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• Associate Professor of Human 
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• Studies how parenting and discipline

affect the development of children

• Studies how early intervention and 

preschool can help disadvantaged

children be healthy and ready for 

school
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Spanking by Parents Remains Prevalent in the U.S. 

and Around the World

• In the U.S., 76% of men and 65% of women agree that “it is 

sometimes necessary to discipline a child with a good hard 

spanking” (ChildTrends, 2015).

• 70% of mothers of two year-olds report spanking their children 
(Zolotor, Robinson, Runyan, & Murphy, 2011).

• By the time they reach 5th grade, 80% of American children 

report that they have been spanked by their parents (Gershoff & 

Bitensky, 2007; Vittrup & Holden, 2010).

• According to UNICEF, 60% of children around the world 

experience physical punishment from their parent (Hidden in Plain 

Sight: UNICEF, 2014). 
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Common Arguments Parents Use to Defend their 

Use of Spanking
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It 

works! 

I don’t believe there are 

any downsides to 

spanking

Spanking is not 

hitting- and 

certainly NOT 

abuse! 

It is a normal and 

necessary part of 

parenting in my 

community (or culture) 

I only spank 

occasionally and am 

otherwise warm and 

responsive with my 

child



Does Spanking by Parents Improve Children’s 

Behavior?
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 75 studies over 50 years, from 13 different countries

 160,927 children were included 



Does Spanking by Parents Improve Children’s 

Behavior?

x Spanking does not make children 

more compliant in the short term. 

x Spanking is also not linked with 

reductions in aggression or antisocial 

behavior. 

x Spanking is not linked with long-term 

compliance or internalization of 

morals. 
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https://pixabay.com/en/sad-child-boy-kid-crying-tears-217252/



Does Spanking by Parents Improve Children’s 

Behavior?

 Instead, spanking is linked with worse, not better, 

behavior in children. 

 Spanking was associated with significantly more 

aggression and antisocial behavior problems in meta-

analyses findings. 

* None of the studies showed a link between spanking 

and better behavior. 
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Is Spanking Linked with Negative Outcomes in 

Childhood? 

• Meta-analyses revealed that spanking is linked with 

several unintended outcomes: 

o Mental health problems 

o Difficult relationships with parents 

o Lower self-esteem 

o Lower academic performance
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Is Spanking Linked with Negative Outcomes in 

Adulthood? 

• Meta-analyses revealed that adults who report a 

history of spanking in childhood report: 

o More mental health problems 

o More antisocial behavior 

o More positive attitudes about and use of physical punishment 

with their own children (cycle of violence from generation to 

generation) 
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Can Spanking Lead to Physical Abuse?

Spanking is hitting.

Family violence experts consider spanking and physical 

abuse to be on a continuum of violence against children. 
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Dussich, J. P. J., & Maekoya, C. (2007). Physical child harm and bullying-related behaviors: A comparative study in Japan, South

Africa, and the United States. International Journal of Offender Therapy and Comparative Criminology, 51, 495-509.



Can Spanking Lead to Physical Abuse?
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• 2003 study determined 75% of 

substantiated physical abuse cases involved 

parents’ intention to physically punish their 

child. (Durrant et al, 2006) 

• Strong statistically significant association 

between spanking and the risk of physical 

abuse. (Gershoff & Grogan-Kaylor, 2016) 

• Studies looking at spanking and abuse: Size 

of the association between spanking and 

negative outcomes 2/3 the size of the 

association for physical abuse and those 

same outcomes. 



Can Spanking Lead to Physical Abuse?
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Several state laws say “Yes”

Gershoff, E. T., & Bitensky, S. H. (2007). The case against corporal punishment of children: Converging evidence from social science research and international human rights 

law and implications for U.S. public policy. Psychology, Public Policy, and Law, 13, 231-272. 



Do the Outcomes Linked with Physical Punishment 

Vary by Country or Culture?
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Because rates of spanking vary across cultures, the effects 

of spanking will vary according to how “normative” it is. (Deater-

Deckard & Dodge, 1997) 

Initial U.S. studies found the effects of spanking to be 

different for Black and White families. 

HOWEVER…

**Many later studies have failed to replicate these findings.**



Do the Outcomes Linked with Physical Punishment 

Vary by Country or Culture?
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 China, India, Italy, Kenya, Philippines, & Thailand

 Spanking predicted higher aggression and more 

anxiety in children

 Still linked with same negative outcomes, only to a 

slightly lesser degree, when belief was that most 

people in community used spanking

Study of mothers and their children
Gershoff, E. T., Grogan-Kaylor, A., Lansford, J. E., Chang, L., Zelli, A., Deater-Deckard, K., & Dodge, 

K. A. (2010)

https://pixabay.com/en/children-china-chinese-asia-1029118/

Gershoff, E. T., Grogan-Kaylor, A., Lansford, J. E., Chang, L., Zelli, A., Deater-Deckard, K., & Dodge, K. A. (2010). Parent discipline practices in an 

international sample: Associations with child behaviors and moderation by perceived normativeness. Child Development, 81, 487-502



Do the Outcomes Linked with Physical Punishment 

Vary by Country or Culture?
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In a study of over 11,000 American children, the majority of 

all racial and ethnic groups spanked at some point:
 89% of Black parents

 80% of Latino parents

 78% of White parents

 73% of Asian parents

Gershoff, E. T., Lansford, J. E., Sexton, H. R., Davis-Kean, P. E., & Sameroff, A. J. (2012). Longitudinal links between spanking and children’s externalizing behaviors in a national 

sample of White, Black, Hispanic, and Asian American Families. Child Development, 83, 838-843. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-8624.2011.01732.x

https://pixabay.com/en/avatar-clients-customers-icons-2155431/ https://pixabay.com/en/avatar-clients-customers-icons-2191918/



Do the Outcomes Linked with Physical Punishment 

Vary by Country or Culture?
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We did find that Black parents reported more frequent use 
of spanking than parents from the other three race and 

ethnic groups.



Do the Outcomes Linked with Physical Punishment 

Vary by Country or Culture?
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Yet despite these differences across these groups in use of 

spanking, we did not find any differences in outcomes. 

Spanking predicted increases in children’s behavior 

problems over time, over and above children‘s initial 

behaviors, for all four U.S. cultural groups.

Gershoff, E. T., Lansford, J. E., Sexton, H. R., Davis-Kean, P. E., & Sameroff, A. J. (2012). Longitudinal links between spanking and children’s externalizing behaviors in a national 

sample of White, Black, Hispanic, and Asian American Families. Child Development, 83, 838-843. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-8624.2011.01732.x



Do the Outcomes Linked with Physical Punishment 

Vary by The Warmth of the Parent?
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• Long-term study of 3,000 children in the 

U.S. found that spanking at age 3 

predicted increases in children’s 

aggression from age 3 to age 5 for all 

children.

The warmth of the parents did not matter

• We also found that the more warm 

parents are, the better behaved their 

children are. 

The opposite was true for spanking

Lee, S. J., Altschul, I., & Gershoff, E. T. (2013). Does warmth moderate longitudinal associations between maternal spanking and child aggression in early childhood? Developmental 

Psychology, 49, 2017-2028. 

https://pixabay.com/en/mom-son-teddy-bear-love-hug-1363918/



So How Did These Arguments Fare?
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Physical Punishment in U.S. Schools
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https://pixabay.com/en/education-school-back-to-school-908512/



School Physical Punishment is Legally Permitted in 

the U.S. 
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• Physical punishment in public schools is legal in 19 

states. 

• Physical punishment in private schools is legal in 48 

states

o The exceptions are New Jersey and Iowa



Percent of Public Schools in Each State Reporting 

Physical Punishment

in the 2011-2012 School Year
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From: Gershoff, E. T., & Font, S. A. (in pres2016s). Corporal punishment in U.S. public schools: Prevalence, disparities in use, and status in state 

and federal policy. SRCD Social Policy Report. 

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Office of Civil Rights, 2014



How is Physical Punishment Administered in 

Schools?
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School physical punishment is typically administered by an 

adult using an instrument to strike the child.
• Paddles, switches, rulers, and many other objects are used to hit students.

• A typical paddle is 2 feet long, 4 inches wide, and a half inch thick.

• This is concerning because the use of the objects increases the risk that children 

will be seriously injured.

From: Lyman, R. (2006, September 30). In many public schools, the paddle is no relic. New York Times, A1, A12



Physical Punishment as a 

Human Rights Violation
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https://pixabay.com/en/children-kids-school-little-boys-602977/



Physical Punishment Violates  

Children’s Human Rights
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In 2007, the U.N. Committee on the Rights of the Child has 

stated that physical punishment violates two Articles of the 

Convention on the Rights of the Child:

• Article 19- protects children “from all forms of physical 

or mental violence”

• Article 37- protects children from “cruel, inhuman or 

degrading treatment or punishment”

From: United Nations. Committee on the Rights of the Child (CRC). (2007, March 2). CRC General Comment No. 8 (2006): The Right of the Child to Protection from 

Corporal Punishment and Other Cruel or Degrading forms of Punishment (U.N. CRC/C/GC/8).  para. 18



Physical Punishment Violates  

Children’s Human Rights
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The U.N. Committee on the 

Rights of the Child has 

called on all countries that 

have ratified the 

Convention to prohibit all 

forms of physical 

punishment.

In other words, all countries in 

the world, except the U.S.

https://pixabay.com/en/hands-world-map-global-earth-600497/



52 Countries Have Banned All 

Physical Punishment of Children
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Paraguay (2016) 

Ireland (2015) 

Andorra (2014)

Brazil (2014) 

Honduras (2013)

Albania (2010) 

Tunisia (2010)

Luxembourg (2008)

Togo (2007)

Uruguay (2007)

Netherlands (2007)

Romania (2004)

Turkmenistan (2002)

Bulgaria (2000)

Denmark (1997)

Norway (1987)

Lithuania (2017)

Mongolia (2016)

Benin (2015)

Lithuania (2017)

Estonia (2014) 

Argentina (2014) 

Malta (2014)

TFYR Macedonia (2013)

Republic of Congo (2010) 

Poland (2010) 

Republic of Moldova (2008)

Spain (2007)

Portugal (2007)

Greece (2006)

Ukraine (2004)

Germany (2000)

Croatia (1999)

Cyprus (1994)

Finland (1983)

Slovenia (2016)

Peru (2015)

Nicaragua (2014)

Bolivia (2014)

Cabo Verde (2013) 

South Sudan (2011) 

Kenya (2010)

Liechtenstein (2008) 

Costa Rica (2008)

Venezuela (2007) 

New Zealand (2007)

Hungary (2005)

Iceland (2003)

Israel (2000)

Latvia (1998)

Austria (1989)

Sweden (1979)



Legal Status of Physical Punishment Around the 

World 
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http://www.endcorporalpunishment.org/



Professional Concern about Spanking
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Organizations that endorsed report (2009) calling for 

parents to not spank and for professionals to advise not 

to spank:

• American Academy of Pediatrics

• American Academy of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry

• American College of Emergency Physicians

• American Medical Association

• National Association of Pediatric Nurse Practitioners

• National Association of Regulatory Administration

• National Association of Social Workers 

http://www.phoenixchildrens.com/community/injury-prevention-center/effective-discipline.html

http://www.phoenixchildrens.com/community/injury-prevention-center/effective-discipline.html


Professional Concern about Spanking
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Organizations that have published policy statements 

that recommend parents not spank their children and 

call on professionals to discourage it: 

• American Academy of Pediatrics

• American Academy of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry

• American Professional Society on the Abuse of Children

• National Association of Pediatric Nurse Practitioners

https://pixabay.com/en/colored-pencils-pens-crayons-2127251/



Opposition to School Physical Punishment
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Major professional organizations that are opposed to 

school physical punishment: 

• American Academy of Pediatrics

• American Bar Association

• American Civil Liberties Association

• American Medical Association

• American Psychological Association

• American Public Health Association

• National Association of State Boards of Education

• National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 

• National Association for the Education of Young Children 

• National Association of Social Workers 

• National Education Association

• National Parent Teachers Association

• Society for Adolescent Medicine

https://pixabay.com/en/association-community-group-meeting-152746/



33

In a report issued in April 2016, 

the Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention 

called for educational and 

legislative interventions to 

reduce support for and use of 

physical punishment as a 

means of preventing physical 

abuse of children.

http://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/pdf/can-prevention-technical-package.pdf

http://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/pdf/can-prevention-technical-package.pdf


Religious Denominations & Spanking
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Two religious denominations have passed resolutions 
encouraging parents not to spank: 

• United Methodist Church
“…The United Methodist Church encourages its members to adopt 

discipline methods that do not include corporal punishment of their 

children.”

• General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church
“…The Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) encourages its members to 

adopt discipline methods that do not include corporal punishment of 

children.”

https://pixabay.com/en/golden-rule-shiny-metallic-1321410/



Interventions to Reduce 

Physical Punishment
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Family-Based Group-Based

Medical-Based

PhotoSpin, Andy Dean
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Family-Based Interventions
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• Parent Child Interaction Therapy (PCIT)
Reduced referral to child protective services

• Incredible Years
RCTs have shown that IY reduces behavior problems, in part by 

reducing parents’ use of spanking

• Motivational Interviewing
A single session reduced approval of and intentions to use physical 

punishment

• Nurturing Parenting Program (NPP) for Parents and their 

Infants, Toddlers, and Preschoolers 
Reduced approval of physical punishment

https://pixabay.com/en/family-love-heart-red-mother-1721674/



Group-Based Interventions
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Group-based parent education in school and community-

based settings: 

o Non-violent discipline

o Child development

o Anger management

o Social problem-solving skills 

Parents who participated significantly decreased use of physical 

punishment and increased use of positive parenting
(Knox, Burkhart, & Cromly, 2013; Knox, Burkhart, & Hunter, 2011; Portwood, Lambert, Abrams, & Nelson, 2011)

http://actagainstviolence.apa.org/ 

http://actagainstviolence.apa.org/


Group-Based Interventions
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Includes 11- week program involving: 

o Videotaped vignettes

o Facilitated parent groups

o Weekly homework assignments 

In one experimental evaluation with low income Latino and African 

American parents, participation in program resulted in reduced use of 

physical punishment and increased consistency and warmth. 
(Gross, Garvey, Julion, Fogg, Tucker, & Mokros, 2009)

http://www.chicagoparentprogram.org/

http://www.chicagoparentprogram.org/


Group-Based Interventions
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o Developed by a researcher in Canada in collaboration with practitioners 

in Thailand & Sweden

o Pre/post study has shown reduction in intention to use physical 

punishment

o Studies in 13 countries have found that parents like program and it has 

positively changed their behavior and relationships with their children 

www.positivedisciplineeveryday.com 

http://www.positivedisciplineeveryday.com/


The Discipline Dilemma

Zero to Three’s National Parent Survey

• Revealed that parents 

struggle with finding 

effective ways to discipline 

their children. 

• They find the different 

strategies mostly ineffective, 

especially harsher methods. 

• Zero to Three has created a 

range of resources to help 

parents develop a discipline 

plan that works best for their 

child
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https://www.zerotothree.org/resources/series/the-discipline-dilemma

https://www.zerotothree.org/resources/series/the-discipline-dilemma


Medical Setting-Based Interventions

41

• Medical settings are important contexts for 

reducing parent’s support for and use of 

physical punishment

• Parents trust their pediatricians for advice 

on discipline

• Very little research on how staff react 

when target of violence is a child, what 

they think about it when it occurs in the 

name of discipline, and what they think 

hospital staff are obligated to do about it. 
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Taylor, C. A., Moeller, W., Hamvas, L., & Rice, J. C. (2013). Parents’ professional sources of advice regarding child discipline and their use of corporal 

punishment. Clinical Pediatrics, 52, 147-15. doi:10.1177/0009922812465944



Medical Setting- Based Interventions
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No Hit Zones

• Prohibit hitting of any kind, including spanking 

children, in the hospital. 

• The goals are to reduce violence in the 

hospital and reduce acceptance of hitting 

children generally.

• Staff are provided online or in-person training 

about: 

o The research on spanking

o The hospital’s position that no 

violence of any kind is allowed in the hospital

o Ways they can intervene if they see a parent

spank or hit a child in the hospital



Medical Setting-Based Interventions
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Evaluation of a No Hit Zone (NHZ)

• Gunderson Medical Center implemented a NHZ in late spring 2014

• Most staff were trained in the NHZ through online trainings (some received in-

person training) 

• NHZ posters were placed around the hospital. Brochures for parents explaining 

how they can discipline their children were available throughout the hospital 

• Six months later, they surveyed their staff with the same set of questions as the 

baseline questionnaire… 

https://pixabay.com/en/checklist-check-list-marker-2077018/



Medical Setting-Based Interventions
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Evaluation of a No Hit Zone (NHZ)

• After the NHZ, staff were significantly less likely to: 

 Agree that spanking is a normal part of parenting

 Believe that parents should be allowed to spank or hit

their children while in the hospital

 Think that their coworkers think that spanking is 

a normal part of parenting

https://pixabay.com/en/hands-raised-raised-hands-arms-up-1768845/



Medical Setting-Based Interventions
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Evaluation of a No Hit Zone (NHZ)

• After the NHZ, staff were significantly more likely to: 

 Agree that spanking is harmful to children

 Agree that hospital staff have an obligation to intervene

 Believe that it is appropriate for staff to intervene when 

parents are spanking, slapping, or striking with a belt

 Say they feel more knowledgeable about alternatives to talk 

with parents

 Say they have comfortable strategies to intervene when they 

observe a parent hitting a child in the hospital



No Hit Zones Can Be Established

Anywhere
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http://www.thisisanohitzone.org/

https://www.countyofdane.com/da/nohit.aspx

http://www.thisisanohitzone.org/
https://www.countyofdane.com/da/nohit.aspx


Going Forward
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Reducing spanking in homes and physical punishment in 

schools will require:

 Attitude change

 Behavior change

 Policy change 

It’s a slow process, but progress is being made each day



Connect with MFLN Family Development Online!

MFLN Family Development

MFLN Family Development @mflnfd

To subscribe to our MFLN Family Development newsletter send an email to: 

MFLNfamilydevelopment@gmail.com with the Subject: Subscribe 
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We invite MFLN Service Provider Partners

to our private LinkedIn Group!

https://www.linkedin.com/groups/8409844

DoD

Branch Services

Reserve

Guard

Cooperative Extension

https://www.linkedin.com/groups/8409844
https://www.linkedin.com/groups/8409844
https://www.linkedin.com/groups/8409844


Evaluation and 

Continuing Education Credits/Certificate

MFLN Family Development is offering 1.5 CEUs 

from the University of Texas School of Social 

Work for today’s webinar.

Please complete the evaluation and post-test at:
https://vte.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_bllM7aCQYiR62LX

Must pass post-test with an 80% or higher to 

receive certificate.
50

https://vte.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_bllM7aCQYiR62LX


Family Development Upcoming 

Event

From Diapers to Diplomas: Exploring 

Resilience in Military Children 

• Date: Thursday, July 13

• Time: 11 am Eastern

• Location: 

https://learn.extension.org/events/3020

For more information on MFLN Family Development, go to: 

https://militaryfamilies.extension.org/family-development/
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