
 
 

PGR PROJECT – DEPARTMENT OF PSYCHOLOGY – DURHAM UNIVERSITY 

 

 

The Pleasures and Perils of Punishment
Background 

A great deal of research has shown that 
people are very willing to punish others 
who harm the self or social group (e.g., 
Fehr & Gächter, 2002), yet there is 
conflicting evidence regarding whether 
people find punishing others pleasurable 
or distressing (e.g., Carlsmith, Wilson, & 
Gilbert, 2008; Funk, McGreer, & Gollwitzer, 
2014). Recent research by Dr. Clark has 
demonstrated that there are important 
moderators regarding when people will 
find punishment distressing (Clark, 
Baumeister, & Ditto, 2017). For example, 
participants who chose to punish a 
transgressor experienced especially high 
distress when the transgressor did not 
have free will (Figure 1).  

 

Fig. 1. Significant interaction between 
punishment decisions and whether the 
transgressor had free will (M ± SE) on 
punitive distress (Clark et al., 2017). 

Aims and Methods 

Future work will investigate various 
features of punitive acts that influence 
both decisions to punish others as well as 
affective and emotional responses to 
punishing others. We are planning a 
variety of online, laboratory, and field 
experiments designed to test when and 
whom people wish to punish, and how 

these features influence subsequent 
feelings and outcomes for punishers. 

Relevance 

This project bridges interests of various 
subdisciplines in social psychology, 
including moral psychology, psychology & 
law, health psychology, experimental 
philosophy, and psychophysiology. 

Training 

The candidate's research activity will be 
based in Durham, Psychology. Besides a 
training in general research skills, the 
candidate will develop a deeper 
understanding of social psychology. The 
candidate will also receive training in 
various advanced statistical approaches. 

Suitable for  

PhD and MSc by Research students. 
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