PROBLEMS WITH PUNISHMENT Although punishment can be effective in reducing or
weakening a behavior, it has several drawbacks. The job of punishment is much harder than that
of reinforcement. In using reinforcement, all one has to do is strengthen a response that is already
there. But punishment is used to weaken a response, and getting rid of a response that is already
well established is not that easy. (Ask any parent or pet owner.) Many times punishment only
serves to temporarily suppress or inhibit a behavior until enough time has passed. For example,
punishing a child’s bad behavior doesn’t always eliminate the behavior completely. As time goes
on, the punishment is forgotten, and the “bad” behavior may occur again in a kind of spontaneous
recovery of the old (and probably pleasurable for the child) behavior. It may not stop it
permanently, but it does stop it. In a situation in which a child might be doing something dangerous
or self-injurious, this kind of punishment is sometimes more acceptable (Duker & Seys, 1995).
For example, if a child starts to run into a busy street, the parent might scream at the child to stop
and then administer several rather severe swats to the child’s rear. If this is not usual behavior on
the part of the parent, the child will most likely never run into the street again.

Other than situations of immediately stopping dangerous behavior, severe punishment has too
many drawbacks to be really useful. It should also be discouraged because of its potential for
leading to abuse (Dubowitz & Bennett, 2007; Gershoff, 2000; Millan et al., 1999; Trocme et al.,
2001):

* Severe punishment may cause the child (or animal) to avoid the punisher instead of the behavior
being punished, so the child (or animal) learns the wrong response.

» Severe punishment may encourage lying to avoid the punishment (a kind of negative
reinforcement)—again, not the response that is desired.

» Severe punishment creates fear and anxiety, emotional responses that do not promote learning
(Baumrind, 1997; Gershoff, 2000; Gershoff, 2002). If the point is to teach something, this kind of
consequence isn’t going to help.

» Hitting provides a successful model for aggression (Gershoff, 2000; Milner, 1992).

That last point is worth a bit more discussion. In using an aggressive type of punishment, such as
spanking, the adult is actually modeling (presenting a behavior to be imitated by the child). After
all, the adult is using aggression to get what the adult wants from the child. Children sometimes
become more likely to use aggression to get what they want when they receive this kind of
punishment (Bryan & Freed, 1982; Larzelere, 1986), and the adult has lost an opportunity to model
a more appropriate way to deal with parent—child disagreements. Since aggressive punishment
does tend to stop the undesirable behavior, at least for a while, the parent who is punishing actually
experiences a kind of negative reinforcement: “When I spank, the unpleasant behavior goes away.”
This may increase the tendency to use aggressive punishment over other forms of discipline and
could even lead to child abuse (Dubowitz & Bennett, 2007). Finally, some children are so desperate
for attention from their parents that they will actually misbehave on purpose. The punishment is a
form of attention, and these children will take whatever attention they can get, even negative
attention. Punishment by removal is less objectionable to many parents and educators and is the
only kind of punishment that is permitted in many public schools. But this kind of punishment also
has its drawbacks—it teaches the child what not to do but not what the child should do. Both
punishment by removal and punishment by application are usually only temporary in their effect
on behavior. After some time has passed, the behavior will most likely return as the memory of
the punishment gets weaker, allowing spontaneous recovery.



HOW TO MAKE PUNISHMENT MORE EFFECTIVE The way to make
punishment more effective involves remembering a few simple rules:

1. Punishment should immediately follow the behavior it is meant to punish. If the punishment
comes long after the behavior, it will not be associated with that behavior. (This is also true of
reinforcement.)

2. Punishment should be consistent. This actually means two things. First, if the parent says that
a certain punishment will follow a certain behavior, then the parent must make sure to follow
through and do what he or she promised to do. Second, punishment for a particular behavior should
stay at the same intensity or increase slightly but never decrease. For example, if a child is scolded
for jumping on the bed the first time, the second time this behavior happens the child should also
be punished by scolding or by a stronger penalty, such as removal of a favorite toy. But if the first
misbehavior is punished by spanking and the second by only a scolding, the child learns to
“gamble” with the possible punishment.

3. Punishment of the wrong behavior should be paired, whenever possible, with
reinforcement of the right behavior. Instead of yelling at a 2-year-old for eating with her fingers,
the parent should pull her hand gently out of her plate while saying something such as, “No, we
do not eat with our fingers. We eat with our fork,” and then placing the fork in the child’s hand
and praising her for using it. “See, you are doing such a good job with your fork. I’m so proud of
you.” Pairing punishment (the mild correction of pulling her hand away while saying “No, we do
not eat with our fingers”) with reinforcement allows parents (and others) to use a much milder
punishment and still be effective. It also teaches the desired behavior rather than just suppressing
the undesired one.



