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Abstract: We investigated whether consequentialist motives may underlie punishment decisions in single-round (i.e., one-shot) social
dilemmas in which there is no prospect of reciprocity. In particular, we used an incentivized public goods game to examine how the prospect of
receiving information on the effect of punishment (i.e., information that indicates potential regret and intention for future behavioral change on
the part of the transgressor) affects people’s punishment decisions. We also took person-situation interactions into account and studied
whether prosocial individuals (i.e., persons high in Honesty-Humility and Social Value Orientation) punish more strongly when they receive
consequentialist information. The data did neither reveal the hypothesized effects of information availability on punishment decisions nor were
these effects conditional on dispositional prosociality. We discuss potential limitations of these findings as well as open questions for future
research.
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The question of whether punishment is conducted out of
retributive or consequentialist motives represents an ongo-
ing debate and has also been investigated in the context of
social dilemmas and economic games. Social dilemmas are
defined as situations in which the individual interest con-
flicts with the collective interest, for instance, when it
comes to providing and maintaining public goods (Dawes,
1980; van Lange et al., 2013). As insufficient cooperation
behavior in social dilemmas is often punished (e.g., Fehr
& Gächter, 2002), such economic games (e.g., a public
goods game, see Ledyard, 1995) can be used to investigate
how retribution (i.e., an act of revenge to retaliate free-rid-
ing) and consequentialist motives (i.e., re-educating offend-
ers or deterring offenders from further free-riding)
contribute to punishment. Traditionally, the presence of
punishment in single-round (i.e., one-shot) interactions
has been interpreted as evidence for retributive motives
that contradict consequentialist accounts of punishment,
as there are no future interactions to deter or educate the
offender for. In these settings, punishment is thought to
be motivated by retribution and a desire for equality (Bone
& Raihani, 2015; Mischkowski et al., 2018). Here, we criti-
cally examine the Intuitive Retributivism Hypothesis by
investigating punishment behavior in a single-round inter-
action. In particular, we challenge this hypothesis by exam-
ining whether the outlook to receive information about

the effects that punishment has on the transgressor may
influence people’s punitive behavior in a one-shot public
goods game.

The current study conceptually replicates research on
how consequentialist – as opposed to mere retributivist –
motives affect punishment-related outcomes. Specifically,
we relate our study to Funk and colleagues (2014, Study
1), where participants report being more satisfied if punish-
ment is followed by feedback from the transgressor com-
pared to when punishment lacks any kind of feedback.
Their findings on people’s hedonic reactions after punish-
ment challenge the Intuitive Retributivism Hypothesis: If
people punish for retributive reasons, punishment should
be equally satisfying, regardless of its consequences on
the transgressor. We test whether people’s actual punish-
ment behavior – instead of their hedonic reactions related
to punishment – shows a similar pattern. Specifically, we
investigate if the outlook to receive information about the
effects of punishment on the transgressor affects people’s
actual punishment decisions, which would challenge the
Intuitive Retributivism Hypothesis.

Previous research using one-shot economic games sug-
gests that punishers adjust their punishment behavior
depending on the consequences that punishment may have.
In research on “hidden” versus “open” punishment, Crock-
ett and colleagues (2014) found that participants are more
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likely to punish and punish more harshly if their punished
partners find out that their final payoff was the result of a
punitive reduction (i.e., if punishment was “open”). Put dif-
ferently, when the punished partners would only find out
about their final payoff without any information about
how it came about (i.e., if punishment was “hidden”), par-
ticipants punished less. Crockett and colleagues interpret
this difference as the effect of deterrent (i.e., consequential-
ist) motives in the “open” punishment condition or concern
about communicating norms that accompanies people’s
retributive motives (which were identified in the “hidden”
punishment condition).

Also, using one-shot interactions, Molnar and colleagues
(2020) found that participants are willing to opt for a punish-
ment for their partner that is less severe if, along with the
punishment, their partner will read why their bonus has
been reduced (e.g., “because youwere unfair to your partner
in the previous task”). Thus, punishers want transgressors to
know that they are being punished and why (for similar find-
ings from social psychology, see Gollwitzer & Denzler,
2009; Gollwitzer et al., 2011). People also punish less, for
instance, if they can communicate their emotions (Xiao &
Houser, 2005), and punishers expect harmless punishment
to be as effective as harmful punishment if it is communica-
tive (Sarin et al., 2020; see also Cushman et al., 2022). The
present study looked at a related yet different facet of con-
sequentialist punishment and manipulates a factor that has
not been studied in the context of punishment decisions so
far: we varied experimentally whether punishers knew they
would receive information about the effect that their punish-
ment had on the transgressor.

In studies that examine punishers’ hedonic reactions,
findings suggest that punishers care about knowing how
punishment has affected a transgressor. People expect pun-
ishment to bemore satisfying if they imagine receiving feed-
back from the transgressor compared to when they imagine
receiving no feedback from the transgressor after punish-
ment, and this difference in satisfaction can also be found
if participants actually receive feedback or not (Funk et al.,
2014, Study 1). Plus, the content of the feedback matters,
such that information about a positive transgressor change
after punishment makes punishment more satisfying than
feedback about no change (see Funk et al., 2014, Study 2).
While research on the hedonic effects of punishment sug-
gests a role for consequentialism, it has not been studied
so far whether the availability of such consequentialist infor-
mation affects people’s punitive decisions to begin with.

The Present Study

In the present study, we experimentally varied whether
participants would be able to find out if their punishment
has had an effect on the transgressor. Keeping people’s

retributive and expressive options constant between condi-
tions, we examined how the availability of this kind of con-
sequentialist information (i.e., the prospect that punishers
will get to know which effect their punishment has on the
transgressor) affects people’s punitive reactions. If punish-
ment in one-shot interactions is purely retributive, the avail-
ability of information on the effect of one’s punishment
should not influence the degree of punishment. However,
if consequentialist motives contribute to punishment deci-
sions in one-shot interactions, punishment behavior should
increase when the corresponding consequentialist motives
are addressed.

To account for individual differences, we assessed dispo-
sitional prosociality that might moderate the effect of infor-
mation availability on people’s punishment decisions.
Specifically, we hypothesized increased consequentialist
punishment motives for dispositional prosocials as these
individuals should be more inclined to punish in order to
establish prosocial norms that prevent them from (further)
being exploited in the future. In this study, consequentialist
motives would only be addressed when the corresponding
information was provided, therefore we expected increased
punishment behavior in the respective condition for dispo-
sitional prosocials as compared to when no consequentialist
information was provided. As proself individuals per defini-
tion only maximize their own welfare, they were hypothe-
sized to invest few monetary resources to punish,
independent of whether consequentialist information would
be provided or not.

To assess dispositional prosociality we relied on Social
Value Orientation (SVO) as a measure of social preferences,
next to Honesty-Humility as the related basic trait dimen-
sion of the HEXACO personality inventory (Ashton &
Lee, 2007; Lee & Ashton, 2004). Specifically, SVO (Murphy
et al., 2011; Van Lange, 1999) consists of an individual dif-
ference measure “defined in terms of the weights people
assign to their own and others’ outcomes in situations of
interdependence” (Balliet et al., 2009, p. 533). SVO is oper-
ationalized as a series of Dictator Games in which individ-
uals allocate monetary resources between themselves and
an anonymous person. Even though SVO has been shown
to be highly predictive of cooperative behavior in social
dilemmas (for a recent meta-analysis, see Pletzer et al.,
2018), there is heterogeneous evidence on whether proso-
cials (i.e., individuals who consider the other person’s out-
come when allocating resources) punish more harshly
than proself (i.e., selfish) individuals. While some studies
do not find a difference between prosocials and proselfs
(e.g., Böckler et al., 2016; Mischkowski et al., 2018; Yamag-
ishi et al., 2012), others do find such a difference – both, in
the expected direction of increased punishment for proso-
cials (e.g., Bieleke et al., 2016; Haruno et al., 2014) as well
as in the reverse direction of decreased punishment for
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prosocials (Karagonlar & Kuhlman, 2013). We attempted to
explain this heterogeneous evidence by identifying a poten-
tial boundary condition. We investigated whether prosocials
punish more strongly, especially when consequentialist
motives are addressed. Specifically, using the materials
and measures of Mischkowski and colleagues (2018), our
methods allowed for direct replication of the relation
between SVO and punishment investments in the no infor-
mation condition. We expected to replicate their identified
null effect of SVO on punishment investments in the no
information (i.e., baseline) condition. However, when con-
sequentialist information was provided (i.e., in our experi-
mental condition), we expected prosocials to punish more
strongly than proselfs – thereby explaining heterogeneous
evidence on the relation between SVO and punishment.

To validate the person-situation interaction with a related
yet broader individual difference measure, we investigated
whether a similar interaction pattern holds for individuals
high in Honesty-Humility. Honesty-Humility “represents
the tendency to be fair and genuine in dealing with others,
in the sense of cooperating with others even when one
might exploit them without suffering retaliation” (Ashton
& Lee, 2007, p. 156). It thus represents a form of active
(vs. reactive) prosociality and has been shown to be related
to SVO (Hilbig et al., 2014). As individuals high in SVO and
Honesty-Humility cooperate in the first place (e.g., Balliet
et al., 2009; Hilbig et al., 2012), they inherently face a risk
of being exploited. As this rationalizes consequentialist pun-
ishment to establish prosocial norms, we hypothesized that
prosocials as measured by their SVO and Honesty-Humility
punish more severely when consequentialist motives are
addressed as compared to when they are not. In turn, we
expected generally low punishment investments for individ-
uals low in SVO and Honesty-Humility.1

Hypotheses

In the current study, we examined whether participants
invest more resources to punish (i.e., punish more harshly)
if they are able to find out its effects on the transgressor.
Our preregistered hypotheses were as follows:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): If punishment is not purely retribu-
tive but also driven by consequentialist motives, par-
ticipants who know that they will receive information
on the consequences of punishment on the transgressor
invest more resources to punish than participants
who know they will not receive this information.

Additionally, we took potential person-situation interactions
into account to offer an even further differentiated perspec-
tive on punishment behavior and its underlying motives.
We hypothesized that the effect of information availability
on punishment behavior would be more pronounced for
prosocial individuals (see Figure 1).

Hypothesis 2a (H2a): There is an interaction between
SVO and whether participants receive information on
the consequences of punishment on people’s punishment
behavior, reflecting that prosocials increase their pun-
ishment investments when consequentialist motives
are addressed. That is, we expect prosocials to show
stronger punishment in the condition with available
information in comparison to the condition without
given information. We expect a lower increase – if
any – in the punishment behavior of proselfs when
consequentialist information is provided as compared
to the control condition without this information.

Hypothesis 2b (H2b): We expected a similar interac-
tion pattern as outlined in H2a for individuals high
vs. low in Honesty-Humility.

Materials and Methods

All materials, codes, additional analyses, and anonymized
data are available on the open science framework
(https://osf.io/mpcyw/).

Data Collection

Data was collected via the Decision Lab Cologne, the data-
base of the Social Psychology research group at the Univer-
sity of Cologne (UoC). The data base mainly consists of
students from the UoC above 18 years who registered at
the database to receive invitations to participate in psycho-
logical studies. The database is built in accordance with
recent European data protection regulations (“DSGVO”)
and approved by the ethics committee of the UoC’s Faculty
of Human Sciences. Specifically, participants were informed
and agreed in the personality base assessment that their
personality data is going to be linked to their data of subse-
quent studies.

For the current study, participants were invited via
email to take part in an online experiment on “decision

1 It is important to note that Agreeableness, rather than Honesty-Humility, has been shown to be negatively related to punishment behavior
(Hilbig et al., 2016; Thielmann et al., 2020). However, we focus less on the general relation between prosocial traits and punishment, but on
potentially increased consequentialist punishment motives for (active) prosocials (i.e., individuals high in SVO and Honesty-Humility) who face a
risk of being exploited in comparison to reactive prosocials (i.e., individuals high in Agreeableness). We report bivariate correlations between all
HEXACO dimensions and punishment investments as well as the interaction effect of each HEXACO dimension with the information condition in
an online appendix on the Open Science Framework (OSF; https://osf.io/gu4by/).
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preferences.” The invitation entailed information about the
estimated duration, average payment, and broad informa-
tion about the study’s content and procedure. Participants
who subscribed to a virtual session of the experiment were
therein paired with three other participants and interacted
with them in real-time. The study itself was run via oTree
(Chen et al., 2016) in accordance with economic standards.
That is, interactions were real, without any deception. Deci-
sions (e.g., contributions to the public good, punishment
investments) were incentivized, meaning participants were
paid according to the decisions they and their group mem-
bers made.

For each hypothesis, we conducted an a priori power anal-
ysis in G*Power (Faul et al., 2009) based on an alpha level of
.05 and a power of .90 (see the Stage 1-Protocol as prereg-
istration for details, https://osf.io/9672y/). To assure a high
power for the interaction effect (H2), we preregistered to
collect data of at least N = 200 participants with correct
answers to the comprehension questions of the public goods
game (i.e., indicating that they correctly understood the
conflict of individual and collective interests, see below).

We further preregistered to include an important covari-
ate in our model: the averaged contribution behavior of the
other group members relative to one’s own contribution, so
that we could assess the effect of information availability
independently of the degree of inequality in contributions.
We complied with all of these aspects.

Sample

In total, 276 participants (76 male, 198 female, 1 diverse,
1 missing) between the ages of 18 and 81 (M = 29.04, SD
= 10.76) successfully completed the experiment. At the

beginning of the study, the software randomly assigned
each group of four players either to the control (n = 147)
or experimental condition (n = 129). Note that we report
complete participation without considering participants
who started but dropped out of the study, yielding sample
sizes being not divisible by four. Out of this complete sam-
ple, 203 participants (56male, 145 female, 1 diverse, 1miss-
ing)2 between the ages of 18 and 81 (M = 28.36, SD = 9.14)
answered the comprehension check questions correctly and
formed the final sample, out of which 116 were in the con-
trol condition (no availability of consequential information)
and 87 were in the experimental condition (availability of
consequential information).

Condition and Measures

As outlined, our manipulated variable is the availability of
information on the consequences of punishment. To assess
whether the impact of such consequentialist motives in
one-shot interactions differs among prosocials and proselfs,
wemeasured SVO (H2a) via the 15 items SVO SliderMeasure
(Murphy et al., 2011) and Honesty-Humility (H2b) as part of
the HEXACO personality inventory (100 items version; Lee
& Ashton, 2018). As a dependent variable, we assessed pun-
ishment magnitude (i.e., punishment investments, analyzed
as percentual investments relative to the earnings of the pub-
lic goods game; see section on Transformations).

As further measured variables, we assessed cooperation
behavior as individual contributions to the public goods
game. In addition, we asked participants at the end of the
information condition whether they would behave differ-
ently in a similar future interaction and whether they regret
their contribution behavior.

2 One participant entered a non-retrievable Decision Lab ID and could therefore not be matched to the base assessment that includes the
personality measures and demographics. That is why the number of observations is reduced to N = 202 when testing H2a and H2b and when
reporting demographic variables.

Figure 1. Illustration of the hypoth-
esized interaction pattern (H2):
Punishment investments as a func-
tion of the availability of conse-
quentialist information and
dispositional prosociality.
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Procedure

In general, when registering as a participant at the Decision
Lab Cologne, participants first take part in a base assess-
ment containing a broad range of personality question-
naires (e.g., basic traits, social preferences, cognitive
reflection capacity, etc.). Data is pseudonymized via a Deci-
sion Lab ID, and participants have consented that data can
be linked to subsequent studies. Thus, the relevant person-
ality data (i.e., SVO and the HEXACO personality inventory
containing Honesty-Humility) had already been collected
prior to our study, allowing us to solely run the Public
Goods Game as outlined below.

Focusing on the procedure of the data collection of the
present study, participants first provided informed consent
and received the instructions of a public goods game in
groups of four players. Each of the players received 4€ that
they could decide to keep or contribute to the common
good. Participants were described that the money they con-
tribute to the public good would be doubled before the
overall sum of all players’ contributions would subsequently
be divided equally among all four group members, yielding
a return of the public good of 0.5. Participants read exam-
ples about fictional payoffs depending on certain contribu-
tion patterns (for the exact wording of the instructions,
see https://osf.io/uszje/). They were reminded that they
were interacting with real partners and that their decisions
were about real money. Participants were explicitly told that
at a second stage of the game, they would be able to reduce
the other players’ outcomes at a cost, if they liked, with a
cost-to-impact ratio of 1:4 (e.g., subtracting 4€ from a group
member when deciding to invest 1€ for it). In a similar vein,
participants were informed that their group members would
also have the option to costly reduce their payoff. At the
end of the same description page, participants would then
be randomly assigned to either read that (1) at the end of
the game they would get to know how the other players ret-
rospectively evaluate their contributions and how they
would behave in future interactions like this, versus (2) at
the end of the game, they would not get to know how the
other players retrospectively evaluate their contributions
or how they would behave in future interactions like this.
These wordings constituted our two experimental condi-
tions (availability of consequentialist information/no avail-
ability of consequentialist information).

On the next page, participants were asked comprehen-
sion questions on the public goods game (for details, see
Exclusion Criteria section and Instructions in Appendix I).
Next, participants decided how much they wished to con-
tribute to the public good (a round number between 0
and 400 Cents). Once all participants had made their deci-
sions, participants were explained that they would now see
everyone’s contribution behavior and that they could

decide to reduce a player’s payoff by spending part of their
money if they liked. Depending on the experimental condi-
tion, participants then read once again (1) that they would
get to know afterwards how the other players retrospec-
tively evaluate their contributions and how they would
behave in future interactions like this, or (2) that they would
not get to know afterwards about these things. On the next
page, participants saw the respective information on every
player’s contribution behavior in their group, including their
own (labeled as Player A, B, C, and D). This information
was provided in absolute terms in Cents, as well as in rela-
tive terms to all contributions depicted in a pie chart.

Next, participants were asked to decide if they wished to
deduct money from at least one other group member. They
were reminded once again that they (1) would or (2) would
not get to know afterwards how the other players retrospec-
tively evaluate their behavior. If participants decided that
they would like to deduct money from at least one other
group member, they indicated separately for each player
how much money exactly (in Cents) they wished to invest
from their current payoff in order to subtract the fourfold
amount from that player.

Participants would see a summary of how much money
they had deducted from whom, followed by a page on
which they would see a general summary about how much
money they had at the beginning of the game after the con-
tribution stage, how much costs had occurred because they
had decided to reduce other players’ payoffs, how much
money was deducted from their own payoff because of
the decisions made by all other players, as well as their
resulting final payoff.

Lastly, since all interactions were real, participants in the
information condition answered two questions about how
much they regretted their contribution behavior (on a con-
tinuous slider ranging from not at all to very much) and
how much they would contribute in future interactions like
this (on a continuous slider ranging from nothing to every-
thing, displaying the participant’s contribution as a starting
point at the corresponding part of the slider). These two
answers served as consequentialist information that was
then actually displayed to the other participants on the next
page to comply with completely deception-free study stan-
dards. After having completed all stages of the public goods
game, participants answered the manipulation check (if
they had received information from the other players on
how they retrospectively evaluated their behavior or not)
along with a second item (indicating whether they had
received information on their partners’ contributions). Par-
ticipants were thanked and debriefed and could leave feed-
back in an open-ended textbook. They received the payoff
that resulted from their interaction behavior in the public
goods game as payment plus an additional general partici-
pation payment of 2€ a few days later via bank transfer.

�2022 The Author(s). Distributed as a Hogrefe OpenMind article under Zeitschrift für Psychologie (2022), 230(2), 127–137
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Analyses and Results

Preprocessing

Exclusion Criteria
To assure sufficient game understanding, comprehension
check questions to the public goods game were asked at
the very beginning of the study and needed to be answered
correctly in order to continue with the study. Participants
read the description of the public goods game and were
asked which contribution (a) maximizes their own outcome
(correct response: none at all), (b) maximizes the group’s
outcome (correct response: contributing everything), and
(c) how much they have to invest in order to substract 1€
from a group member (correct response: 25 Cents, see orig-
inal materials, https://osf.io/mpcyw/). Up to three incor-
rect answers were allowed; after the third incorrect
response, instructions were displayed again (the relevant
parts being marked in bold). In case some participants were
still not able to answer the control questions correctly, they
were allowed to take part (in order to enable the remaining
three participants to continue with the study), but their data
were excluded from the main sample reported here.3

As preregistered, we did not exclude participants who
answered the manipulation check at the end of the game
incorrectly (n = 28 from the control condition, and n = 4
from the experimental condition). The findings do not dif-
fer when including the subgroup with incorrect answers
to the manipulation check in the analyses, therefore we
report the main sample here (N = 203), as preregistered
in the Stage-1 protocol.

Transformations
Even when punishing to a similar extent (i.e., investing the
same amount of resources on absolute terms), punishment
investments differ in their severity for each participant
depending on the outcome of the first stage of the public

goods game (i.e., after each of the four group members
made their contributions). To account for this relative dif-
ference, we transformed as preregistered punishment
investments as a percentual investment to the earnings
from the public good. Otherwise, no transformations were
made. Note that punishment investments as a continuous
variable also contained the binary decision, whether or
not to punish at all, as the no-punishment decisions were
coded as zero (Cents) investment.

Descriptives and Preliminary Analyses
For an overview of descriptive statistics and zero-order cor-
relations, see Table 1.

On average, participants contributed almost three quar-
ters of their endowment to the public goods game (M =
286.07 Cents, SD = 137.27, min = 0, max = 400). The pun-
ishment rate was relatively low, participants’ binary deci-
sion to punish indicated that 141 participants (69.46%)
did not decide to punish at all. The continuous punishment
investments were correspondingly small (absolute M =
20.51 Cents, SD = 49.93, min = 0, max = 400; as percental
investments relative to earnings from the public good M =
4.16%, SD = 12.06, min = 0, max = 100). From the 62 par-
ticipants who decided to punish, the absolute continuous
investments ranged between 1 and 400 Cents (M = 67.15,
SD = 71.22), the investments relative to earnings from the
public good being on average 13.62% (SD = 18.72). Partici-
pants’ final average payoff of the game (without the addi-
tional participation payment of 2€) was 561.10 Cents (SD
= 202.59, min = 0, max = 925). As an indicator of altruistic
(vs. antisocial) punishment, participants’ relative punish-
ment investments were positively related to how much par-
ticipants’ contributions had differed from the group’s
average, r = .357, p < .001, replicating earlier findings that
participants who contributed above the average of their
group members also punished more severely (see Mis-
chkowski et al., 2018).

3 As preregistered, we report findings from the whole sample online (see https://osf.io/mpcyw/). We checked for a systematic dropout between
conditions and indeed found more participants in the experimental condition with a lack of game comprehension (p = .032). Note, however, that
results are robust and do not change when including all 276 participants (i.e., those with a lack of game understanding).

Table 1. Means, standard deviations (SD), and intercorrelations

Correlations

Variable Scale Mean (SD) 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6.

1. Punishment 0, 1 30.54%

2. Punishment investments � 0, in Cents 20.51 (49.93) .62**

3. Relative punishment investments 0–100 4.16 (12.06) .52** .96**

4. Contributions 0–400 Cents 286.07 (137.27) .16* .21** .20**

5. Averaged difference of contributions ± 400 Cents 16.31 (161.36) .29** .34** .36** .86**

6. Social value orientation angle In degree (�16.26�–61.39�) 25.70 (13.70) .07 .01 .00 .12 .11

7. Honesty-Humility 0–5 3.54 (0.67) �.07 �.05 �.02 .10 .08 .27**

Note. For the binary variable Punishment, we report point-biserial correlations. Number of observations for 1–4: N = 203, for 5–6: N = 202. +p < .1; *p < .05;
**p < .01 (two-sided).
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Main Analyses and Results

To test the first hypothesis (H1), whether participants who
receive information on the consequences of punishment on the
transgressor punished more in that they invest more
resources to punish than participants who know they will
not receive this information, punishment investments were
regressed on the information condition. Importantly, we
controlled for the averaged group members’ contribution
behavior relative to the own contributions to the public
good (i.e., the difference between own and averaged group
members’ contributions) as this reflects the degree of
inequality in contributions that most likely influences the
severity of punishment (see Mischkowski et al., 2018). By
keeping its influence constant, we could independently
assess the effect of information availability. There was no
significant effect of experimental condition on relative pun-
ishment investments (β = �.035, p = .595), only the above
described relation to participants’ relative contribution
behavior significantly predicted participants’ relative pun-
ishment investments (β = .357, p < .001). Thus, the data
did not allow to reject the Intuitive Retributivism Hypothe-
sis: Punishment behavior did not increase when consequen-
tialist information was provided.

To test the interaction effect (H2), that prosocials punish
more severely when consequential motives are addressed as
compared to when they are not, we conducted two analyses.
First, we regressed the punishmentmagnitude on the exper-
imental manipulation of information availability, SVO, and
their interaction term (H2a), controlling for an individual’s
difference to the averaged group members’ contribution
behavior (see above). SVO was centered on the sample
mean. A significant interaction would reflect that prosocials
differ in comparison to proselfs with regard to their punish-
ment magnitude when consequentialist information is
given. The data did not reveal any significant effect of con-
dition (β = �.038, p = .563), SVO (β = .026, p = .780), or the
interaction of condition and SVO (β = �.096, p = .306) on
participants’ relative punishment investments. Again, only
participants’ relative contribution behavior positively pre-
dicted punishment (β = .367, p < .001).

Similarly, when conducting the same regression model
with Honesty-Humility (HH) instead of SVO to assess dis-
positional prosociality with a broader basic trait (H2b), there
was neither a significant effect of condition (β = �.034, p =
.612), HH (β = �.070, p = .416), nor of the interaction of
condition and HH (β = .031, p = .713) on participants’ rela-
tive punishment investments. Once again, only participants’
relative contribution behavior positively predicted punish-
ment (β = .365, p < .001).

Since the distribution of punishment investments is
highly skewed, we analyzed all hypotheses with punishment
decision as binary dependent variable as a non-preregis-

tered, exploratory robustness check. Results remain similar
(all p > .300).

Discussion

The debate on the impact of retributive vs. consequentialist
punishment motives is long-lasting and has been investigated
with various approaches; for instance, by investigating the
influence of motive-congruent information (e.g., Carlsmith,
2008), by tracking down information search behavior (e.g.,
Carlsmith, 2006), next to investigating punishers’ hedonic
reactions (e.g., Funk et al., 2014). While the first two areas
of research have found support for the Intuitive Retributivism
Hypothesis, findings from research on punishers’ hedonic
reactions have challenged it, as punishers’ justice-related sat-
isfaction depends on the effects of punishment. Punishers
expect to be and indeed are more satisfied after punishment
if transgressors understand that the bad treatment they
receive is punishment for their wrongdoing (Gollwitzer
et al., 2011; Funk et al., 2014, Study 1). In addition to a trans-
gressor’s mere understanding, punishers also react positively
if they find out about the positive effect of punishment on the
transgressor (Funk et al., 2014, Study 2).

In congruence with findings on the hedonic reactions,
earlier studies have found that people’s actual punishment
decisions are affected by whether transgressors are or are
not able to realize that the bad treatment they receive is
punishment (for instance, when punishment is “open” or
“hidden,” see Crockett et al., 2014; or when punishers
can make sure their message is received, see Molnar
et al., 2020). In the present study, we aimed at further chal-
lenging the Intuitive Retributivism Hypothesis by assessing
how the outlook to receive information about the effects of
punishment (i.e., consequentialist information) affects par-
ticipants’ actual punishment decisions. From a retributive
perspective, the availability of such information should
not affect people’s punishment behavior. And indeed, our
data did not confirm this consequentialist alternative
hypothesis. When it comes to actual punishment decisions,
punishers were unaffected by whether they would or would
not find out about the effects of their punishment decision
on the transgressor. In addition, we could not identify this
hypothesized effect to be conditional on dispositional proso-
ciality (i.e., individuals high in SVO or Honesty-Humility) in
that prosocials did not increase their punishment behavior
more strongly than proselfs when consequentialist informa-
tion was provided. Thus, our data did not provide any evi-
dence that prosocials’ punishment behavior may be
particularly pronounced when consequentialist motives
are addressed. As a consequence, future research is needed
to reconcile heterogeneous results regarding the relation

�2022 The Author(s). Distributed as a Hogrefe OpenMind article under Zeitschrift für Psychologie (2022), 230(2), 127–137
the license CC BY-NC 4.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0)
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between dispositional prosociality and punishment behavior
(see, e.g., Bieleke et al., 2016; Böckler et al., 2016; Karagon-
lar & Kuhlman, 2013).

In sum, the present findings do not replicate and extend
earlier findings regarding people’s hedonic reactions to peo-
ple’s actual punishment behavior, and our findings do not
allow us to reject the Intuitive Retributivism Hypothesis.
A first possible explanation for why we could not conceptu-
ally replicate the effects on hedonic reactions with partici-
pants’ actual punishment decisions is that, in the present
study, manipulating the availability of consequentialist
information might have been linked to a variable that we
did not consider in our design: When participants learned
that they would receive information on the effects of pun-
ishment, they knew that they would also potentially receive
information that their punishment has had no effect. Thus,
our experimental manipulation may also have increased the
salience of uncertainty in regards to whether punishment
would be able to bring about an effect. Such a sense of
uncertainty was not present in studies on hedonic effects
of punishment: Once participants’ in those studies indicated
their satisfaction, they already knew the exact effect of pun-
ishment on the transgressor (e.g., as indicated by the trans-
gressor’s feedback message, see Funk et al., 2014). By
reversing any potential positive effect that consequentialist
motives might have on people’s punishment decisions, such
uncertainty could have contributed to low punishment rates
in the present study. In order to investigate this possibility,
future studies should directly manipulate the degree to
which punishment is likely to cause a change in the trans-
gressor (thus manipulating a decision maker’s sense of
uncertainty) along with the availability of information,
and examine how both factors affect people’s actual pun-
ishment decisions.

A second possible explanation for the mismatch between
findings of hedonic reactions versus actual punishment
decisions is that those earlier findings on the hedonic
effects may not be linked to “punishment” motives, but
rather to more general “justice motives.” It is possible that
transgressor change generally has positive effects on peo-
ple’s hedonic reactions (e.g., Funk et al., 2014), indepen-
dent of whether oneself has actually punished and as
such elicited the transgressor change. Similarly, other lines
of research have found that a renewed sense of value con-
sensus with the transgressor restores a sense of justice in
victims (see, e.g., Justice Restoration Theory; Wenzel
et al., 2008; Okimoto & Wenzel, 2009). Thus, that jus-
tice-related satisfaction does not differ between people

who punish and people who do not (e.g., Funk, 2015; Funk
et al., 2014) can be interpreted as a challenge to the Intu-
itive Retributive Hypothesis, yet it could also suggest that
interpreting hedonic reactions after punishment as an indi-
cator for punishment motives is problematic.

With regard to the chosen paradigm and operationaliza-
tion, future studies need to test if the null-effect that we
found using a public goods game replicates in other set-
tings, for instance, when using other kinds of economic
games (e.g., punishment as the rejection of unfair offers
in ultimatum games). In a similar vein, it remains to be
examined whether the outlook to receive consequentialist
information influences third-party punishment. Specifically,
third-party punishment can be linked to moral indignation
(Camerer, 2003), whereas second-party punishment (as
investigated here) has been shown to be related to retribu-
tive anger (Mischkowski et al., 2018). Since consequentialist
information might be particularly important to morally
indignant external punishers, its influence might increase
in third-party punishment settings. Thus, future research
examining further (e.g., third-party) punishment settings is
needed to challenge the Intuitive Retributivism Hypothesis.
Lastly, punishment researchers should continue to combine
a broad array of different approaches – including internally
valid laboratory studies (e.g., economic games) as well as
other externally generalizable methods (e.g., vignette or
field studies) in which the different nuances of real-world
experiences can be reflected to a broader extent. Impor-
tantly, as the present findings illustrate, because hedonic
reactions after punishment and actual punishment deci-
sions may diverge, it is crucial to study various punishment
measures and not only focus on one of them when investi-
gating people’s punishment motives.

Limitations

There are also limitations of the present study that should
not go unnoticed. First, it is possible that we could not iden-
tify any effect of consequentialist information on punish-
ment decisions because the sample consisted of many
people who decided not to punish at all (around 70%).
The present sample behaved very prosocially, to begin with,
in that the original contribution behavior was quite high.
This is an interesting finding in itself and not necessarily
a limitation, yet it might have led to the low punishment
rate displayed by the participants: Participants simply did
not have much reason to punish.4

4 However, these sample characteristics have also been found in other punitive economic games on prosocial punishment (Mischkowski et al.,
2018). Next to these descriptive results, we replicate two findings from Mischkowski and colleagues (2018), showing the meaningfulness of our
data. First, participants who contributed above the average of their group members also punished more severely. Second, we again found no
relation between SVO and punishment; yet since this is true for both of the conditions, this comes at the cost that we could not identify a
boundary condition for the relation between dispositional prosociality and punishment behavior.

Zeitschrift für Psychologie (2022), 230(2), 127–137 � 2022 The Author(s). Distributed as a Hogrefe OpenMind article under
the license CC BY-NC 4.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0)
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Second, given that our manipulation check was captured
after the dependent variable (i.e., punishment investments)
and – even more importantly – after participants had seen
the consequentialist information in the experimental condi-
tion, we cannot rule out that participants only realized
which information they were given based on the actual
information and not based on the preannouncement in
the instructions. The reduced number of participants who
failed to pass the manipulation check in the experimental
condition (n = 4) in comparison to the control condition
(n = 28) might be an indicator that our MC was incapable
of capturing whether participants knew at the point of mak-
ing their punishment decision whether or not they would
receive consequentialist information.

If the manipulation was unsuccessful and too many par-
ticipants in the control group thought that they would
receive information on the effects of punishment when they
made their punishment decision, not finding any differ-
ences in punishment between the two experimental condi-
tions would come as no surprise. However, it is more likely
that the high number of failed manipulation checks in the
control condition reflects a problem with the manipulation
check item (and not with the manipulation as such). Partic-
ipants in the control group may have confused, for instance,
the information regarding their group members’ contribu-
tion behavior with information on others’ intentions how
to behave in future interactions when they responded to
the manipulation check item after they made their punish-
ment decision. In this case, the uneven distribution of failed
manipulation checks would not bias the null effects we
found.

Conclusion

We have presented findings from a preregistered experi-
mental study in which participants interacted with each
other in an incentivized public goods game. In the present
study, we did not find an effect of one particular type of
consequentialist information on people’s actual punishment
decisions. Neither could we identify this effect to be condi-
tional on participants’ dispositional prosociality. Instead,
only participants’ relative contribution behavior was consis-
tently related to their subsequent punishment decisions.

While the current findings do not allow to reject the Intu-
itive Retributivism Hypothesis, they should also not be
interpreted as direct “confirmation” of the hypothesis, how-
ever, because in the present study, the Retributivism
Hypothesis served as the null hypothesis. As such, our find-
ings do not preclude other interpretations that need to be
contrasted in future research. Just as our findings are in line
with the Intuitive Retributivism Hypothesis, it is possible
that punishers eliminate the relative disadvantage and
restore equality by punishing, as competitive motives would

suggest (Raihani & Bshary, 2019). These motives need to
be contrasted in future research, emphasizing in more gen-
eral terms that the research area of people’s punishment
motives remains an exciting field.
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