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Abstract 

 

This qualitative study set out to explore the student perspective on an implemented token 

economy system in a secondary school setting. Two focus group interviews were conducted, 

each with five participants, randomly sampled to include two students from each of the five 

year groups (first to fifth year) in the school. An inductive approach to thematic analysis was 

employed to analyze the data and four main themes were identified, including: 1) The Whole 

School Approach, 2) The Implementation of The System, 3) The Effect of The System on 

Student Motivation, and 4) The Reward Value. The results yielded some insights into the 

effectiveness of a token economy system in a secondary school setting and highlighted the 

importance of garnering the views of students in evaluating the impact that such a system can 

have on student motivation and behaviour. The results from this study would suggest that 

further investigation into the systematic implementation of a token economy system at whole 

school level would be beneficial. It also probes further exploration into how the inclusion of 

student voice, in the development of key elements of a token economy system, such as the type 

of reward and organization of the system, would impact the efficacy of a token economy system, 

in place, in a post-primary setting.  
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Introduction 

 

Token economy systems have long been regarded as beneficial in facilitating positive 

behaviour changes in many different types of educational settings. The idea of a token economy 

system is grounded in the operant conditioning methods of B.F. Skinner, who proposed that 

behaviour modification was possible based on consequences (Skinner, 1966). Token economy 

systems generally use neutral stimuli such as points or tokens to reinforce positive behaviour. 

Those tokens or points can then be later cashed in for a more tangible and desirable reward. 

There is much documented evidence to suggest that token economies can successfully support 

an improvement in social and academic behaviours in a range of school-setting such as 

preschool, primary school and post-primary school (Doll, McLaughlin, & Barretto, 2013). 

Furthermore, it is apparent that many schools rely on token economy systems as an important 

behaviour management, but often such systems are implemented with little thought given to 

the importance of a clear systematic structure, especially when implemented as a large scale 

tool (Higgins, Williams , & McLaughlin, 2001). It seems also rare, from examining the 

literature, that students themselves are consulted in relation to the implementation of token 

economies or the associated elements such as the reward structure, despite recommendations 

that the user should play an important role in the design of any system of which they are part 

(Sellman, 2009).  

The Roots of Token Economy Systems  

 
Token economy (TE) systems have been implemented in a range of different settings 

for many years and continue to be a popular means of increasing positive behaviours, 

motivation and engagement in schools, homes and businesses (Doll, McLaughlin, & Barretto, 
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2013). The idea of a token economy stems directly from B.F Skinner’s idea of Operant 

Conditioning, which refers to ‘learning that occurs based on the consequences of behaviour’ 

(Stangor & Walinga , 2012). Skinner (1966) outlined a four term contingency to explain how 

behaviour can be modified through both positive and negative reinforcement and punishment. 

A positive reinforcer refers to an event that increases the likelihood of a behaviour reoccurring 

by presenting something pleasant, while a negative reinforcer refers to an event that increases 

the likelihood of a behaviour reoccurring by removing something unpleasant. On the other 

hand, a positive punisher refers to an event which weakens or decreases the likelihood of a 

behaviour reoccurring by presenting something unpleasant, while a negative punisher refers to 

an event which weakens or decreases the likelihood of a behaviour reoccurring by removing 

something pleasant (Reynolds, 2017). In a TE system, a reward is delivered contingent upon 

specified, desirable behaviour. However, token economies are often employed in conjunction 

with a response cost (RC) system, whereby tokens or points are also removed contingent upon 

undesirable behaviour. Token economies can vary in both design and implementation and 

incorporate both reinforcement and punishment components.   

In a TE system, explicit pre-determined socially desirable behaviours are reinforced, 

often by a neutral stimulus (usually points or tokens), which can later be exchanged for a more 

sought-after reinforcer. With repetition of this process, the points or tokens become the 

reinforcing entity, allowing reinforcement to be immediate and hence often more effective. The 

receiver of the reinforcement then usually cashes in the points or tokens for a primary 

reinforcer, and often has a say in what that is to be (McLeod, 2018). A token economy can be 

solely a rewards-based system, recognising a positive change in behaviour through 
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reinforcement, or can incorporate the idea of response cost (RC) in conjunction with the 

reinforcement strategies. As Hackenberg (2009) points out the tokens used within a token 

economy have no intrinsic value whatsoever and therefore can often serve several functions 

including reinforcement and punishment.  

Response cost is a strategy, which involves removing tokens or points when targeted 

undesirable behaviour occurs (Sara, 2017). Used in isolation, response cost involves the 

removal of tokens or points given noncontingently at the start of a lesson/class. The student 

can then exchange their remaining tokens at the end of a lesson for a primary reinforcer. 

Response cost methods have been shown to help improve behaviour in educational settings 

(Fiksdal, 2014). Lee, Becky Penrod, Jenifer and Price (2016) investigated the effectiveness of 

two different variations of a token economy system in a general education classroom; one that 

was contingent solely upon the response cost strategy and one upon reinforcement. The study 

revealed that both systems were effective in improving classroom behaviour. Nevertheless, it 

appears most popular to use response cost within token economies systems, as combining the 

two strategies has been found to be quite effective in improving behaviour (DeJager , Houlihan, 

Filter, Mackie, & Klein, 2020). Fiksdal (2014) argues that one main advantage of this 

combination is that tokens can been removed for one behaviour and earned for a completely 

unrelated behaviour. It is however also important to note that there are some possible ethical 

considerations surrounding the idea of response cost.  

Implementation of a Token Economy System 

The specifics of token economies vary depending on the setting and the implementer. 

However, the importance of having structure and certain predeterminants in place, is regularly, 
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discussed in the literature on token economies. Kazdin and Bootzin (1972) outline the steps 

involved in setting up and implementing a token economy. They highlight the necessity of 

clarifying the target behaviour, ensuring tokens are delivered when the target behaviour is 

witnessed and that after a predetermined number of tokens have been collected, they can be 

exchanged for an agreed primary reinforcer. Kazdin and Bootzin (1972) emphasise the 

importance of having rules regarding the collecting and cashing-in of tokens and argue that 

these rules should be made explicit by showing students how to earn and exchange tokens in 

practice. It is argued by Hall (1979) that while it is essential that a token economy contains 

certain elementals, there is a good deal of flexibility in how a system is employed. The types 

of tokens used, the type of primary reinforcer and the reinforcement schedule (e.g. a fixed or 

variable ratio of behaviour occurrences, or interval based, a time bound schedule) for 

exchanging tokens are all at the discretion of the implementer. Fiksdal (2014) maintains that 

the success of the token economy system, as a behaviour modification tool, can perhaps be 

accredited to the degree of flexibility the system facilitates.  

Using Token Economy Systems in Schools  

TE systems have been used in a variety of settings, however the most well documented 

use of TE systems is in education. According to Kazdin (1997), the use of token economy 

systems in schools can be traced back to as early as the 7th century, when a monk distributed 

biscuits to children who learned their prayers. Token economies began to be used in a more 

modernised, explicit way in the 1800’s, when a system known as Excelsior became popular in 

the United States. Teachers would distribute “Excellent(s)” and “Perfect(s)” to reinforce pro-

social and pro-academic behaviours, which were later exchanged for a special certificate in 
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recognition of great performance (Doll, McLaughlin, & Barretto, 2013). Since then, there is a 

wealth of evidence outlining the development of TE systems in both traditional and non-

traditional school settings across the world, including special education schools (Truchlicka, 

McLaughlin,& Swain,1998; ), kindergarden/preschools (Filcheck et al., 2004 ; McGoey & 

DuPaul, 2000), elementary/primary schools (Fiksdal,2014; Shakespeare, Peterkin & Bourne, 

2018), post-primary schools (Porter, 2007 ; LeBlanc,2004) and colleges (Boniecki & Moore, 

2003). While these systems may be implemented in different ways, the same fundamental 

underpinnings of token economies apply, regardless of the setting. The long documented 

history of TE systems is perhaps testament to the effectiveness of such systems in schools, in 

promoting both positive social and academic behaviour.  

Focusing on more recent literature, it seems that the employment of TE systems is more 

popular in pre-school and primary school settings than in secondary schools (Doll, 

McLaughlin, & Barretto, 2013). Furthermore, much of the research appears to be carried out 

in schools with individual students with behavioural or learning difficulties (Zlomke & 

Zlomke, 2003; Shrogen et al., 2011;Thompson, McLaughlin, & Derby, 2011), or in a classroom 

setting (Salmon, 2015 ; Mirzamani, Ashoori & Sereshki, 2011), rather than at whole-school 

level, and often in schools with students who have special educational needs (Crawford & 

McLaughlin,1982; Wilson,Tarbox,& Ghezzi, 2006; Aziza & Yasin, 2018). It is unclear as to 

why this dispartity exists, although Doll, McLaughlin and Barretto (2013) suggest that teachers 

may be more apprehensive towards using a TE system in a secondary school setting or there 

may be a perceived lack of effectiveness of TE systems with older children and adolescents.  
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There is undoubtedly a paucity of literature examining the use of TE system in 

secondary school settings. One study carried out by Porter (2007) examined the effectiveness 

of a whole-school TE system implemented in a high-school setting (similar to a secondary 

school, but in an American context). The study aimed to investigate whether a TE system could 

be effective in increasing student attendance and improving behaviour and academics. The 

results indicated that the system positively impacted attendance, behaviour and academic 

achievement and supported the attainment of student-set goals. A study by LeBlanc (2004) also 

indicated the positive effects a token economy can have on increasing students’ intrinsic 

motivation in a high-school setting. This study was, however not carried out on a school-wide 

level but sampled a group of under-achieving students. Nevertheless, given the positive 

findings of these studies and the recommendations from reviews on token economies such as 

that by Doll, McLaughlin and Baretto (2013), it is surprising that the implementation of TE 

systems in secondary/high school settings has not been researched in greater depth.   

The Purpose of TE systems in Schools 

 

There are, according to LeBlanc (2004), several advantages of implementing TE 

systems, including ‘combating inappropriate social behaviour (Anderson & Katsiyannis, 

1997), enhancing academic skills (Donlan, 1991; Jones, 1996) and preparing students for real 

world scenarios (Lyon & Lagarde, 1997)’. Action research carried out by Shakespeare, 

Peterkin and Bourne (2018) in a primary school found the implementation of a TE system to 

be effective in decreasing disruptive classroom behaviour and in creating a more positive 

classroom environment, conducive to learning. In addition, a more recent study, DeJaeger et 

al. (2020) found that a token economy system was beneficial in reducing problem classroom 



 

 

 

 

 

12 

 

 

 

 

 

behaviour and increasing academic engagement in a rural elementary school. Other studies 

such as those carried out by Wilson, Tarbox and Ghezzi (2006) and Aziza and Yasin (2018) 

reveal how token economies can be effective in improving attending behaviour in young 

children with autism and in augmenting task completion abilities in students with learning 

difficulties, respectively. It is therefore, unsurprising, given the positive impact of token 

economies, revealed in several studies, such as those mentioned above, that token economies 

continue to be a popular means of improving positive behaviour and enhancing academic 

motivation across a variety of educational settings. In fact, the Special Educational Support 

Service (SESS) lists a TE as a positive intervention strategy for managing both individual and 

classroom behaviour, having researched literature to examine the advantages of using TE 

systems as a means of positive behaviour modification (NCSE, 2019).  

Token Economies and Motivation  

 

Aside from being advantageous in improving undesirable behaviour and increasing 

academic engagement, it has also been suggested that token economies can effectively increase 

a student’s intrinsic motivation  (LeBlanc, 2004). According to Ryan and Deci (2000), intrinsic 

motivation refers to being ‘involved in an activity for the sheer pleasure that involvement alone 

elicits’. While some students possess a considerable amount of intrinsic motivation to learn 

and engage in school, it is argued that others need more direct and tangible reinforcement to 

encourage engagement (Doll, McLaughlin, & Barretto, 2013). LeBlanc (2004) suggests that 

the targeted goal in a school setting should be to help students’ make links between the value 

of the work they complete in school and the higher objectives of that work (such as achieving 

good exam results, which will allow one to follow a particular career path), so that their actions 
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in school become more self-determined. Slavin (1999) found that extrinsic rewards, similar to 

those used in a TE system, can be effective in increasing intrinsic motivation when the rewards 

are contingent upon the quality of performance rather than merely on participation. 

In addition, Le Blanc (2004) argues that the use of external rewards for increasing 

intrinsic motivation is justifiable, given that students are often not intrinsically motivated to 

perform school-based tasks, but points out that it is often self-determined forms of extrinsic 

motivation that work best. Eccles et al. (1993) maintain that involving students in decision 

making around classroom structures and potential external rewards often serves to enhance 

participation and involvement. The important point to note here is that involving students in 

the development and organization of a token economy system, particularly in determining 

key elements of the system, such as the reward may lead to an increase in intrinsic motivation 

and hence performance in school. 

Nevertheless, it is important to note the criticisms in relation to the effects of token 

economies on intrinsic motivation. Kohn (2006) argues that students often become reliant upon 

external rewards, once exposed to receiving these rewards for an extended period, and hence 

lose intrinsic motivation. As Cameron and Pierce (1966) suggest, students’ focus is often 

shifted towards consistently seeking the external reward, resulting in a lapse of concentration 

on the actual learning material. Furthermore, LeBlanc (2004) contends that if rewards are used 

as means of controlling rather than motivating, intrinsic motivation can be undermined. Dowd 

and Val (1996) explain that controlling rewards serve to enhance extrinsic motivation, while 

informed rewards (generally determined by or with the inclusion of student opinion) support 

an increase in intrinsic motivation. Hence, it would seem warranted to suggest that the design 
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of the token economy system and more specifically of the reward within the system needs 

careful consideration in order to ensure it can serve its specified purpose.   

Token Economies for The Whole vs. The Individual 

 

TE systems can be implemented for individuals or for a group. While the basic idea is 

the same, it is concurrently argued that the targeted person or group will often determine the 

efficacy of the outcomes. Kohn (2005) argues that the implementation of a TE system for a 

class or larger group can create a controlling environment and reduce intrinsic motivation. In 

such a case, students tend to seek the gratification of an external reward, rather than being 

independently motivated. Hence, the system could be arguably dampening students’ inherent 

motivation to behave appropriately or perform to a high-standard. In addition, McDonnell 

(2012) notes that for an inclusive class, students with special educational needs may need more 

individualized programs in order to be able to access the system and earn tokens/points. This 

argument could indeed be put forward for any mainstream class, in which naturally the abilities, 

behaviours and attitudes of students can differ substantially, making it difficult to implement a 

token economy, with which all students will engage and benefit from. Students who are initially 

engaged in the program may quickly disengage if their behaviours are not reinforced when 

anticipated or may become disinterested if the reward is consistently the same.  

On the contrary, Filcheck & McNeil (2004) argue that there are drawbacks to token 

economies targeted at a particular individual. It is suggested that other students can feel left out 

if one particular student is involved in a reward-based system. Furthermore, it may be difficult 

for the teacher to keep track of a system directed at one individual, when teaching a group or 

whole class. The targeted individual is also perhaps at risk of feeling isolated or singled-out, 
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being the only person assigned to such program. Nevertheless, there are several examples in 

the literature highlighting the necessity to individualize programs and adjust systems to suit the 

needs of the individual. Tarbox, Ghezzi and Wilson (2006) investigated whether it would be 

possible to improve the eye-contact of an autistic boy Adam using a TE system. Each time the 

boy made eye-contact for at least three seconds with his tutor before the tutor delivered 

instruction, the boy was reinforced with a star sticker. On earning 10 stickers, Adam would get 

a break from academic work. In this case, eye-contact was only improved when the back-up 

reinforcer was immediately available. This research illustrates the importance of having a 

flexible program, based on the individual’s needs and specific targeted behaviour.  

While the literature seems to focus on the implementation of TE systems for the 

individual or at classroom level, there appears to be a dearth of research carried out on the 

effectiveness of token economies implemented at whole-school level. A study by Porter (2007) 

investigated whether a TE system would have an effect on academics, attendance and 

behaviour when implemented at a school-wide level in a high-school in Ohio. The action 

research-based study collected data over an 18-week period and found a slight increase in 

students’ overall attendance and academic performance. Porter (2007) concluded, however, 

that the results were not strong enough to suggest that the program was effective for all students 

in the school, nor was it possible to conclude that similar results would be experienced in a 

different high-school setting. Aside from this study, there is limited research documenting the 

efficacy of TE systems at a whole-school level. This is surprising given that the NCSE (2019) 

suggests using a TE system at school-wide level to improve behaviour.  
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The Student-Voice and Importance of Autonomy  

As referenced by Sellman (2009), changes made by The United Nation’s Convention 

on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) ensure that children have ‘the right to express their views 

on all matters affecting them (article 12)’. The treaty has since influenced schools to involve 

students more in both organisational and pedagogic decision making, which has arguably 

improved the communication, motivation and academic achievement of students. It has also 

provided teachers and school leaders with better insight in order to improve teaching and 

learning and organisational structures (Sellman, 2009). Furthermore, MacBeath, Demetriou, 

Rudduck and Meyers (2003) suggest that projects which involve students in their creation and 

development facilitate the growth of stronger student-teacher relationships and foster a stronger 

sense of community, tolerance and diversity within school environments.  

In relation to the organisation and structuring of token economies within educational 

settings, there appears to be a lack of evidence referencing student involvement. Doll, 

McLaughlin and Barretto (2013) mention the importance of involving students in determining 

the back-up reinforcer or so-called secondary reward within a token economy system, in order 

to ensure students are motivated to achieve this reward and hence engage better with the 

system. Nevertheless, there is a paucity of research examining students’ views on the 

effectiveness of an implemented TE system, or research exploring how student involvement in 

the development of the system can enhance its efficacy. Sellman (2009) makes reference to 

student opinions on a token economy system in place in a particular school, as part of a study 

on student-voice, which sampled students who were experiencing social, emotional and 

behavioural difficulties. The study mentions that students found the system to be ‘superficially 
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effective in motivating, but was also a major cause of irritation’ and was generally disliked by 

the students, however, gave no alternatives. Furthermore, the students main suggestion was to 

change the rewards available within the system (Sellman, 2009).  This brief insight alone would 

perhaps serve to better inform schools of the benefits of consulting students in relation to the 

implementation of a token economy system. In doing so, TE systems may evolve to be more 

beneficial and effective in serving the purpose of improving both socially desirable and 

academic behaviours. 

While there is a wealth of research exploring the efficacy and effects of the 

implementation of Token Economy systems in pre-school and primary school settings at 

classroom or individual level, there is limited research on Token Economy systems in 

secondary schools or at whole-school level. Moreover, the existing literature does not seem to 

take in to account the student perspective on the impact of a Token Economy systems on 

motivation, behaviour or engagement. However, it does argue that such systems are effective 

in increasing motivation to learn, in promoting positive behaviour changes and in increasing 

engagement in the classroom. In addition, it seems that garnering the students’ views on 

systems in place in schools and in the development of systems is both important from an ethical 

standpoint and valuable in increasing student investment and interest in the systems. The 

primary goal of this research study is therefore, to evaluate the student perspective on the 

impact of a Token Economy on these factors such as motivation, engagement and behaviour 

and in doing so, add to the literature on the efficacy of TE systems in post-primary settings.    
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Methodology 
 

Participants 

Access to potential participants was granted by the school principal, who acted as a 

gatekeeper, given that participants are under the age of 18. Convenience purposive sampling 

was used to select participants for this study. Participants were students, selected from the 

secondary where the researcher works. A class from each year group (first to fifth year), whom 

the researcher does not currently teach, was selected at random. Students in each class were 

given consent forms if an interest in participating was expressed. Two students from each class 

were then selected at random from those who returned the signed consent forms. Four male 

and six female students participated in the study.  

Design 

The main focus of this research project was to gather student’s view on a token 

economy system in order to identify whether the students find the system to be useful in 

increasing motivation and engagement in the classroom. A qualitative approach was used for 

this study and the sampling was carried out purposively. According to Howitt & Cramer (2017, 

p.72), qualitative research is appropriate when there has been little previous research carried 

out in the area and when the researcher ‘wishes to study the complexity of something in its 

natural setting’. There is a paucity of research documenting students’ perspectives on TE 

systems and limited literature examining the efficacy of TE systems in secondary schools. In 

addition, a qualitative approach seemed more fitting for this project, as a more structured 

method, such as a multiple choice questionnaire, may not have provided sufficient detailed 

description, which is required to answer the proposed research questions (Howitt & Crammer, 

2017, p. 372). 
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The qualitative data was collected using focus groups. It is argued by Howitt & 

Crammer (2017, p.379 ), that focus groups are an effective method of gathering the 

perspectives of the participants, whom the research is about and facilitate a conversational 

approach, allowing participants feel more at ease.  Furthermore, Howitt & Crammer (2017, p. 

379) suggest that focus groups enable the researcher to ‘evaluate the findings of research in the 

eyes of the people the research is about’, which is crucial to this research project as it focuses 

predominantly on the student’s views of a TE system.   

Materials 

 

A Dictaphone was used to carry out the focus groups, as well as the Voice Memos app 

on an iPhone XR. No other specialised equipment was employed. Nvivo software was used to 

analyse the collected data for accuracy of coding.  

Five open-ended questions were designed to guide the focus group. The questions were 

developed with aim to prompt discussion or open up debate on the topic areas highlighted in 

the proposed research questions, as recommended by Howitt & Crammer ( 2017, p.380) (See 

Appendix 3).  

Procedure 

Participants were greeted in a meeting room, introduced to each other and reminded of 

the purpose of the study, what the focus group would involve and their option to withdraw 

from the group at any time. The participants were also informed again that the interview would 

be recorded and were asked if they had any queries or questions before the first question was 

asked. It was explained that the interview would be broadly conversational, aimed to gather 

their perspectives on the TE system in place in the school  and that there was no pressure to 

answer any particular question. Each focus group last between 50 and 60 minutes. Each of the 
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interviews began with a broad, open-ended question. Before the interviews concluded, 

paticipants were aksed if there was anything further they wished to add or of they had any 

questions. Recordings were saved onto a password protected laptop and each interview was 

transcribed verbatim into a Microsoft Word document. The identity of all participants was 

protected by anonymising their names using the letters A-J. The name of the school, as well as 

any teachers’ names during the interview were also anoymised using pseudonyms. 

Ethics 

This research project was approved by the Dublin Business School Ethics Board. A 

number of measures were taken to ensure optimum ethicality before data collecttion began. 

The initial steps involved providing an information letter and consent form to the school 

principal, requesting access to the sample (students in the school), outlining the nature of the 

study and asssuring that all possible steps would be taken to anonymise the school and any 

members of the school community (See Appendix 1). All potential participants were then 

provided with information letters and a consent form. Given that the participants were under 

the age of 18, the consent form was required to be signed both by a parent/guardian as well as 

by the participant ( See Appendix 2). The information letter outlined the voluntary nature of 

participation, the right of all participants to withdraw at any time from the study and explained 

the efforts that would be made to anonymise all participants involved  as recommended by The 

Psychology Society of Ireland (2011).  

The position of the researcher as a teacher in school had to also be taken in to 

consideration. Classes whom the researcher does not teach were chosen in an effort to avoid 

participants feeling under pressure to participate due to a power differential (Howitt & Cramer, 

2017, p.171). The voluntary nature of the study was also reiterated to participants before the 
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focus groups began. In addition, the focus group was carefully conducted to ensure participants 

felt as comfortable as possible in each others presence, did not feel under pressure to respond 

in front of peers and so that the participants did deviate to topics that might make other 

participants feel uncomfortable, which can according to Sim & Waterfield (2019) sometimes 

occur during focus-group discussions. In order to avoid this occurring, jointly-set ground rules 

were established, prior to the focus group and this included a discussion around the 

confidentiality of the content discussed during the interview. It was also ensured that all 

participants were aware of the nature and objective of the research study. The researcher 

endeavoured to ensure all participants had adequate time to respond and to speak during the 

focus group session. All participants were also debriefed on conclusion of the focus group 

interview. Participants were also be supplied with a list of services, which they could contact 

should they feel the need. 

Data Analysis 

 

Thematic Analysis was employed to analyse the data collected from this study. The 

flexibility and structure of this analysis method facilitated a rigorous analysis of the data. Braun 

& Clarke (2006) argue that thematic analysis is effective in summarising key features of a large 

body of data. The research assumed a constructionist position, placing emphasis on the 

structual conditions, which enabled the individual accounts that were provided (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). An inductive approach was employed and the themes were identified at a latent 

level, whereby the analysis was data-driven and the themes closely linked with the collected 

data, having been identified after some interpretative work by the researcher.  
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In order to effectively analyse the data, using the method described by Braun & Clarke 

(2006), the researcher adhered to the six steps proposed for carrying out Thematic Analysis 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006). The steps include:  

1. Familiarizing yourself with your data  

2. Generating initial codes  

3. Searching for themes  

4. Reviewing themes 

5. Defining and naming themes 

6. Producing the report 

Following these steps helped to create  a systematic pathway for developing key themes 

to be analysed and discussed in the sections that follow. The transcripted data was coded both 

by hand and using Nvivo 12, in effort to ensure no important data was neglected. The raw data 

was revisited regularly to facilitate full immersion in the data and the gradual development of 

themes. A concept map was first constructed to support the data familiarisation process and 

help generate initial codes. Thereafter, several  mindmaps were created to facilitate exploration 

of possible themes, defining and naming themes before determining the final themes for 

reportation.  
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Results 

 

Several maps were created to convey the development stages of the coding process. 

Initially, a concept map (see Figure 1) was constructed in order to illustrate the array of topics 

that were apparent early on in the process and to serve as a springboard for deeper exploration 

of the results. At this point, some of the themes were discarded, albeit being interesting, did 

not present as prominent as other themes. However, these themes could be worthwhile 

investigating in future research. 

Figure 1: Concept Map 
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On review of the concept map and after further analysis of the coded transcript, a mind-

map (see Figure 2) was created to categorize some the themes and subthemes that appeared 

most and prominent relevant to the research questions.  

Figure 2: Initial Mind Map 
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The original mind map was revised after further refinement of the themes and 

subthemes. The finalized themes and subthemes that were identified are illustrated below (see 

Figure 3) and will be outlined in the subsequent section. 

Figure 3: Finalized Themes- Mind Map 
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Theme 1: Whole School Approach 

 

This theme conveys the students’ view on how the school-wide implementation of the 

token economy system impacts the efficacy of the system and the students’ engagement with 

the system. Students portrayed a clear understanding of the positive and negative aspects of 

implementing a school-wide system.  

 

I like the way it's a team effort, but also in same way I don't like that it's team 

effort, like you can have everyone working really, really well and you can have 

like one or two people who just bring everything down. So I think this should be 

a way to distinguish between outliers in the system.  Reward that people are 

trying. Like even some people that don't so well in with the points, but like you 

can see they're still trying really hard in class but they're just not getting it. I 

think there should be a reward though. I think there should be something to do, 

it can't just be ruined all by one person.. (Participant F ) 

 

While the idea of whole-school implementation is not referenced specifically by the 

participants, both positive and negative aspects of the competition within, interdependence and 

the suitability of a whole-school system for the individual student were mentioned frequently.  

Subtheme 1a: Interdependence 

 

The concepts of interdependence, ‘group-effort’ and ‘team-effort’ frequently occurred 

in the analysis of the results. Participants expressed satisfaction at the idea of being able to 

contribute to their class’ effort to achieve the most positive points, claiming that being part of 

team often encourages a willingness to participate in the system.  
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I like the way that if someone gets rewarded it kind of helps the whole class in 

the long run. (Participant J) 

I like to think that, I'm helping towards the class that I have points and it might 

get us there. (Participant G) 

 

Furthermore, one participant in particular was pleased by the idea of a group effort, as 

they felt it helped people to learn to work together collaboratively towards a common goal. 

 

I like the way it's a group effort and that it’s going to class and not (just) yourself 

because I kind of like how teachers help you work with others and not just by 

yourself and that when you get effected by negative or positive points it’s not 

only you, it's like other classes as well. (Participant G) 

 

Conversely, some participants expressed distain at having to rely on their peers’ in order 

to be presented with a reward. Participants felt it was unfair that even though some people were 

putting in great efforts in order to receive a reward, it was often the case that the class did not 

win because of a few students who were reluctant to engage or ‘don’t care’ about the system. 

Participants seemed particularly frustrated by this facet of the interdependent nature of the 

system. 

 

I feel like there's a few people in the class that are trying to get the point(s,) but 

then seeing that the rest of the class doesn't care then it's like ‘what's the point 

because we're not going to win anyways. (Participant C) 

 

It was evident that participants struggled with the necessity to rely on others to achieve and be 

recognised for their participation and engagement. One participant claimed that this 
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interdependence  “kind of stresses people”, arguing that it is very deflating when one gets 

negative points and the whole class are frustrated because that person then ‘brings the whole 

class down’.  

Subtheme 1b: Competition 

 

Because the token economy system is implemented at whole-school level, there is an 

element of competition between both students and classes, which participants view as having 

positive and negative implications. Participant E  reported that the competition between classes 

is apparently a motivating factor to enhance engagement in the system.  

Everybody in my class always takes it very very seriously, kind of like a 

competition on who can get the most…you want to work towards the reward but 

you also want to show everyone your class is the best. (Participant E) 

However, similar to the aversion participants expressed towards interdependence, it seems that 

the competitiveness can also be a cause for resentment, as some students are apparently 

unbothered by the system, while others yearn to win. 

(…)there’s some people in my class that just don’t  care about it and then 

there’s most of people in my class (who) are like ‘come on let’s do this you’ll 

get this prize and stuff’. (Participant E) 

While the participants seemed to be generally positive themselves about the competition within 

the TE system, annoyance towards other students in the school, who don’t seem to care, was 

evident.   

Subtheme 1c: The Whole vs. the Individual 

 

A reoccurring topic in the results concerned the suitability of a whole-school token 

economy system for the individual student. Participants were adamant that the system was 
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flawed in terms of equality, stating that often those students who ‘try really hard’ are often not 

rewarded, because they are not vocal or confident enough for their efforts to be noticed. 

(…)it's not necessarily that they're bad in class or they're not trying, it's just that 

they don't feel comfortable putting their hand up all the time. (Participant H) 

The participants also reference how challenging it can be to get recognised and be 

presented with a reward. Participants recount that while it is possible for individual students to 

be rewarded if they place in the top ten highest scores in the year group, it is consistently the 

same people who achieve this. Participants explain that people who are trying equally hard, but 

may just learn ‘at a different pace’ often do not get rewarded, leading to disappointment and 

frustration.  

I get like that people have different learning paces and its unfair because say 

they're two people trying very hard; for one person it's like within their genes 

to be say smarter than the other person and then they got more points than them. 

I think that's unfair. (Participant G) 

There was frequent reference to how individual differences influence the individual 

experience of the system and frustration expressed at how unsuitable the system is for many 

students in the various year and class groups.  

Theme 2: Implementation 

 

Participants remarked upon variances in implementation of the system and highlighted 

how those variances impacted both the individual student experience of the system and virtue 

of the system. Participants also reflected on how the student-teacher relationships in different 

classes impacted how frequently the teacher used the TE system for behaviour management or 

academic motivation.  
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Subtheme 2a: The teacher’s interpretation 

 

As the TE system is implemented at a whole-school level, the individual teacher’s 

interpretation of the system mechanics apparently leads to a somewhat different experience for 

students with each teacher. Participants acknowledged that the teachers’ approach to using the 

TE system in the classroom has a profound impact on how invested the students are in the 

system.  

(...)you know the way teachers are meant to write P and C on the board for 

praise and concern, like some teachers don't even write that at the start of the 

class and then you don't feel like you have to work for anything because it's not 

there you're not going to get any points. (Participant J)  

In addition, the participants claim that it can take some time for the newer teachers to accustom 

to the TE system, resulting in delayed delivery of points, confusion over how to gain positive 

points and ultimately a lack of interest in engaging with the system in those classes, in which 

teachers are not utilising the system effectively.  

But the newer teachers wouldn't know how to work the system and they'd only 

start getting it right when we're halfway through the year. Then you're kind of 

already at your mocks and you don't really care about that then. (Participant 

A) 

(… )was a new teacher, he wouldn't he didn't get it properly so we couldn't get 

as much points, even if we were all putting in the work. (Participant I) 

Participants also explained that different teachers give out points for varying reasons. 

Some teachers allocate a mass of points to the whole class, while in other classes a lot more 

effort is required to be rewarded points.  
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It depends on the class and the teacher, because for example in physics, as long 

as we're in class we get points at the end of the class. But then for something 

like English, you actually have to answer the questions and stuff to get points. 

So it really depends on the teacher. (Participant F) 

This point was elaborated on and referenced in terms of both positive and negative 

points, with participants conveying the general message that it is often unclear in some classes 

how to gain points or why points are taken away due to inconsistencies among teachers.  

Subtheme 2b: Student-teacher relationships 

It emerged from analysis of the results that participants believe that the utilisation of 

the TE system alters as student-teacher relationships change. Participants were of the opinion 

that the TE system is useful at the onset in helping student and teachers form relationships, but 

that once these relationships become more solidified, the TE system loses weight.  

I feel like the whole system is kind of like introducing the new year- [groups], 

to like maybe gain, the relationships with the teachers that you will need or 

hope to have so they can just ask if they need help or something. (Participant 

F)  

Participants made reference to how the TE system is often more influential with the younger 

year groups, who have yet to form relationships with their teachers. The older participants hint 

that teachers often use the TE system with first year students as a classroom management  

strategy or to encourage engagement, whereas with the older year-group teachers are “a little 

more tolerant to like taking away points.. and don't really feel like they have to give points 

anymore”  because they’ve gotten so “used to the teachers” and “become really friendly” 

(Participant G).  
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Theme 3: Motivation 

A prominent topic that arose during the focus group interviews concerned the purpose 

and value of the TE system. The participants largely agreed that the system is a powerful 

influencer of extrinsic motivation, especially for the younger years, but that as one progresses 

into the more senior years in school, the system loses values as students become more 

intrinsically motivated.  

Subtheme 3a: Extrinsic motivation 

Participants revealed that the idea of being rewarded for engagement and effort in class, 

is a motivator to participate and work hard. This seemed to be especially true for the younger 

participants, although the older participants also agreed that the idea of positive points was an 

effective motivator when they began their post-primary journey.  

I mean it did definitely in first year (be) ‘cause like in primary school I wasn't 

one to put my hand up much, I was kind of shy, but [with] the reward you kind 

of get better at putting your hand up because you’re like ‘oh I'm gonna get 

something out of this’, you're gonna learn something and you're gonna get 

points so it kind of.. it does help. (Participant A)  

Participants seemed to recognise the TE system as a motivational tool, used to promote positive 

behaviour, learning and engagement. The idea of ‘winning’ and being rewarded was 

appreciated as being a motivational asset.  

It does get you a lot more motivated to do stuff especially if you win you know,.. 

it just makes school a better experience. (Participant B) 

The participant’s appraisal of the TE system for increasing extrinsic motivation was evident, 

especially for the younger year groups and during the early stages of exposure to the system.  
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Subtheme 3b: Intrinsic Motivation 

A clear distinction was repeatedly made about the effectiveness of the TE system for 

increasing motivation initially compared with over time, as the students progressed through 

school. It was apparent that students believed the rewards system became more redundant as 

they got older. The participants claimed that this change occurred as a result of increasing 

intrinsic motivation, whereby the students became more self-motivated by academic 

achievement and a willingness to succeed in school. One participant pointed out that as you 

progress through school it is no longer as useful; “you kind of forget about it and I suppose 

you're probably more enthusiastic about it in first year because it's new and you get rewarded 

for stuff.” (Participant B), while another added that “you're kind of like more..not more mature 

but like points don't really matter as much as getting the work done or something...” 

(Participant A).  

Furthermore, some participants felt that with some alterations to the system, it may be 

possible to increase the motivation of older students through points, stating that having “have  

something different for like  the different stages” may help to increase student interest in the 

system and hence improve engagement. On the other hand, participants argued that it was 

inevitable that students would lose interest in the system as “everyone will just stop engaging 

at some point” (Participant F).  

 

Theme 4: The Reward Value 

 

Partcipants gave recognition to the value of being able to achieve and receive rewards 

in a school enviornment. The reward was seen as an integral part of the TE system and 
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participants maintained that achieving a reward is a motivating factor that often helps to 

increase engagement and positive behaviour in the classroom environment. 

(...)it’s a good motivation for people, particularly anxious people because they 

get something after and then it gives you a sense of relief like ‘awh I did all this 

work and I got something after’.(Participant D) 

There was frequent mention of the reward throughout the focus group interviews. The 

comments made by participants suggest that the reward has varying value to different students 

and that the type of reward presented has a substantial impact on how invested students are in 

the TE system.  

Subtheme 4a: Reward Preference 

 

The participants appeared quite interested and passionate about expressing their views 

in relation to the type of rewards that are on offer and how often those rewards are rotated. It 

was generally agreed that the type of reward is one of the greatest influencers on the level of 

student engagement with the sytem. Participants felt that often the rewards on offer often didn’t 

appeal to individual students and hence resulted in a lack of interest in the system. “actually 

maybe the people that don’t care, maybe it’s because the things we get don’t motivate them” 

(Participant C).  

In addition, participants felt that regular repetition of the same reward was a cause for 

disengagement with the system, stating that “if it’s always the same thing, we wouldn’t put the 

extra effort in” (Participant B). Appreciation for various types of rewards that had been 

introduced was also expressed, “we have a few like sometimes we just had a free class where 
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we just had music and some people go out and play sports.. that used to be fun.” (Participant 

A). 

Participants did offer various solutions as to how to change and improve the reward in 

order to help increase motivation amongst students. Surveying students about what type of 

reward they would like was mentioned as a possible solution, while others suggested simply 

changing the reward more regularly would be effective, “ I think the biggest thing for me is the 

reward, to change it up” (Participant J). Participants did however recognise that given the large 

scale of the system that it would be difficult to suit all students’ reward preferences, “see there’s 

so many people that it’s probably like you have limited resources for” (Participant B). It is 

clear, however, from these opinions comments that the reward is an very important aspect of 

the system to the students.  

Discussion 

 

The purpose of this research study was to establish the student-voice in relation to a 

token economy system, in order to gain an insight into whether the users of the system i.e. the 

students, find it to be effective in enhancing student motivation, academic achievement and in 

improving classroom behaviour. The data collected revealed that students view the system 

generally positively and see it as a tool for enhancing motivation and engagement, but feel it 

is more applicable to the younger school years and loses value over time. While the participants 

seemed largely in agreement that the competition for points and rewards between year-groups 

and classes adds enjoyment to the school experience, frustration was expressed in relation to 

the difficulties some students have in obtaining rewards, despite their efforts to engage. 

Furthermore, participants highlighted inconsistencies in how various teachers implement the 
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system and noted that this often gives rise to confusion, regarding how to achieve points, 

subsequently leading to a tendency to disengage with the system in particular classes. 

Participants also mentioned the impact of student-teacher relationships on how the system is 

implemented in various classes, explaining that as the relationship develops, the system can 

lose value. Finally, there was much attention given to the obtainable rewards within the system, 

with participants commenting on the importance of the reward being of interest to the students, 

being regularly changed and being accessible to everyone participating, who is deserving of a 

reward.   

In accordance with previous findings, the participants expressed both positive and 

negative views on the system being implemented on a school-wide level. While participants 

saw the need to rely on others in their class as a pitfall, an appreciation was shown for the 

competitive aspects of the system and the team spirit involved in aiming to achieve rewards 

through a group effort . Just as was claimed by McDonell (2012), participants argued that the 

system is not suitable for all students, given differences in learning needs and personalities and 

recognised the need for perhaps a more individualised system. This insight probes further 

investigation into the possibility of creating a system that can somehow manage to include the 

competition and teamwork element, as enjoyed by students, but be more inclusive to students 

with various needs and personality characteristics. 

In relation to motivation, participants’ views conflicted with some other research 

findings. In fact, there was some level of disagreement amongst the participants themselves 

regarding how effective the TE system is in increasing motivation to engage and achieve 

academically. The younger participants, who were relatively new to the system and the school, 
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were enthusiastic and excited about the rewards system and decribed the benefits of the TE 

system in encouraging active participation and in improving classroom behaviour. This view 

is perhaps reflective of the idea expressed by Roderick, Pitchford, and Miller (1997), who argue 

that initial exposure to external rewards can have an effective short-term impact in increasing 

extrinsic motivation. This idea that the effects are short term also surfaced in this research 

study, as the older participants detailed their experience of an increasing lack of interest in the 

system over time. The participants in older year-groups explained that while the system may 

have helped to increase classroom behaviour and engagement when they first entered the 

school, it now has little influence on their motivation to participate or increase academic 

achievement, rather their motivation stems from a willingness to do achieve high grades so that 

they can pursue a preferred career or further education. This outlook suggests that the TE 

system is ineffective for older students, which could indicate that it is not beneficial to 

implement a TE system on a whole-school level in a post-primary setting. However, the 

outlook of the older participants may be due to reward fatigue, which according to Sellman 

(2009) can often occur if rewards are not inflated. It would be interesting, however to further 

explore more explicitly the relationship between how TE economies effect motivation with 

respect to age.   

Much of the literature on token economies places significant emphasis on the 

importance of the secondary reward in token economy systems eg. Doll, McLaughlin and 

Barretto (2013). The participants of this study also seemed to view the reward as being a central 

and integral part of the TE system and expressed opinions in relation to the value of the reward, 

as well as the type of reward and reward satiation. The results illustrate that students seem to 
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appreciate being rewarded for their efforts in terms of participation and engagement, but that 

the type of reward obtainable strongly influenced student interest in the system. This finding 

is in line with the argument by McDonnell (2012), which suggests that the type of reward 

obtainable may not be desired by all students and hence impacts the engagement of those 

students with the system. In addition, it was highlighted by participants that the repetitiveness 

of rewards causes a decrease in interest to engage with the system. This is again in agreement 

with the literature, which outlines the need to regularly change the reward, consult students 

with regard to reward preference or provide a variety of rewards (Doll, McLaughlin, & 

Barretto, 2013). 

Another important revelation from the results detailed the need for consistency in the 

implementation of the system. It was suggested that due to variance in how teachers employ 

the TE system with different classes, students are often confused as to how to earn points and 

as a result become disinterested in trying. Early literature by Kazdin and Bootzin (1972) 

documents the importance of clarifying the target behaviour, so that students understand how 

to achieve points and the necessity to deliver reinforcement when the target behaviour is 

witnessed. It is evident from this research study that these guidelines remain crucial to the 

successful implementation of a TE system and should be heeded by organisations, which 

employ TE systems. While maintaining consistency regarding the specified target behaviour 

and deliver of rewards may be difficult on a school-wide level, it appears to be critical.  

Findings of this study also indicate that it may be worthwhile considering phasing out 

the TE system, as student-teacher relationships develop. Participants of this study were of the 

opinion that while the TE system may seem necessary as a positive behaviour intervention 
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strategy and to establish relationships during the primary stages of the secondary-school 

experience, the system becomes almost superfluous as students better understand the 

expectation of the individual teachers. Findings from Sellman’s 2009 study (as mentioned 

above) similarly indicated that TE systems can be affected by the quality of the relationships 

between students and teachers, although does not mentioned how these relationships effect 

engagement with the TE systems as they grow and develop. It may therefore be worthwhile 

carrying out a longitudinal study to research the impact of student-teacher relationships on 

student investment in TE systems over time.  

It seems noteworthy at this point to reiterate that the purpose of this study was to gather 

students’ views on a TE system. It appears evident from the results that students’ insights can 

add substantially to the perspectives on various elements of  TE systems. This contribution is 

perhaps testament to the importance of capturing the student voice in relation to the 

implementation and many structural elements of a token economy system, and is consistent 

with the arguments of MacBeath (2006), who claims that when given the opportunity, students 

can often provide fair and realistic feedback. It may be therefore possible to suggest that the 

findings of this research study could have a potential application in schools and other 

institutions where token economies already exist, but may need some adjustment or 

improvement.  

It is important to note that there are both strengths and limitations to this research study. 

While the qualitative method served to garner broad and descriptive data, which helped to gain 

a deeper understanding of the viewpoints of the participants, the opinions expressed related 

solely to one particular school and the TE system employed within. Hence, it is not possible to 
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suggest that the results from this study apply to other educational settings, where TE systems 

are in place. Having employed a qualitative approach also infers that the researcher may hold 

views that can impact on the research process. However, within the present study attempts were 

made to acknowledge and explore the researcher’s pre-held views through supervision and 

reflection. Furthermore, variables such as socio-economic background, academic achievement, 

gender and race were not taken in to consideration when recruiting participants for this research 

study. It is therefore not possible to say whether or not different results would have been 

yielded, had these variables had been considered.  

There are, all in all, several potential implications of this study. While, the initial goal 

of this research study was to explore a student’s perspective on whether a token economy 

system is effective in increasing student engagement, motivation and in improving classroom 

behaviour, the results unveiled a myriad of interesting viewpoints that are perhaps worth further 

exploring. The prominent findings of the study suggest that while students viewed the token 

economy system positively in general, it was agreed that the system was better suited to the 

younger year groups. The TE system, according to the participants,  seems to lose value over 

time, as a result of a number of factors including reward fatigue and changes in students’ 

motivation. Consistency in the implementation of the system, as well as developing student-

teacher relationships also appear to impact the perceived efficacy of the system. These 

observations are arguably worth considering in any school planning on implementing a TE 

system, or in any educational setting, in which a TE system is already in place.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Gatekeeper Consent Lett

er 

  

 

1 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

17th October 2019 

Dear Principal, 

I am a final year student completing a Higher Diploma of Psychology at Dublin Business School. I wish to 

conduct a correlational study focusing on student perspectives of the Token Economy currently in place in 

the school. I will distribute information letters and consent forms to students and parents prior to the 

commencement of any data collection.   

 

I would like to ask 150 students, selected randomly from across the various year groups, to complete a 

questionnaire including a scale for Student Engagement, Student Motivation and Perceived Academic 

Competence and an open-ended question on student views on the Token Economy system. The goal would 

be to investigate whether there is a relationship between these scale variables and the students’ outlook on 

the Token Economy System.  

 

Any data collected for the purpose of this study will be protected by the researcher and all participants will 

remain anonymous at all times.  

I would be very grateful is you would agree to my request to conduct this research in your school. Please 

feel free to contact me with any questions in regard to this request. 

 

Yours sincerely,  

 

_________________ 

 

Ciara Geoghegan 

 

 

 

 

I give my permission for Ciara Geoghegan to conduct research in this school as part of her Higher Diploma 

of Psychology. 

 

 

 

Principal: __________________________________  Date:  ________ 
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Appendix 2: Participant Consent Letter 

 

14th February 2020 

 
 

Letter of consent to participate in research study 

 

Dear participant, 

You are invited to participate in a research study, which aims to gather the student 

perspective on the Pointí Gradam system in place in the school. Participating in the research 

project would entail partaking in a focus group session with approximately 5-7 other 

students, which will last for approximately one hour. During the focus group session, we will 

discuss your views on what you think of the Pointí Gradam system. The study will form part 

of a Higher Diploma thesis conducted by Ciara Geoghegan from Dublin Business School.  

Your participation is entirely voluntary and you will not be paid for your time. You have the 

right to withdraw from the study at any time should you change your mind.  

All efforts possible will be made to anonymise each participant. Your name will not be used 

in the study and your school or any other organisation you belong to will not be named. Your 

comments/quotes from the focus group may be included in the study but will be anonymised. 

The data provided will be anonymised, stored securely and destroyed after the study.  

If you are under 18 a parent/guardian must also give their permission for you to partake in the 

study. 

_________________________________________________________________ 

I understand what is outlined above and I volunteer to participate in this study. 

Young person 

 

Name: ____________________________ Date: ____________________ 

 

Parent/guardian 

 

Name: ____________________________  Date : ___________________ 
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Appendix 3: Focus Group Schedule 

 

Focus Group Schedule 

Participant ID’s: ______________________  Interviewer: ____________________ 

Date: _____________________     

 

Introduction 

(3 minutes) 

Thank you for agreeing to talk with me. My name is Ciara 

Geoghegan. I am a student in the BA (Hons)/ HDip Applied 

Psychology in Dublin Business School. I am currently 

undertaking a research study entitled; The Student Voice on a 

Token Economy at Whole-school Level.  I am speaking with you 

today so that I can get a better understanding of your view of the 

points system in the school. 

 

Your answers will be treated as confidential. I will not include 

your names or any other information that could identify you in 

any reports I write. I will destroy the notes and audiotapes after I 

complete my study and publish the results in line with DBS 

policies. 

 

This interview is expected to last for approximately 60 minutes 

Do you have any questions? 

Complete consent form  

Start recording from here. 

Focus Group 

Questions 

 

 

 

1. What do you think of the Points System? 

(10 minutes) 

 

2. What impact do you think the Points System has in the 

classroom/lessons? 

(10 minutes) 

 

3. How would you say the Points system helps you in class? 

(10 minutes) 

 

4. Is there anything you dislike about the system? 

(10 minutes) 

 

5. Do you think that lessons would be different if we didn’t 

have this system in place? (10 minutes) 

 


