
Teaching Alternatives to Corporal 
Punishment 

JOHN STIRLING MD  
CENTER FOR CHILD PROTECTION  

SANTA CLARA VALLEY MEDICAL CENTER  
AND  

LUCILE PACKARD CHILDRENõS HOSPITAL 



Corporal 
Punishment:  
  Sin? 
    or  

    Crime? 



To Spank, or Not to Spank- 
this is a question? 



Alternatives to corporal 
punishment 

ÅWho punishes this way?  

ÅWhy worry?  

ÅWhat to teach?  

ÅWhom to teach?  

ÅHow to teach?  



Definitions:  
Corporal punishment?  
  Spanking? 
   Severe Parental Punishment?  
           Subabusive violence? 

ñéthe use of physical force with the intention 

of causing the child to experience pain, but 

not injury, for the purpose of correction or 

control of the childôs behavior.ò  

      Murray Straus 









Definition:  

Methods of inflicting CP - 

Åopen hand on buttocks  

Åopen hand on hand, face, leg 

Åhitting with implement  

Åenforced standing, starvation,             
 cold bathing, etc.  



Incidence and attitudes (USA):  

òNearly all parents reported it as an occasional 
methodó 
                Anger in Young Children, Goodenough, 1931 
 

79% of three -year-olds were spanked in the 
preceding month.  
             The Young Child in the Home, Anderson, 1936  
 

99% of five -year -olds had been hit.  
             Patterns of Child -Rearing, Sears et al., 1957  

 



Incidence and attitudes (USA):  

National Family Violence Survey , 1985 

Å90% of three -year -oldsõ parents 
spank or slap 

Å60% hit twelve -year -olds 

Å40% hit fourteen -year-olds 

Straus, Beating The Devil Out Of Them , 1994 



Incidence and attitudes (USA):  

Wissow, 2001 (Commonwealth Fund 
Survey)  

Å11% of parents of children 6 -11 
months old spank or slap them  

Å36% hit 12 to 17 month -olds 

Å59% hit 18 -23 month -olds 



Incidence and attitudes (USA):  

Berlin, 2009  

ÅIn the past week:  

Å34% had spanked their 1yo  

Å49% had spanked their 2 -3yo 

ÅSES controlled  



Mackenzie et al . Children and Youth Services Review , 2011 



Incidence and attitudes (USA):  

Berlin, 2009  

ÅHigher among African -Americans  

ÅHigher among acculturated  Latinos  

ÅEffects seen with SES, maternal 
employment, estimates of infant 
temperament  



Mackenzie et al . Children and Youth Services Review , 2011 



Incidence and attitudes (USA):  

National Family Violence Survey , 1985 

Of those who used CP:  
ð55.7% slapped or spanked  

ð30.6% pushed, shoved, or grabbed  

ð10.4% hit with an object  

ð3.2% threw something at the child  

Straus, Beating The Devil Out Of Them , 1994 



Incidence and attitudes (USA):  

National Family Violence Survey , 1985 

Of those who used CP:  
ð12% did it once during the preceding yr  

ð46% two to  seven times  

ð42% eight or nine times  

Average was 8.9 times  

Straus, Beating The Devil Out Of Them , 1994       
   



Incidence and attitudes (USA):  

General Social Survey, 2002 (2765 adults)  

Å73% agreed òIt is sometimes necessary 
to discipline a child with a good, hard 
spanking.ó 

Å30% agreed strongly  



Incidence and attitudes (USA):  

National Survey of Early Childhood Health, 2000  

2068 parents of children <3yo frequently  used: 

ÅExplanation:  90% 

ÅTime out:  70% 

ÅYelling:  67% 

ÅRemove toy: 65% 

ÅSpanking: 26% 



Incidence and attitudes (USA):  

Medical professionals (in Ohio):  

Å70% of family physicians and 59% of 
pediatricians surveyed support spanking  

ðvary from 4 - 44% support by scenario, age  

ðmost support for safety issues vs. defiance  

ðyounger children > older  

 

McCormick, JAMA, 287(23), 1992  

 



Incidence and attitudes (USA):  

Pediatricians in practice:  

Å90% discuss discipline  

Å53% discuss pros/cons of spanking  

Å71% feel they neglect violence prevention  
AAP Periodic Survey #38, 1997 -98 

 



Incidence and attitudes (USA):  

State laws vary widely  

ÅWA: Only parents  

ÅGA: Only in school and home 

ÅSC: OK in home; OK in schools and 
daycare/foster care with written 
permission from parents  

ÅTX: ònon-deadlyó force permitted by 
anyone in loco parentis  

EPOCH-USA 

 



State Laws (USA)  



Incidence and attitudes (USA):  

In 320 middle -class, intact families:  

Å83% used corporal punishment  

Å25% weekly, 4% every day  

Å35% use an object  

Å85% say they would rather not  use it  

Graziano et al., Pediatrics 98(4), 1996  



Incidence and attitudes (USA):  

 

Understanding of consequences:  

Å60% reject òspanking helps develop 
self -controló 

Å60% agree it leads to violence  
   òWhat Grownups Understandéó 

 



Incidence and attitudes (Canada):  

Å9953 residents of Ontario (15 -64 yr) 
were slapped or spanked:  
ðòoftenó   5.5% 

ðòsometimesó 33.4% 

ðòrarelyó  40.9% 

   Ontario Health Supplement, 1999  

 



Incidence and attitudes (World):  

ÅEthiopia: 80% of grade school kids report being 
beaten  Ketsele, Ethiopian Medical Journal, 1997  

ÅHong Kong: 46.6% of adolescents had been hit 
in the last three months      
  Lau, Child Abuse & Neglect, 1999  

ÅChile: 80% of public school students report 
physical punishment       
  Vargas, Child Abuse & Neglect, 1995  



Incidence and attitudes (World):  
 
Physical punishment of children is illegal in:  
 
ÅSweden 
ÅNorway  
ÅFinland 
ÅDenmark 
ÅGermany 
ÅAustria  
ÅCroatia  
ÅIceland  

ÅIreland  
ÅIsrael  
ÅCyprus 
ÅRomania 
ÅLatvia  
ÅUkraine  
ÅItaly  
ÅCanada, Switzerland  



Incidence and attitudes (World):  

ÅAnthropologists observed eight    
non-violent societies and noted that 
they do not spank their children  

Learning Non-Aggression: The Experience of       
Non-Literate Societies, Montague, 1978  



Incidence and attitudes (World):  

Comparison of child behavior in 12 
cultures  

ÅUS, Puerto Rican children worst  

ÅSwedish children best  
American Journal of Psychiatry, 1999  




