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DO REWARDS HINDER
PERFORMANCE?

Sally was stressed with her son’s
refusal to do his homework. Knowing
from past experience that punishment
would fail, she chose a new tactic.

“If you do your studying I'll give
you a treat,” she coaxed. After
negotiating the treat, Jim eagerly
began his work.

“I wouldn’t do that,” advised a
neighbor. “I read that if you bribe a
child to do his homework he’ll lose
interest in it and won’t do it on his
own, and he’ll become less creative in
his studies.”

The advice given by Sally’s well-
meaning neighbor is also given by
some experts who advise against
using rewards as motivational tools.

They cite studies which claim that
those, who are rewarded for doing
tasks, show little interest in such work
once they are no longer rewarded.

Of more concern to parents and
educators is the claim that rewards, or
bribes as they are often called, stifle
creativity.

Those making these solemn
strictures are confusing bribes with
rewards. A paycheck is a reward, a
diploma is a reward. A good review of
a book, a thesis, a piece of artis a

provides little evidence that reward
reduces intrinsic task interests.”

However they discovered two
conditions in which rewards will not
have a lasting effect. The first is when
one is rewarded for doing something
with no demands on how and what is
to be done. The second is when a
person thinks he will be rewarded
only once for doing the task. If both
conditions exist then the person is less
inclined to engage in the activity on
her own.

If Sally does not set performance
standards for young Jim such as,
reading fifty pages a night or
successfully spelling ten words each
day, and if he thinks the offer of a
treat is a one time bargain, then of
course he is not going to continue
doing the work

Drs., Eisenberger and Cameron
also suggest that when giving tangible
rewards for successful completion of
tasks, a verbal compliment should
also be added. The research shows
that people will spend more time on a
task and enjoy it more when they are
verbally praised for their effort.

Another significant finding is that
rewards do not stifle creativity--just
the opposite. Rewards increase
creativity and in turn creativity spills
over into areas where no rewards are

Readers may send questions and
comments to Dr. Houle at P.O. Box 450
Southbury, CT 06488 or E-Mail:
drthoule@javanet.com
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