistically test whether teachers and students actually differed in their preferences of punishment goals, we conducted a mixed model
ANOVA predicting the endorsement of the three punishment goals (retribution, special prevention, and general prevention) as within-subjects factor and the sample (teachers and students)
as between-subjects factor. Most importantly for our hypothesis, this analysis revealed a signif2
icant interaction of the goal to be rated and the sample, F(2, 992) = 27.88, p < .001, ^
ηG = .02.
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Figure 6. Results of the direct rating of punishment goals from the two samples: mean endorsement of the three punishment goals. Error bars represent one standard error of the mean.
Indirect measure: Rating of teacher punishment reactions achieving different goals
The teachers’ appropriateness ratings
Descriptive statistics of the indirect measures of punishment goals are provided in Table
3. For the indirect reaction rating, contrary to the direct endorsement measure of punishment
goals, teachers rated the general preventive reaction as most appropriate, closely followed by
the retributive reaction. Importantly, the special preventive reaction was rated as least appropriate.
Again, we conducted a repeated measures ANOVA to compare teachers’ appropriateness ratings of the three punishment reactions, followed by pairwise post-hoc t-tests. The analysis of variance confirmed significant differences between appropriateness ratings of the three
2

^ = .06. In contrast to the direct endorsepunishment reactions, F(2, 518) = 29.12, p < .001, η
G
ment measure and contrary to our hypothesis, follow-up t-tests revealed that the special preventive reaction was rated significantly less appropriate than both the retributive reaction, t(259) =
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-5.64, p < .001, d = -0.34, and the general preventive reaction, t(259) = -8.00, p < .001, d = 0.43. Differences between the retributive and the general preventive reaction were miniscule
and not significant, t(259) = -1.28, p = .202, d = -0.08.
Table 3
Means and standard deviations of the ratings of the three punishment reactions
Special preventive

General preventive

Retributive reaction

reaction

reaction

Sample

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

Teachers

2.48 (1.57)

1.73 (1.46)

2.65 (1.50)

Students

3.84 (1.30)

3.59 (1.22)

2.85 (1.55)

Note. Higher values indicate a higher rating of the punishment reaction from the respective
sample.
The students’ ratings of the teachers’ reactions
Prior to data analysis of the students’ indirect reaction measure of punishment goals, we
aggregated (that is, averaged) across the three items measuring the students’ perception of each
of the punishment reactions: how fair, appropriate, and just they considered each reaction to be.
Cronbach’s α of .90 and above (retributive reaction: α = .92; special preventive reaction: α =
.90; general preventive reaction: α = .93) indicated high internal consistencies of the ratings.
The students’ ratings of teachers’ reactions as an indirect measure of punishment goals
again differed from the direct punishment goal endorsement measure. As reported in Table 3,
students indicated highest ratings for the retributive reaction, closely followed by the special
preventive reaction. The general preventive reaction received the lowest ratings.
Again, we conducted a repeated measures ANOVA to compare the students’ perceptions of the three punishment reactions, followed by pairwise post-hoc t-tests. The analysis of
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variance confirmed significant differences between the ratings of the three punishment reac2
tions, F(2, 474) = 49.42, p < .001, ^
ηG = .09. Follow-up t-tests revealed that, as hypothesized,

the retributive reaction received higher ratings than the general preventive reaction, t(237) =
9.31, p < .001, d = 0.46, and the special preventive reaction, t(237) = 2.58, p = .010, d = 0.14.
However, the effect size of the latter was rather small. Furthermore, the special preventive reaction received higher ratings than the general preventive reaction, t(237) = 7.01, p < .001, d =
0.36.
Comparing teachers’ and students’ ratings of the punishment reactions
As displayed in Figure 7, teachers and students differed substantially regarding the two
preventive punishment reactions. That is, both teachers and students rated the retributive reaction in a comparable manner (i.e., both perceived it as relatively appropriate). At the same time,
the special preventive reaction received the lowest appropriateness ratings from teachers,
whereas this reaction almost fared best in students. Likewise, the general preventive reaction
yielded differences in that it received highest appropriateness ratings from teachers, but lowest
ratings from students. Again, we tested whether teachers and students differed in their preferences for the three punishment reactions using a mixed model ANOVA with the three punishment reactions (retributive reaction, special preventive reaction, and general preventive reaction) as within-subjects factor and the sample (teachers and students) as between-subjects factor. Again, this analysis revealed a significant interaction of the punishment reaction and the
2
sample, F(2, 992) = 52.26, p < .001, ^
ηG = .05.
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Figure 7. Results of the indirect rating measure of punishment goals from the two samples:
teachers’ appropriateness ratings of the three punishment reactions, and the mean of students’
ratings on how fair, appropriate, and just the teachers’ punishment reactions are. Error bars
represent one standard error of the mean.

5.3 D ISCUSSION
In everyday school life, teachers regularly have to deal with student misbehavior
(Kulinna et al., 2006; Wheldall & Merrett, 1988). This is not only particularly problematic for
teachers (Aloe et al., 2014; Brouwers & Tomic, 2000), but also threatens to lead to experiences
of injustice in students (Fan & Chan, 1999; Israelashvili, 1997). Correspondingly, it is vital to
investigate and analyze teachers’ classroom intervention strategies to understand the factors
enhancing students’ experiences of injustice in a situation in which punishment of the misbehavior is generally justified. One key dimension of punishment behavior reflects the underlying
motivation and goals of the punishment (e.g., Carlsmith et al., 2002; Gromet & Darley, 2009a).
This aspect of the teachers’ punishment is of particular interest, given that teachers and students
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are likely to differ in their punishment goal preferences due to their unequal power positions
(Mooijman et al., 2015).
In the present research, we investigated the perspectives of both teachers and school
students on the purposes of punishment in a specific situation of student misbehavior. More
precisely, we provided (pre-service and in-service) teachers and students with a scenario describing a student destroying the belongings of another student. We tested whether teachers and
students show similar preferences in punishment goals when directly asked to indicate their
endorsement of these goals. Furthermore, given that past research has revealed great differences
between the explicit endorsement of punishment goals and actual punishment behavior (e.g.,
Carlsmith, 2008; Crockett et al., 2014), we additionally measured teachers’ punishment goal
preferences in a more indirect way, asking them to rate the appropriateness of different punishment reactions that are known to primarily achieve one specific goal. Importantly, we provided
students with the very same punishment reactions and asked them to indicate the extent to which
they perceived these reactions as fair, appropriate, and just, if shown by a teacher. In total, we
thus investigated teachers’ and students’ preferences for retribution, special prevention, and
general prevention as punishment goals and whether these preferences are comparable in teachers and students.
The main results of the present research are threefold. First, we found notable inconsistencies between the direct endorsement of punishment goals and the ratings of the reactions
achieving these goals (i.e., the indirect measure of punishment goals). For example, whereas
special prevention was consistently of highest preference for both teachers and students when
asking for their endorsement of the goal directly, the corresponding reaction achieving special
prevention received relatively low ratings. Furthermore, retribution received rather low endorsement scores (i.e., in the direct measure of punishment goals), whereas the retributive reaction received higher ratings (i.e., in the indirect measure of punishment goals). This is in line
with a growing body of research showing that individuals generally endorse other goals than
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they actually pursue in their punishment behavior (Applegate et al., 1996) and particularly overestimate the influence of future outcomes (i.e., utility) on their own punishment decisions
(Carlsmith, 2008; Crockett et al., 2014).
Second, as hypothesized, teachers indicated a general preference for utilitarian punishment goals over retribution. This was particularly true for general prevention, whereas special
prevention was only preferred over retribution in the direct measure of punishment goals. These
punishment goal preferences of teachers—as individuals in a position of leadership in the
school context—are consistent with research showing that individuals holding a position of
power show a preference for general preventive punishment (Mooijman et al., 2015). However,
the expected preference of students for retribution as the most important motivation underlying
punishment was only true for their rating of the three teachers’ punishment reactions (i.e., the
indirect measure of punishment goals). By contrast, directly asking students for their endorsement of punishment goals, they indicated highest endorsement of special prevention, with retribution and general prevention achieving lower, but almost equivalent ratings.
Third, and most important, we found substantial differences between students’ and
teachers’ punishment goal preferences, in particular for the support of general prevention.
Whereas general prevention was consistently least supported by students both when asked to
indicate their general endorsement and the rating of the teachers’ punishment reactions, it received high support by teachers across measures of punishment goals. This may be particularly
problematic, given that the pursuit of general prevention as the underlying motivation of punishment may have undesirable consequences. In fact, it has been shown that an authority’s punishment for general preventive purposes actually leads to a decrease in rule compliance by subordinates (Mooijman et al., 2017). Correspondingly, it could be suggested that this decrease in
rule compliance by subordinates is due to differing goals of people with different power positions. However, this is rather speculative and future research is needed to illuminate this further.
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The present results have several theoretical and practical implications that warrant discussion. In particular, given the notable discrepancies between teachers’ goals and their support
of actual punishment behavior pursuing such goals, one might encourage teachers and individuals involved in teacher education to reflect on the topic of punishment in the educational setting and the motivations underlying their interactions with misbehaving students. This is especially important, given that teachers expressed a consistent preference for general prevention as
the motivation underlying their punishment, whereas students’ support of this goal was rather
low—specifically for the general preventive punishment reaction. However, students’ perception of the general preventive reaction was arguably to be expected, as one key of actual punishment behavior that is meant to prevent future misbehavior is the public display of the offender, the misbehavior, and the punishment (Carlsmith, 2006; Keller et al., 2010) and such a
public reprimand has already shown to be perceived as unacceptable by students (Elliott et al.,
1986).
Then again, the consistencies between teachers’ and students’ punishment goal preferences when directly asked for their endorsement of the goals may provide some hope that there
are in fact opportunities to react to student misbehavior without triggering students’ perception
of injustice—and even without giving up on the goal of general prevention in punishment.
Nonetheless, researchers and practitioners would need to work on generally acceptable classroom intervention strategies that achieve the preferred general preventive goal for teachers,
without students inferring that punishment is carried out only to make an example of the offender and to prevent others from engaging in such misbehavior.
Furthermore, it should be mentioned that, regarding the students’ view on the misbehavior and punishment, the results of the present research are limited to the role of an uninvolved observer. By contrast, in many situations of misbehavior, there are several other perspectives involved, such as a perpetrator or a victim (Schmitt et al., 2005). Therefore, future
work will need to examine the students’ perspective on misbehavior in the classroom and a
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teacher’s reaction to it from different perspectives. For example, one could suggest that a perpetrator may prefer a special preventive punishment, whereas the victim of the misbehavior
may only be satisfied if the perpetrator receives a retributive punishment (i.e., the offender “gets
what she deserves”). In any case, the impact of different perspectives on a teachers’—or, more
generally, an authority’s—punishment decision calls for further investigation in future research.
Before concluding, potential limitations of the present research should be acknowledged. In particular, we used scenarios and comic strips to investigate teachers’ and students’
perspectives on punishment rather than observing actual behavior in schools. Indeed, there is
arguably an inherent difference between situations actually occurring in class and such prototypical scenarios (Hughes & Huby, 2004; Schoenberg & Ravdal, 2000). As a consequence,
extensive care was taken to ensure that the material was suitable (e.g., by consulting teachers
to evaluate and improve the material) and to increase the relevance and authenticity of the student misbehavior and the reactions of the teachers used. Additionally, similar experimental approaches have been successfully used to investigate teachers’ evaluation and behavior in other
domains (e.g., Baudson & Preckel, 2013). Nonetheless, future research may consider studying
actual student misbehavior and punishment behavior by teachers in school settings using field
observations (Klein, 2008; Klein et al., 1993; Lipshitz et al., 2001).
Further associated with the scenario and comic strip used, teachers and students were
confronted with only one specific instance of student misbehavior (i.e., a student destroying the
belongings of another student). Therefore, the results obtained here may be subject to unknown
specifics of this scenario and the reactions offered. Indeed, it could be argued that teachers’ and
students’ punishment goals may be influenced by other aspects of the misbehavior not addressed herein, such as the magnitude of harm caused (Carlsmith, 2006). It is up to future research to replicate and extend the present findings to more diverse forms of student misbehavior.
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In conclusion, the present research is the first to compare teachers’ and students’ views
on the purposes of punishment in the school context. In light of the findings and the observation
that the approach, as a whole, is fruitful, other researchers are strongly encouraged to integrate
all perspectives (i.e., the teachers’ and students’ views) on the psychological analysis of teaching and instruction. Finally, we hope the present findings contribute to the development of
classroom intervention strategies that may reduce rather than enhance conflicts in studentteacher-interactions.
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DIS CUS S IO N

The high frequency of student misbehavior and its treatment is not only a major challenge for teachers (Melnick & Meister, 2008) and a threat to their well-being (Aloe et al., 2014),
but also a primary cause of experiences of injustice in students (Israelashvili, 1997). More specifically, students predominantly list incidents of the punishment of misbehavior when asked
to describe a situation in school that they perceived as unjust (Fan & Chan, 1999). Therefore, it
is important to examine and understand teachers’ classroom intervention strategies to identify
factors that may enhance students’ experiences of injustice in situations in which the punishment of misbehavior is generally justified. One such factor may be the goals teachers intend to
achieve when punishing student misbehavior (Carlsmith et al., 2002; Gromet & Darley, 2009a).
People generally pursue three goals when reacting to misbehavior: retribution (i.e.,
evening out the harm caused), special prevention (i.e., preventing recidivism of the offender),
and general prevention (i.e., preventing imitation of others). Importantly, recent research suggests that people’s support of these punishment goals is subject to hierarchy and power, with
people in a more powerful position preferring utilitarian punishment, whereas people in a less
powerful position prefer retribution (Mooijman et al., 2015).
In the school context, teachers are typically in a more powerful position than students
(Goddard, 2000). Consequently, this difference in power may lead to deviations in the punishment goals teachers and students support in the treatment of student misbehavior. More precisely, students were suggested to show a preference for retributive over utilitarian punishment.
Whereas, teachers were suggested to show a preference for utilitarian over retributive punishment. Eventually, such a “mismatch” in students’ and teachers’ punishment goals preferences
may increase the extent of norm violations and, importantly, may explain students’ experiences
of injustice in the treatment of classroom misbehavior (Mooijman et al., 2017).
In this dissertation, I presented three projects that examined teachers’ punishment and
its goals along with the students’ perception of classroom intervention strategies pursuing these
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goals. More detailed, I first examined students’ (i.e., children’s) general support of different
punishment goals. Furthermore, I applied an attributional approach to understand and study the
goals teachers intend to achieve when reacting to student misbehavior. Finally, I investigated
teachers’ and students’ punishment goal preferences regarding the same student misbehavior to
identify potential deviations in their support of different punishment goals and reactions pursuing these goals.
On the broadest level, the results of my dissertation are fourfold. First, school students
(i.e., children) revealed a preference for retribution and special prevention over general prevention as punishment goals. That is, students supported retribution and special prevention across
several studies and types of measurement (projects 1 and 3). By contrast, general prevention
was only supported (i.e., relative to the other goals) when children participated in an economic
game (project 1) or when they were asked to explicitly indicate their endorsement of this punishment goal (project 3). For the latter, this may be due to a generally high support of utilitarian
punishment for such direct punishment goal measures, as observed across all studies (see below
for a more detailed discussion of this aspect). The results obtained from the economic game are
more puzzling though, given that they may be attributable to several aspects. For example, one
may argue that the paradigm—as a rather abstract situation—may be too artificial and far off
of the natural environment of young children. Consequently, it may be too difficult for children
to imagine themselves in such a situation, although there is considerable research successfully
applying such approaches to developmental research questions (Gummerum et al., 2008). Furthermore, the findings may also be caused by the specific nature of the misbehavior and the
punishment, as the “target” of the general preventive punishment was particularly clear in the
economic game approach (i.e., communicating the punishment to a specific bystander) compared to the general preventive punishment options provided in the other situations (i.e., the
scenarios). That is, in the scenarios, it was not as clear whom the “message” of the general
preventive punishment would reach compared to the economic game. In total, there are several
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potential explanations for the inconsistency in children’s support of general preventive punishment and, with the present data, none of these explanations can be ruled out. Thus, further
research is needed to investigate the conditions under which children support general prevention as a primary goal of punishment.
Second, teachers indicated a general preference for both special prevention and general
prevention over retribution. This was particularly true for more direct measures of punishment
goals (projects 2 and 3) and in situations in which the misbehavior was attributed to a controllable cause (project 2). Under very specific circumstances, though, teachers also demonstrated
a preference for retributive over utilitarian punishment (i.e., when measured indirectly and, in
particular, when the misbehavior was perceived as uncontrollable; project 2). This inconsistency, again, may be primarily due to methodological characteristics of the goal assessment,
as retribution generally yielded higher support in more indirect punishment goal measures
(again, see below for a more detailed discussion of this aspect). Notably, the two utilitarian
punishment goals were both largely subject to the perceived controllability of the cause of the
misbehavior, with a more controllable cause leading to a greater support of special and general
preventive punishment. By contrast, retribution was only negligibly subject to teachers’ attributions. More precisely, teachers perceived retribution as almost equally important, independent
of the perceived stability or controllability of the cause of the misbehavior.
Third, these broad punishment goal preferences of students and teachers ultimately
translate into a “mismatch” in their views on the legitimate purposes of punishment and the
present findings suggest that this may indeed enhance students’ perception of injustice (project
3). More precisely, teachers rated the general preventive punishment reaction as most appropriate, whereas students rated this reaction as least fair, appropriate, and just, compared to a retributive or special preventive reaction. However, as sketched above, there are in fact situations
in which students also support general preventive punishment (project 1) and in which students’
and teachers’ punishment goal preferences are more similar, such as when they are explicitly
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asked for their endorsement of (preventive) punishment goals (project 3). Furthermore, special
prevention was identified as the generally least controversial punishment goal (i.e., both students and teachers showed rather comparable relative support of this punishment goal). In fact,
these results provide some hope that students’ and teachers’ opinions on the purposes of punishment are not insurmountably different and that the punishment of classroom misbehavior
may be possible without necessarily leading to experiences of injustice in students.
Fourth, across all projects, there were strong differences in the results obtained depending on the approaches applied to assess participants’ support of the punishment goals. This was
particularly apparent when comparing direct endorsement measures and rather indirect
measures of punishment goals (projects 2 and 3). Specifically, the direct measures yielded generally high support of all punishment goals, with a large endorsement of utilitarian punishment,
whereas retribution received less explicit endorsement. By contrast, the more indirect measure
of punishment goals yielded a generally higher support of retribution, whereas utilitarian punishment received less support. This is in line with past research suggesting a difference between
individuals’ general endorsement of punishment goals and their actual punishment behavior in
concrete situations (Carlsmith, 2008; Crockett et al., 2014).

6.1 T HEORETICAL

IMPLICATIONS

The results of the present research have several theoretical implications for educational
research and the social psychological study of laypeople’s punishment goals. First, as outlined
above and in line with past research (Carlsmith, 2008; Crockett et al., 2014), the results largely
depended on the approaches applied to measure participants’ punishment goals. Apparently,
there is an inherent difference between people’s general endorsement of punishment goals (i.e.,
on an abstract level) and their support of actual punishment behavior achieving such goals in
the concrete. Unfortunately, although these differences have been identified repeatedly in the
past, it was rarely a focus in most scientific literature on laypeople’s punishment goals. That is,
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in most studies, scholars either directly (e.g., Giacomantonio et al., 2017; Mooijman et al.,
2015) or indirectly (e.g., Keller et al., 2010) measured participants punishment goals and interpreted the results as a “true” assessment of the motivations underlying people’s punishment,
without considering potential effects of the specific approaches used.
However, it stands to question whether all approaches applied to assess people’s punishment goals actually examine the very same construct. If yes, one may ask which the most
valid way of measurement is. If no, one may ask what the two constructs actually represent and
whether one of them is more important than the other. The results of the present projects corroborate past evidence (Carlsmith, 2008), suggesting two rather different representations of
punishment goals that do not necessarily correlate perfectly (although the correlations of the
direct and indirect measures of punishment goals obtained in the present research were generally high; e.g., see supplementary material of project 2 at the OSF). That is, as also shown in
other domains of research in morality and justice-related decision making, it appears that people
fundamentally differ in their abstract versus concrete ways of thinking (Nichols & Knobe,
2007). In the context of punishment, people are consistently more willing to support utilitarian
purposes when thinking in the abstract, whereas they are more willing to support retribution
when it comes to a concrete case of punishment.
Importantly, both types of individuals’ support of different punishment goals (i.e., abstract and concrete) are of great value in their own regard. This may best be explained by a
remarkable example: the Three Strikes Initiative. That is, during the 1994 election in California,
a majority of the citizens voted for a policy, sentencing any person a life sentence that committed three felonies (i.e., pursuing a utilitarian punishment goal; Tyler & Boeckmann, 1997).
However, after the laws were passed, individuals were largely unsatisfied with the policy in
concrete cases of punishment, expressing their willingness to make large exceptions to the laws
(Applegate et al., 1996). Thus, as this example shows, people’s abstract punishment goals
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(when voting for the policy) are rather crucial for policy makers. However, in the specific treatment of misbehavior (when judging specific felonies), individuals’ concrete punishment goals
are of importance. In sum, the present findings suggest that it is of theoretical importance to be
very precise about the actual concept of interest (i.e., the support of punishment goals in the
abstract vs. the support of punishment behavior achieving these goals in the concrete) and to
consider the influences one may get through the measurement approaches adopted.
Second, the present research may serve as an example for educational research examining students’ acceptability of classroom intervention strategies. That is, the projects outlined
herein identified a potential cause of students’ perceptions of injustice in school through differences between teachers and students in the motives underlying punishment. This adds to research on teachers’ punishment behavior that primarily had a focus on the effectiveness of
classroom management techniques in decreasing student misbehavior (e.g., Lewis et al., 2005;
Little et al., 2002) and the few studies examining the students’ perspective on different classroom intervention strategies (e.g., Elliott, 1986; Lewis et al., 2008).
Importantly, the present research program extends this research as all three projects
were designed to identify psychological characteristics underlying the problems in the treatment
of student misbehavior, rather than simply comparing teachers’ and students’ preferences regarding a set of specific classroom discipline practices (e.g., Lewis, 2001; Lovegrove et al.,
1985). Therefore, the present research program provides a successful model that the investigation of the psychological mechanisms underlying students’ and teachers’ behavior may be a
fruitful approach in educational research. This approach should be extended to other psychological aspects that may be of interest along these lines, for instance, the psychological needs
of the people affected by an offense (Okimoto & Wenzel, 2008, 2009; Shnabel & Nadler, 2008;
Shnabel, Nadler, Ullrich, Dovidio, & Carmi, 2009), which will eventually lead to a more comprehensive theoretical framework of the perception of injustice in school.
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Similarly, the present research program is an example of how (justice-related) social
psychological models can be applied to real world phenomenon. A related model that may also
be useful for solving real world problems—and classroom conflicts and interventions in particular—is the Needs-Based Model of Reconciliation, as this explicitly examines the psychological
needs of offenders and victims in transgressions (Shnabel & Nadler, 2008; Shnabel et al., 2009;
SimanTov-Nachlieli & Shnabel, 2014). Thus, this model may be of particular interest when
extending the present research to consider the students’ perspectives in the roles of the misbehaving individual who is ought to be punished and the victim of the original misbehavior. Likewise, applying this model to develop fair classroom intervention strategies (i.e., applying it to
a real world problem) may, in turn, contribute to the improvement of the model itself. In sum,
as outlined above, misbehavior and its treatment are a fundamental challenge in the field of
education and the application of psychological models to understand and improve the resolution
of classroom conflicts may be very enriching, not only for practitioners but also for scholars.

6.2 P RACTICAL

IMPLICATIONS

The results of the present research program also provide several practical implications,
both for practitioners in school and beyond the school context. First, there were consistent differences between teachers’ support of punishment goals in the abstract (i.e., when directly asked
for their endorsement of the goals) and their rating of specific punishment reactions achieving
different goals in the concrete. Thus, teachers should be encouraged to reflect on the goals they
want to achieve when reacting to student misbehavior, as their actual, concrete punishment
behavior might not be consistent with these aspired goals.
Second, students particularly expressed rather little support for general preventive punishment reactions, whereas retributive and special preventive punishment were preferred. Consequently, teachers may want to consider more retributive or special preventive punishment
when reacting to student misbehavior to soothe potential conflicts with the students. Likewise,
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teachers wishing to maintain the achievement of their actually preferred goal of general prevention may consider the application of classroom intervention strategies that are less likely to
be perceived as particularly general preventive by students. The development and proper application of such strategies may be a notable topic in teacher education programs at universities.
Third, there were generally smaller differences between teachers’ and students’ punishment goal preferences in the abstract than between their preferences of concrete punishment
reactions achieving these goals. In light of this finding, teachers may consider to flesh out classroom policies in collaboration with the class to manage potentially emerging student misbehavior. Receiving the students’ commitment to such policies involving an abstract support of general preventive punishment may decrease the likelihood of perceived injustices, in case the policy has to be applied to treat student misbehavior (although, research on the Three Strikes Initiative suggests that such an optimistic hope may not be granted; Applegate et al., 1996).
Fourth, the present research program identified a potential problem in the “mismatch”
between students’ and teachers’ perspectives concerning rather punitive reactions to misbehavior (i.e., the punishment was solely provided by an independently deciding punisher). However,
a more recently emerged approach in the legal system is the restorative justice philosophy
(Bazemore, 1998; Braithwaite, 1998), which considers the perspectives of the victim, the offender, and the community in which the offense occurred to assign a punishment. One key
aspect of this approach is a face-to-face meeting involving all parties: the victim, the offender,
and other community members (Wenzel, Okimoto, Feather, & Platow, 2010). In this meeting,
the offender and the victim present their perspectives on the misbehavior and, using a consensus
decision-making approach, work out an appropriate punishment for the offender with participation from all parties.
Importantly, such restorative justice procedures may resolve the otherwise existing differences in students’ and teachers’ views on the appropriate punishment. In fact, various schools
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have already introduced justice approaches inspired by restorative justice—such as peer mediation in the case of student conflict or school community conferencing—and although most
programs are still at the infancy stage, there is first evidence for its success with decreasing
rates of bullying between students and more positive teacher-student-relationships (Gregory,
Clawson, Davis, & Gerewitz, 2016).
However, such restorative justice approaches also entail large challenges (McCluskey
et al., 2008). For example, the implementation of such restorative justice processes entail a deep
change in school climate and, therefore, takes several years to run smoothly (Gregory et al.,
2016). Furthermore, not all student misbehaviors can go through a comprehensive restorative
justice process (Varnham, 2005). Therefore, it is nevertheless important to improve teachers’
ability to independently deal with student misbehavior, but to find a punishment that is both
appropriate for the teacher and perceived as fair by the students. The present findings may be
helpful to achieve this in particular.
Lastly, the treatment of misbehavior is not only a challenge for teachers in the school
environment, but also for authorities in other organizations (e.g., companies; Mazraeh;ArabKhazaeli, 2013; Spector & Fox, 2010) and the legal system (Tyler, 2006). Importantly, in these
environments the perceived legitimacy and fairness of punishment is as essential as in the
school system (Fox, Spector, & Miles, 2001; Nadler, 2005). Indeed, there are arguably also
fundamental differences in status and power between “punishers” and “observers” (or the “punished”) in these contexts. Correspondingly, this may lead to a comparable “mismatch” in punishment goal preferences—and the related consequences—as observed in the present research
program (Mooijman et al., 2017). Therefore, the present findings have fundamental implications for the treatment of misbehavior above and beyond the school context (Bushway &
Owens, 2013).
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AND FUTURE RESEARCH

There are several limitations of the present research program that have to be acknowledged. First, as outlined above, the present research is limited to the extent that it exclusively
focuses on teachers and students in the roles of observers of a misbehavior. Future research may
therefore extend the present findings to students in the roles of the actual individual who is
ought to be punished for misbehavior or the victim of the original misbehavior. Importantly,
this research should consider the specificities of such roles (e.g., their particular needs; Shnabel
& Nadler, 2008).
Second, all projects focused on three specific punishment goals, namely, retribution,
special prevention, and general prevention. However, several other potential goals are being
discussed in the psychological and criminological literature (Keller et al., 2010; Oswald,
Hupfeld, Klug, & Gabriel, 2002), such as rehabilitation (i.e., enabling the offender to be reintegrated into the community) or incapacitation (i.e., prohibiting future crimes by the offender
by locking her up). Importantly, these goals are arguably of more interest for actual criminal
offenses and, thus, may be less suitable for typically mild forms of student misbehaviors
(Infantino & Little, 2005; Reynolds et al., 2011). Indeed, the present research focused on the
punishment goals that may be most appropriate for classroom misbehavior. Future research
may therefore consider other potential goals of punishment (e.g., rehabilitation and incapacitation) to receive a more comprehensive account of teachers’ punishment goals. Nevertheless,
given the natural overlap of rehabilitation (as a positive approach to prevent recidivism) and
incapacitation (as a negative approach to prevent recidivism) with special prevention (i.e., preventing recidivism in general), results are not expected to be fundamentally different from the
findings yielded in the present research.
Third, examining the students’ perspective on punishment goals, the present research
exclusively focused on a particular age of the children (i.e., children around the ages of 10 and
11). However, past research suggests that students from different grades differ in their fairness

GENERAL DISCUSSION

112

evaluations of various kinds of classroom practices (Thorkildsen, 1989). Therefore, future research is needed to investigate whether the findings reported herein are applicable to students
of lower or higher grades.
Fourth, most studies reported in the present work applied a scenario technique providing
participants with a text (or comic) describing a specific misbehavior. Subsequently, participants
were asked to indicate their feelings and thoughts regarding this scenario and potential (pretested) reactions to it. Great effort has been put into the development of this material, consulting
teachers as experts to evaluate and improve the scenarios and the reactions to it. Importantly,
focusing on only one scenario (i.e., one misbehavior) could be problematic as the results may
be subject to the specificity of the misbehavior applied. This also relates to the punishment
reactions used. These were pretested with regard to their goal achievement (i.e., achieving primarily one goal but not the other two) and their general harshness (i.e., being perceived as
equally harsh). However, the reactions were arguably different in several other characteristics
(e.g., entering a student’s misbehavior to the class register vs. telling a misbehaving student to
write an essay). Although it is unclear whether such differences had an impact on the present
findings, future research may conceptually replicate and extend the present results with a more
diverse set of material.
Lastly, although the present dissertation was primarily interested on an applied topic,
the data in all projects were collected through questionnaires and in online environment rather
than in real world settings. In particular, participants were asked to imagine a specific situation
(i.e., a misbehavior) and to predict the feelings and thoughts they might have, as well as the
behavior they would show when being in such a situation. However, one may expect large
differences in these feelings, thoughts, and behaviors between an imagined and an actually experienced situation (Hughes & Huby, 2004; Schoenberg & Ravdal, 2000). Although the material applied in all projects was created with care and scrutiny, the inherent differences between
experiences and behavior in a laboratory-like, well-structured setting and the field are likely to
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persist; and this is particularly painful in light of the practical orientation of the present work.
Therefore, again, the present research can only be interpreted as a first step to understand the
issues associated with the treatment of student misbehavior and future research is strongly encouraged to test the patterns derived in this dissertation in actual classroom settings using observations in the field (Klein, 2008; Klein et al., 1993; Lipshitz et al., 2001).

6.4 C ONCLUSIONS
The present research program analyzed and compared students’ (i.e., children’s) and
teachers’ support of different punishment goals. It has been shown that students have a preference for retribution and special prevention over general prevention as punishment goals, although general prevention was also supported under specific conditions. By contrast, teachers
indicated a general preference for both special prevention and general prevention over retribution, although retribution was also supported under specific conditions. These patterns ultimately translate into a “mismatch” of teachers’ and students’ views on the legitimate purposes
of punishment, which may, indeed, partially cause students’ experiences of injustice in the treatment of classroom misbehavior. Importantly, the results obtained largely depended on the approaches applied to measure participants’ punishment goals.
The present findings have several important implications, both from a theoretical and a
practical point of view. Most crucial for social psychological research on punishment goals, the
present results corroborate that researchers in this domain should be very clear-cut about the
specific concept they are interested in, as people express fundamentally different opinions on
retributive and utilitarian punishment goals when asked for their general endorsement (i.e., in
the abstract), compared to their support of concrete punishment reactions achieving these goals.
From a practical point of view, teachers are strongly encouraged to reflect on the goals they
endorse in general and the behavior they show to achieve these goals, given the great discrepancies yielded between the teachers’ evaluations of the punishment goals and the behaviors
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actually achieving these goals. Furthermore, the present findings may be a first step to increase
teachers’ awareness of potential differences in their own punishment goals and the goals students may perceive as appropriate and fair.
However, the present research program is arguably not complete, given several limitations of the projects conducted. In particular, future research is needed to consider other important roles in situations of student misbehavior and punishment (e.g., the actual offender or
victim of the misbehavior), to generalize the results to other misbehaviors (e.g., more severe
misconducts), and to test the present findings in actual classroom settings in the field.
Nonetheless, the present dissertation is the first studying both teachers’ and students’
perspectives on the purposes of punishment in the school context. In light of the experience that
the present approach—applying social psychological theories to examine real world problems—appears to be fruitful, scholars are greatly encouraged to advance research projects along
these lines. Finally, the present findings may contribute to the development of classroom intervention strategies that do not increase but reduce conflicts in student-teacher-interactions.
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