alfie kohn punished by rewards

alfie kohn punished by rewards is a phrase that encapsulates a critical
perspective on traditional behaviorist approaches to motivation, particularly
those involving external incentives such as rewards and punishments. Alfie
Kohn, a renowned author and lecturer in education and human behavior,
challenges the effectiveness and ethical implications of using rewards as a
means to control or influence behavior. This article explores Kohn's
arguments against the conventional reward-punishment paradigm, detailing his
critique, alternative approaches, and the broader impact on educational and
workplace settings. By examining the psychological foundations, empirical
research, and practical consequences, readers will gain a comprehensive
understanding of why Kohn believes that people are often "punished by
rewards." The discussion also includes insights into intrinsic versus
extrinsic motivation, the potential downsides of reward systems, and
strategies for fostering genuine engagement and cooperation. Below is an
overview of the main topics covered in this analysis.

e Understanding Alfie Kohn's Critique of Rewards

e The Psychological Basis of Rewards and Punishments
e Negative Consequences of Reward Systems

e Alternative Approaches to Motivation

e Applications in Education and the Workplace

Understanding Alfie Kohn’'s Critique of Rewards

Alfie Kohn's critique of rewards centers on the belief that external
incentives, such as grades, prizes, or bonuses, undermine intrinsic
motivation and can have counterproductive effects on behavior. According to
Kohn, traditional reward systems treat people as passive recipients who
respond predictably to stimuli, ignoring the complexity of human motivation.
His argument suggests that rewards are not neutral tools but rather
mechanisms that can “punish” by diminishing autonomy, creativity, and genuine
interest in the activity itself. This perspective challenges long-held
assumptions in behaviorism and educational psychology, emphasizing the
importance of fostering internal drives rather than relying on external
controls.



Origins of Kohn’'s Philosophy

Kohn’s views are rooted in extensive research on motivation, learning, and
human development. He draws upon studies in psychology that demonstrate how
extrinsic motivators can crowd out intrinsic motivation, a phenomenon known
as the overjustification effect. His work critiques not only the use of
rewards but also the punitive measures often paired with them, arguing that
these practices create environments of compliance rather than engagement.
Kohn advocates for approaches that prioritize respect, trust, and meaningful
participation.

Key Arguments in “Punished by Rewards”

In his seminal book, Punished by Rewards, Kohn outlines several key arguments
against traditional reward systems:

e Rewards control behavior rather than encourage understanding or
interest.

e They can lead to dependency, where individuals expect incentives before
engaging.

e Rewards may reduce creativity and risk-taking by promoting conformity.
e They often damage relationships by fostering competition and resentment.

e Rewards provide only short-term compliance, not long-term change.

The Psychological Basis of Rewards and
Punishments

The use of rewards and punishments is deeply embedded in behavioral
psychology, particularly in operant conditioning theories developed by B.F.
Skinner. These theories posit that behaviors followed by positive outcomes
are likely to be repeated, while those followed by negative consequences are
less likely to occur. While this framework has practical applications, Kohn
highlights its limitations when applied to complex human behaviors,
particularly in learning and development contexts.

Intrinsic vs. Extrinsic Motivation

One of the central psychological concepts related to Kohn’s critique is the
distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. Intrinsic motivation
arises from internal satisfaction, curiosity, or personal values, whereas
extrinsic motivation depends on external rewards or pressures. Kohn



emphasizes that excessive reliance on extrinsic motivators can erode
intrinsic interest, leading to decreased engagement and poorer outcomes.

Research Findings on Motivation

Empirical research supports many of Kohn'’s claims. Studies have shown that
when people are rewarded for activities they already enjoy, their intrinsic
motivation tends to decline. Furthermore, punishment and reward systems can
create anxiety, reduce creativity, and impair problem-solving abilities.
These findings underscore the importance of understanding the psychological
impact of incentive-based systems.

Negative Consequences of Reward Systems

While rewards may seem like straightforward tools for encouraging desired
behaviors, they often produce unintended and harmful effects. Kohn'’s analysis
reveals several negative consequences that can arise from overusing or
misapplying reward systems in various environments.

Undermining Autonomy and Self-Regulation

Reward systems can undermine an individual’s sense of autonomy by shifting
motivation from internal desires to external controls. This shift reduces
self-regulation, making people less likely to engage in positive behaviors
without the presence of rewards or threats. Over time, this dependency can
weaken personal responsibility and initiative.

Fostering Competition and Reducing Cooperation

When rewards are distributed selectively, they often create competition
rather than collaboration. This dynamic can damage relationships among peers,
reduce trust, and discourage teamwork. Kohn argues that environments
emphasizing cooperation and shared goals are more effective for sustainable
motivation and learning.

Short-Term Compliance vs. Long-Term Change

Rewards frequently produce immediate compliance but fail to instill lasting
behavioral change. Once the reward is removed, the desired behavior may
disappear. This short-term focus neglects the development of deeper
understanding, values, and habits essential for long-term success.



List of Negative Outcomes Associated with Reward
Systems

Decreased intrinsic motivation

Reduced creativity and innovation

Increased anxiety and stress

Damage to interpersonal relationships

Promotion of superficial compliance

Encouragement of unethical behavior to obtain rewards

Alternative Approaches to Motivation

In response to the limitations of reward-based systems, Alfie Kohn advocates
for alternative approaches that emphasize intrinsic motivation, autonomy, and
meaningful engagement. These approaches aim to create environments where
individuals are motivated by interest, purpose, and connection rather than
external incentives.

Promoting Intrinsic Motivation

Encouraging intrinsic motivation involves creating conditions that support
curiosity, mastery, and self-expression. This can be achieved by offering
choices, fostering a sense of competence, and connecting activities to
personal values and goals. Kohn stresses the importance of respecting
individuals as active participants in their own learning and development.

Collaborative and Community-Oriented Models

Rather than fostering competition, Kohn promotes cooperative learning and
community-building strategies. These models encourage mutual support, shared
responsibility, and collective problem-solving, which can enhance motivation
and social-emotional development.

Encouraging Self-Reflection and Critical Thinking

Motivating individuals through self-reflection encourages deeper
understanding and ownership of behavior. Kohn suggests that environments
supporting inquiry, dialogue, and critical thinking enable people to



internalize values and make meaningful choices.

Applications in Education and the Workplace

Alfie Kohn’s critique of reward systems has significant implications for both
educational settings and organizational management. His ideas encourage a
shift from traditional reward-punishment models toward more humane and
effective approaches that respect individual motivation and dignity.

Educational Implications

In schools, Kohn's arguments challenge the widespread use of grades,
stickers, prizes, and other extrinsic motivators. He advocates for teaching
methods that prioritize understanding over rote compliance and that nurture a
love of learning rather than fear of failure or desire for reward. This
includes promoting project-based learning, formative assessment, and
democratic classroom environments.

Workplace Motivation

In the workplace, Kohn’s insights urge managers to reconsider incentive
programs that rely heavily on bonuses, rankings, or punishments. Instead,
creating a culture that recognizes employee autonomy, supports professional
growth, and encourages meaningful contribution can lead to higher
satisfaction and productivity. Emphasizing intrinsic motivators helps to
build trust and long-term commitment.

Practical Strategies for Implementation

Organizations and educators looking to move beyond traditional reward systems
can consider the following strategies:

1. Provide meaningful choices to increase autonomy.

2. Create opportunities for mastery through challenging and relevant tasks.
3. Encourage collaboration rather than competition.

4. Foster a supportive community that values each individual.

5. Use feedback focused on growth instead of extrinsic rewards.

6. Promote reflection to deepen motivation and learning.



Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Alfie Kohn and what is his stance on
punishment and rewards?

Alfie Kohn is an American author and lecturer in education and parenting,
known for his criticism of traditional behaviorist approaches like punishment
and rewards. He argues that these methods undermine intrinsic motivation and
promote compliance rather than genuine learning.

What does Alfie Kohn mean by 'punished by rewards'?

The phrase 'punished by rewards' refers to Kohn's idea that using rewards to
control behavior can actually have negative effects, essentially punishing
individuals by reducing their natural motivation and creativity.

How does Alfie Kohn critique the use of rewards in
education?

Kohn argues that rewards in education can shift students' focus from learning
and understanding to merely achieving external incentives, which can diminish
their interest and engagement in the subject matter.

What alternatives to punishment and rewards does
Alfie Kohn propose?

Kohn advocates for approaches based on intrinsic motivation, such as
fostering curiosity, encouraging cooperation, and creating environments where
learners feel valued and autonomous, rather than relying on external control.

Why does Alfie Kohn believe punishment is
ineffective?

He believes punishment often leads to fear, resentment, and a damaged
relationship between authority figures and individuals, rather than promoting
genuine behavioral change or understanding.

Can rewards actually punish motivation according to
Alfie Kohn?

Yes, Kohn suggests that rewards can 'punish' motivation by turning enjoyable
activities into tasks done only for external incentives, which can decrease
intrinsic interest and long-term engagement.



What research supports Alfie Kohn’s views on
punishment and rewards?

Numerous psychological studies indicate that extrinsic rewards can undermine
intrinsic motivation, and that positive reinforcement and supportive
environments foster better learning and behavior than punishment or rewards.

How have Alfie Kohn’s ideas influenced modern
education practices?

Kohn's ideas have encouraged many educators to adopt more student-centered,
collaborative, and motivation-based teaching methods, moving away from
carrot-and-stick approaches.

What criticisms exist against Alfie Kohn'’s theory on
punishment and rewards?

Some critics argue that rewards and consequences can be effective in certain
contexts and that Kohn’s approach may not account for all individual
differences or situations requiring discipline.

Where can I learn more about Alfie Kohn’s views on
punishment and rewards?

You can explore Kohn'’s books such as 'Punished by Rewards,' his website, or
watch his lectures and interviews available online for comprehensive insights
into his philosophy on education and motivation.

Additional Resources

1. Punished by Rewards: The Trouble with Gold Stars, Incentive Plans, A’s,
Praise, and Other Bribes by Alfie Kohn

This foundational book challenges conventional wisdom about motivation,
arguing that using rewards and punishments to shape behavior often backfires.
Kohn presents research showing that extrinsic motivators can undermine
creativity, engagement, and long-term learning. He advocates for intrinsic
motivation and more humane approaches to education and parenting.

2. Drive: The Surprising Truth About What Motivates Us by Daniel H. Pink

Pink explores the science of motivation, emphasizing autonomy, mastery, and
purpose over external rewards and punishments. Drawing on decades of
research, he explains why traditional carrot-and-stick approaches often fail
in workplaces and schools. The book offers practical strategies for fostering
intrinsic motivation in various settings.

3. Mindset: The New Psychology of Success by Carol S. Dweck
Dweck introduces the concept of fixed versus growth mindsets and how these



beliefs influence motivation and achievement. She highlights how praise and
rewards focused on innate ability can limit potential, while encouraging
effort and learning fosters resilience. This book complements Kohn'’s ideas by
emphasizing the importance of mindset in motivation.

4. Drive to Learn: Understanding and Nurturing Motivation in Education by
Daniel H. Pink

Expanding on the themes in "Drive," this book focuses specifically on
education and how to cultivate a love of learning. Pink critiques traditional
reward systems in classrooms and offers alternatives that promote curiosity
and self-direction. It is a valuable resource for educators seeking to
inspire students beyond grades and tests.

5. The Motivation Myth: How High Achievers Really Set Themselves Up to Win by
Jeff Haden

Haden debunks the myth that motivation is a prerequisite for success, arguing
instead that motivation follows action. He provides insights on how to build
habits and systems that sustain motivation without relying on external
rewards. This perspective aligns with Kohn'’s critique of reward-based
motivation.

6. Drive: The Science Behind What Motivates Us by Edward L. Deci and Richard
M. Ryan

Deci and Ryan, pioneers of Self-Determination Theory, delve into the
psychological needs that fuel intrinsic motivation: autonomy, competence, and
relatedness. Their research supports Kohn’s arguments against extrinsic
rewards and highlights the importance of fostering internal motivation for
well-being and performance.

7. Intrinsic Motivation at Work: What Really Drives Employee Engagement by
Kenneth W. Thomas

This book applies motivation theory to the workplace, focusing on how
organizations can cultivate intrinsic motivation among employees. Thomas
critiques traditional incentive systems and offers practical advice on
creating environments that support autonomy and meaningful work. The insights
echo Kohn’s concerns about the limitations of rewards in motivating behavior.

8. How Children Learn by John Holt

Holt, a pioneering educator, emphasizes natural curiosity and self-directed
learning in children. He argues against conventional schooling methods that
rely heavily on rewards and punishments. His work resonates with Kohn’s ideas
about fostering intrinsic motivation and the negative effects of external
control.

9. Free to Learn: Why Unleashing the Instinct to Play Will Make Our Children
Happier, More Self-Reliant, and Better Students for Life by Peter Gray

Gray advocates for play-based, child-centered education that nurtures
intrinsic motivation and creativity. He critiques rigid, reward-based
educational systems and highlights the importance of freedom and exploration
in learning. This book complements Kohn’'s critique by emphasizing the natural
drive to learn when external pressures are removed.
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