REWARD CONTROLS BEHAVIOR:  THE FALLACY OF THIS CONCEPT

Introduction

I will quote Bill Powers several times throughout this document.  They will come from his book Making Sense of Behavior.  I will simply note the pages on which they are found.

On p. 110, Powers states, “Reward and punishment were not inventions of psychology:  They were part of folk wisdom handed down through the ages.  Reward and punishment have always been thought of as means by which one person can control the behavior of another.”

Perceptual Control Theory (PCT) rejects the notion that one man can control another.  I concur, however, this is not easy for many to accept.  Why?  Because we are human beings, and as human beings we have been so influenced by either folk wisdom or psychology or both.  The result -- the belief that control to change behavior is second nature to us all.  It’s our perception that we CAN control the behavior of another, but our perception is erroneous.  Let’s see if we can demonstrate this error of belief.

Do Rewards Really Change Behavior?

Let’s create a scenario.  Your child brings home a report card filled with failing grades.  You prefer he bring home a report card filled with A’s and B’s, so you begin by offering to reward him $10.00 to bring home just one A or B on his next report card.

Before you present your offer, have you considered the following preconditions that are associated with anyone offering a reward to someone to do a “rewarder’s” bidding?  On p. 116, Powers lists five preconditions associated with reward when attempts are made to control the behavior of another person.  Rather than list these preconditions, I’ll attempt to illustrate them.

First, are you pretty sure that your son wants $10.00?  If he doesn’t want $10.00, he might well reject your offer.  You see, you’re not really in control of the situation, are you?

Second, have you made sure that your son doesn’t already have enough money that your $10.00 offer is meaningless to him in terms of his financial need for the present or immediate future?  If he has enough, he may reject your offer.  You see, you’re not really in control of the situation, are you?

Third, are you sure that asking your son to bring home at least one A or B doesn’t cause him more pain or embarrassment or excessive fatigue, or interfere with his own control over something else in his life.  For example, if you know he spends several hours each evening talking on the phone with his girlfriend, and he knows that the amount of study time required to get the $10.00 will reduce his phone time minutes to a level below what 

he wants, he may reject your offer.  You see, he has two wants.  He wants the $10.00 because he has a use for it, but he also wants to talk to his girlfriend, so if he perceives that his anxiety over lost minutes with his girlfriend is greater than the pressure he perceives to get the $10.00, he may reject your offer.  You see, you’re not really in control of the situation, are you?

Fourth, are you sure that your son can’t get $10.00 by doing something else that is quicker and easier.  For example, he might ask someone else for $10.00 without having to do anything in return.  You see, you’re not really in control of the situation, are you?

Fifth, are you sure that your son can’t just take the $10.00 from you as soon as he finds out you have it to give and can give it.  (“Not my son,” you say.  Perhaps not your son, but should we abandon the principle simply because you can trust your son?)  You see, you’re not really in control of the situation, are you?

Who Really Is in Control?

Quoting Powers a couple of more times:

“You didn’t make him do that; he’s trying to get what he wants and that’s why he did it.” (p. 124)

“If it weren’t for the need or desire to control others, the ideas of reward and punishment would probably never have arisen.” (p. 110)

I like Powers statement on p. 121, “What would happen, one wonders, if we simply abolished the idea of reward, and substituted the PCT interpretation of human interactions?” He goes on (p. 122), “. . . do we really want to give up the idea of forcing other people to behave as we want them to behave?  That’s what PCT boils down to.  If you understand PCT, this isn’t revolutionary; it’s just a simple truth:  People control their own experiences.  The only way you can truly force someone to behave as you wish is through the threat or actuality of overwhelmingly superior physical force—and even that’s only a temporary solution unless you throw them in a cage or kill them.  If that’s the sort of society you want, good luck—but you’d better watch your back.

Conclusion

Regarding reward, when a person is given the reward you offered him because he produced your desired outcome, you may believe with the rest of the world that you made him do it.  Not so.  He did what he did because he wanted to do it.  It just so happened that what he did coincides with what you wanted him to do.
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