Tim Small    


November 2002





Forms of Discipline: a typology





The word ‘discipline’ seems to have become more difficult to use since the Second World War.  It carries strong overtones, which are as negative for some people as they are positive for others.  This may be partly due to a reaction against some of its connotations, in the so-called ‘permissive’ culture of the sixties and early-seventies, which has provoked its own reaction in turn.  It may also be because so many different things are meant by it.  It seems worth distinguishing some of these meanings and, in the light of their differences, examining how attitudes to discipline appear to have changed in half-a-century.





Within an overall definition of discipline as ‘something that shapes behaviour beyond or against the immediate impulse’, this typology places five forms or styles of discipline on a continuum from External to Internal: starting with despotic discipline, which is applied by others with no reference to assent or acceptance, and ending with self-discipline which is (ultimately) independent of external control:





Despotic discipline


Military discipline


Organisational discipline


Functional discipline


Self-discipline








1.	Despotic discipline





This is characterised by the exercise of power in an extremely unequal power-relationship.  The instinct for survival, on the part of those in power as well as those subject to it, is the key motivator: it is therefore fear-based.  It is:





driven by: fear; 


communicated by/learned through: orders


reinforced by: threats, retribution, reprisals


found in: fascist states, paramilitary & terrorist groups,  secret societies


caricatured by: Dotheboys Hall; Victorian factories





Its associated psychology is: Behavioural (conditioning)


Its perfect location: the ‘bunker’


The required behaviour is: cowed or craven


Its dependency rating: highest














2.	Military Discipline





This is characterised by the exercise and acceptance of authority in a pronounced, hierarchical structure.  When under threat, it may ‘borrow’ characteristics from Despotic Discipline and become coercive and intimidating.  However, it is seen as essential to any joint enterprise for which precision and efficiency are of paramount importance (i.e. to a greater degree than organisational discipline - below - would provide).  It is:





driven by: authority 


communicated by/learned through: commands


reinforced by: instruction, correction (punishment), extrinsic rewards


found in: armed forces; police (?); some sports team management


caricatured in: war movies; Tom Brown’s Schooldays; lampooned in Dad’s Army; ( and the British Conservative Party in 21st Century?)





Its associated psychologies are: Behavioural/Social


Its perfect location: the parade ground


The required behaviour is: compliant, obedient


Its dependency rating: high








3.	Organisational Discipline





This is characterised by the ‘good order’ that is needed for the accomplishment of a joint enterprise or the smooth running of an organisation.  It can be perceived as procedural and mechanistic.  Its exponents must ‘know their place’ and, though there may be different ‘levels of responsibility’, when working well, authority arises out of function and the discipline is co-operative rather than merely compliant.  Once again, when under threat, it may give way to behaviour associated with the previous form of discipline.  Normally, though, it is:





driven by: the need for order 


communicated by/learned through: requests, explanation, orchestration


reinforced by: sanctions (including exclusion/dismissal) and formal recognition/reward


typically found in: formal educational settings, business organisations, hospitals?


caricatured in: ant colonies; lampooned in The Office by Ricky Gervaise





Its associated psychology is: Social


Its perfect location: the classroom


The required behaviour is: co-operative


Its dependency rating: medium

















4.	Functional Discipline





This is the discipline that arises out of the nature of an endeavour, such as a sporting, artistic or creative activity, or field of study.  It gives rise to the association of the word ‘discipline’ with subjects studied at university.  It is characterised by behaviour clearly shaped and defined by the requirements of a specific goal or accomplishment.  It is:





driven by: the desire for accomplishment 


communicated by/learned through: coaching, encouragement and praise (informal recognition) 


reinforced by: the experience of success (and failure)


typically found in: A&E Departments; university libraries; laboratories; theatres; sports arenas; extra-curricular clubs and sport


caricatured in: Chariots of Fire; Casualty?





Its associated psychology is: Cognitive


Its perfect location: the orchestra


The required behaviour is: collaborative


Its dependency rating: low








5.	Self-discipline





This is the kind of discipline that is developed ‘from within’ and associated with ‘intrinsically motivated’ people and leaders who have developed habits of mind and behaviour in keeping with their long-term or ‘higher goals’, rather than following immediate impulses or short-term gain.  It is an expression of a striving to actualise ‘true identity’ and therefore essential to ‘growth’ and ‘realisation of potential’.  It is:





driven by: high self-value 


communicated by/learned through: modelling; good parenting; mutual respect; ‘letting go’!


reinforced by: the experience of love (including sacrifice on the part of others)


typically found in: inspirational leaders and educators; healers and spiritual ‘masters’; 


caricatured (respectfully) in: saintly figures and the great ‘carers’ (e.g. Nelson Mandela?, St Theresa of Calcutta? Florence Nightingale?)





Its associated psychology is: Developmental


Its perfect location: the home (or, ideally, within the mind in any location) 


The required behaviour is: reflective and attentive


Its dependency rating: nil.








Some questions provoked by the typology:





Recognising that the five forms are interconnected and any sequence or pattern of behaviour may represent a combination of two or more of them:





Which of the five forms of discipline described above have you observed in the school you know best?





Which are the most frequent and where and in whom are they observed?





Would the previous question be answered similarly by pupils, teachers, senior managers?





Does the frequency change when the school is under pressure or threat, e.g. during redundancy procedures; during an OFSTED Inspection or towards the end of a long term?





If it were possible to analyse the patterns of discipline and show the percentages of the five forms observed over a period, in every part of the school, how do you think these percentages would turn out in the most successful schools?








A paradox





If self-discipline (the least dependent form) is learned through parenting, it must start being developed when the human being is at its most dependent.  How do successful parents move from ‘command mode’ to ‘letting go’ in the space of an up-bringing?





Another paradox





If discipline becomes more collaborative and less dependent on external influence (i.e. more firmly established) as it moves ‘down’ the scale towards self-discipline but tends to resort back ‘up’ to military or despotic discipline when under threat, what is the effect of the threat being perceived as within the school where, for instance, organisational discipline is breaking down?


