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Abstract

Despite recognizing the detrimental impact of parental violence on children’s
mental and physical health throughout their lives, violence remains an all-
too-real part of life for many children around the globe. However, data on
the child-reported prevalence of experienced family violence are scarce and
primarily based on parental reports. This study aimed to broaden the body of
evidence and measure the lifetime prevalence of child-reported experience
of violent disciplinary practices perpetrated by parents and to identify
its associated sociodemographic and economic factors. We conducted a
cross-sectional study using data from 5,281 Generation XXI participants
recruited from 2005 to 2006 in Porto, Portugal. Parental disciplinary
practices were reported by 7-year-old children using the Parent-Child
Conflict Tactics Scale. Pearson’s Chi-squared test was used to compare
differences in child-reported frequencies of violent disciplinary practices by
sociodemographic variables. We observed statistically significant differences
in rates of violent disciplinary practices according to the child’s and parent’s
gender. Specifically, fathers exhibited a higher likelihood than mothers to
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engage in psychological aggression and corporal punishment, while mothers
were more prone to engage in severe and very severe physical assault.
When fathers were the perpetrators, boys were more inclined than girls to
report all forms of violent disciplinary measures, and when mothers were
the perpetrators, boys were particularly susceptible to severe and very
severe physical assault compared to girls. In our study, children reported
being frequently subjected to violent parental disciplinary practices,
independently of family socioeconomic background. Children were more
likely to experience psychological aggression and corporal punishment if
they were born into high-income families, while severe and very severe
physical assaults were more common among children whose parents had
lower educational levels. National public awareness of the negative effects
of violent disciplinary practices is urgently needed, promoting child-friendly
and nonviolent approaches to discipline.

Keywords
corporal punishment, socioeconomic background, parent-child conflict
tactics scale, child-reported

Introduction

Violence against children is a problem in all countries and societies (Hillis
et al., 2016). It involves different types of interpersonal violence that may
occur at different stages in children’s development. Child maltreatment,
which includes all types of abuse and neglect perpetrated by a parent, care-
giver, or another person in a custodial role, results in actual or potential harm
to the child’s health, survival, and development. Also, this type of violence
mainly occurs at home, where children are meant to be protected and their
rights guaranteed (UNICEF, 2010).

Child maltreatment is difficult to study, and existing estimates vary widely
depending on the country and the method of research used. In Europe, physi-
cal abuse was much higher for boys than for girls (boys: 27.0%; girls: 12.0%).
In North America, median rates were similar for boys and girls (boys: 24.3%;
girls: 21.7%). Median prevalence rates of emotional abuse were nearly dou-
ble for girls than boys in North America (girls: 28.4%; boys: 13.8%) and
Europe (girls: 12.9%; boys: 6.2%). Regarding neglect, median rates were
highest in Africa (girls: 41.8%, boys: 39.1%) and South America (girls:
54.8%, boys: 56.7%) (Moody et al., 2018). Violent discipline used at home
by parents or caregivers is the most common form of violence experienced by
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children. Three-quarters of the world’s children aged two to four are regularly
subjected to violent discipline by their parents or other caregivers (UNICEF,
2017), and around 6 in 10 children aged 2 to 14 are periodically punished
physically (UNICEF, 2014).

Parental Violent Discipline

Teaching children self-control, acceptable, and responsible behavior is integral to
child rearing in all cultures. However, many parents or caregivers rely on violent
methods, both physical and psychological, to punish unwanted behaviors and
encourage desired ones. While children of all ages are at risk, experiencing vio-
lent discipline at a young age can be particularly harmful, given the increased
potential for physical injuries and children’s inability to understand the motiva-
tion behind the act or to adopt coping strategies to alleviate their distress.

Compelling evidence links violent disciplinary practices, like corporal
punishment, to a wide range of negative short-and long-term outcomes,
including psychosocial functioning, physical health, mental health, and alter-
ations in physiological biomarkers (Fraga et al., 2022).

Over the last decade, despite recognizing the pervasive nature and impact
of parental violence against children, parents have continued using it to
address and correct children’s misbehavior (Bassam et al., 2018; Gershoff,
2002; Gershoff & Grogan-Kaylor, 2016). Worldwide, around one billion
caregivers admit the necessity of physical punishment as a form of discipline
(UNICEF, 2017). As of 2022, only 64 countries have entirely prohibited cor-
poral punishment of children in all settings, including in homes (Global
Partnership to End Violence Against Children, 2022).

The Intergenerational Transmission of Violence

Understanding the factors associated with parents’ violent discipline deci-
sion-making can clarify the cycle of adversities, including the transmission of
violence through harmful parenting practices (Lotto et al., 2021). The inter-
generational transmission of violence theory proposes that parents abused as
children are likely to be abusive to their children (Curtis, 1963). One possible
approach to account for this intergenerational transmission involves social
learning and role modeling theory (Bandura, 1977), whereby children who
grow up witnessing and experiencing violence are more likely to be either
perpetrators or victims later in their relationships. Further, Bowlby’s attach-
ment theory (Broberg, 2007) emphasizes that the parent-child attachment
relationship is the prototype for later relationships. For children growing up
in violent households, security expectations are shattered as their protectors
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become their attackers, and there is nowhere to turn for help. Children who
have experienced maltreatment or attachment-related difficulties are more
likely to express hostility and anger toward others in various ways.

Parental Discipline and Its Associated Factors

The parental violent discipline is influenced by a variety of factors and condi-
tions, including parent characteristics (e.g., parents’ own experience of child
maltreatment, age and education level, cognitive ability, personality), child
characteristics (e.g., age, sex), and sociodemographic conditions (e.g., house-
hold income, number of children in the household) (Creavey et al., 2018;
Friedson, 2016; Yunus & Dahlan, 2013). Families of low socioeconomic sta-
tus (SES) tend to have more conflict, use harsher and more punitive discipline,
and have inconsistent parenting (Chen & Miller, 2013; Roubinov & Boyce,
2017). Further, children from families of low SES are more likely to witness
and experience violence not only inside their homes but also outside.

Context of Portugal

Published data on the prevalence of violent disciplinary practices is scarce in
Portugal. Machado et al. (2007) reported that in northern Portugal, one in
four parents had perpetrated at least one act of emotional or physical abuse
toward a child during the previous year. Ribeiro et al. (2016) reviewed foren-
sic medical reports of alleged child abuse cases and reported that over half of
the suspected intra-familial, physical abuse of children was due to corporal
punishment. Another study reported retrospective accounts of parents’ child-
hood violence experiences, with over 70% reporting physical abuse as chil-
dren (Figueiredo et al., 2004). Existing estimates rely on retrospective data
and registries based on forensic reports.

However, there are no published data on young children’s self-reported
experiences of parental disciplinary practices in Portuguese families beyond
official and caregivers’ reports. In Portugal, the legal frame prohibits all
forms of violence against children, including corporal punishment, in all set-
tings (Portuguese Penal Code, Art. 152nd) (Diario da Republica Eletronico,
2007). Nevertheless, corporal punishment seems to remain a socially toler-
ated means of disciplining children in Portugal (Ribeiro et al., 2016).

Current Study

Violent discipline is a violation of children’s right to protection from all
forms of violence while in the care of their parents or other caregivers.
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Measuring violence is challenging, particularly in research involving chil-
dren. Children may lack prospective to describe and rate their subjective
experiences of violence; however, using appropriate instruments to assess
these events would contribute to understand the magnitude of this problem
behind the tip of the iceberg.

The present study aims to estimate the lifetime prevalence of children
reported victimization by parental violent disciplinary practices, using a large
sample of Portuguese 7-year-old children, and to describe associated sociode-
mographic and economic factors (e.g., parental age, education, employment
status, household income, family structure, and the number of siblings in the
home).

Methods
Study Design, Settings, and Participants

This study was conducted using data from Generation XXI, a prospective
population-based birth cohort study set up in Porto, Portugal (Alves et al.,
2012). Briefly, mothers who gave birth to liveborn children with a gestational
age of over 23 weeks from 2005 to 2006 were recruited up to 72 hr after deliv-
ery from the five public maternities that covered the metropolitan area of
Porto, Portugal. A total of 91.4% agreed to participate, yielding an initial
cohort of 8,647 children. Cohort participants were invited to attend follow-up
assessments at ages 4, 7, 10, and 13 years (86.3%, 79.6%, 73.9%, and 54.0%
participation, respectively). Each follow-up included face-to-face interviews
to collect information about the family (demographic and socioeconomic
characteristics, family structure, and parental medical history) and the child
(medical history, physical symptoms, and health-related behaviors). A com-
prehensive physical examination of the children was also conducted.

The study protocol was approved by the University of Porto Medical
School/S. Jodo Hospital Ethics Committee and registered with the Portuguese
data protection authority. A signed informed consent according to the princi-
ples of the Declaration of Helsinki was required from all participants and
signed by the legal guardian. Parents were also asked specific permission to
allow their children to respond to the Conflict Tactics Scale Parent-Child ver-
sion without the parent being present.

This study is a cross-sectional study based on the 7-year follow-up assess-
ment. We considered eligible for the present study all children with complete
data on parental disciplinary practices (e.g., psychological aggression, corpo-
ral punishment, severe and very severe physical assault). The final sample
comprised 5,281 participants (2,553 girls and 2,728 boys).
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Children included in the present study were not different from the remain-
ing cohort regarding sex distribution (48.3% girls vs. 50.0% girls). However,
participants included in this study belonged to families with higher house-
hold income (24.6% vs. 15.5% with >2,000€/month), lived with both par-
ents (83.8% vs. 51.9%), had more than one sibling (12.5% vs. 11.1%) than
those excluded (see Supplemental Table 1).

Measures

Child-Reported Parental Violent Disciplinary Practices. The Parent-Child Con-
flict Tactics Scale (CTSPC) was designed to capture different forms of disci-
plinary tactics used by parents when handling conflicts in the parent-child
relationship (Straus et al., 1998). There are two CTSPC forms with similar
items: a 22-item self-report form for parents and a child-report form consist-
ing of 23 picture cards (Straus et al., 1998). For the present study, data from
the picture-based CTSPC was used. The CTSPC has been adapted and vali-
dated in Portuguese-speaking contexts (Reichenheim & Moraes, 2006). The
CTSPC covers acts of nonviolent discipline (four items), psychological
aggression (five items), corporal punishment (six items), severe physical
assault (four items), and very severe physical assaults (three items) directed
toward children (Straus et al., 1998).

Children were asked to provide information on disciplinary practices
ever used by parents (separately for mother-child and father-child conflict)
through a face-to-face interview conducted by a trained interviewer in a pri-
vate setting. A familiar and safe environment was ensured by conducting the
interviews in the same facilities and having the same interviewers administer
the questionnaires as in the previous assessments. As each item was presented
in pictures depicting the acts of maltreatment, the interviewer read a descrip-
tion such as “This girl’s father shook her when she did something wrong.
When you do something wrong, does your father shake you?.” If the response
was affirmative, the interviewer presented a second card that showed the
response categories in stacked circles that the child could point at. Answers
to the child-report form items were rated using a five-point Likert-type scale,
ranging from never to always. At least one incidence of parental violent dis-
ciplinary practices, whether psychological or physical, ever committed
against children was considered as exposure to lifetime violence in this study.
For analysis, child-reported discipline practices used by parents were recoded
never if the child did not report any act of parental violent discipline or at
least once if a child reported that parents ever used violent disciplinary tac-
tics. The prevalence of very severe physical assault as an extreme form
of violence against children is low in our study population; thus, for the
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Table |. Sociodemographic Characteristics of the Study Population, N=5,281.

Characteristics, n (%) Total N (%) Girls n (%) Boys n (%)
Father-related
Age (years)
<30 121 (2.6) 63 (2.8) 58 (2.4)
3044 3,734 (80.1) 1,769 (78.4) 1,965 (81.7)
>45 807 (17.3) 425 (18.8) 382 (15.9)
Missing 619
Education (years)
=9 2,317 (49.2) 1,118 (49.0) 1,199 (49.3)
10-12 1,340 (28.5) 648 (28.4) 692 (28.5)
>12 1,053 (22.4) 514 (22.6) 539 (22.2)
Missing 571
Employment
Unemployed 499 (10.5) 228 (10.0) 271 (11.1)
Employed 4,186 (88.5) 2,032 (89.0) 2,154 (88.0)
Other? 47 (1.0) 23 (1.0) 24 (1.0)
Missing 549
Mother-related
Age (years)
<30 517 (9.8) 256 (10.0) 261 (9.6)
3044 4,421 (83.7) 2,127 (83.3) 2,294 (84.1)
>45 343 (6.5) 170 (6.7) 173 (6.3)
Missing 0
Education (years)
=9 2,017 (38.6) 977 (38.8) 1,040 (38.5)
10-12 1,602 (30.7) 773 (30.7) 829 (30.7)
>12 1,603 (30.7) 771 (30.6) 832 (30.8)
Missing 59
Employment
Unemployed 950 (18.2) 463 (18.4) 487 (18.0)
Employed 4,050 (77.5) 1,946 (77.1) 2,104 (77.9)
Other? 225 (4.3) 114 (4.5) 11 4.1)
Missing 56
Family related
Household income (€/month)
=1,000 1,426 (27.7) 702 (28.2) 724 (27.1)
1,001-2,000 2,463 (47.8) 1,171 (47.1) 1,292 (48.4)
>2,000 1,267 (24.6) 615 (24.7) 652 (24.4)
Missing 125

(continued)
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Table 1. (continued)

Characteristics, n (%) Total N (%) Girls n (%) Boys n (%)

Family structure
Lone parenthood or other 856 (16.2) 415 (16.3) 441 (16.2)
Living with both parents 4,418 (83.8) 2,135 (83.7) 2,283 (83.8)
Missing 7

Number of siblings at home
No siblings 1,931 (37.0) 933 (37.0) 998 (37.1)
| sibling 2,633 (50.5) 1,282 (50.8) 1,351 (50.2)
> sibling 650 (12.5) 307 (12.2) 343 (12.7)
Missing 67

2Other employment status included unpaid family workers, students, retired people (pensioners), house
workers, etc.

analysis, we merged severe and very severe physical assaults. The nonviolent
discipline subscale was excluded from the study.

Sociodemographic Characteristics. Information on parental age, education,
employment status, and monthly household income was provided by mothers
when their children were 7years of age. Parental age was defined as the age
of the mother and father in completed years and was categorized as <30 years
of'age, 30 to 44 years of age, and =45 years of age. Education was considered
to be the number of successfully completed years of formal schooling and
classified according to the International Standard Classification of Education
2011 classes (ISCED, 2011). The low educational level corresponded to
9years or less of formal schooling, intermediate education to 12 years of for-
mal education, and high education corresponded to more than 12years.
Parental employment status was coded as employed if mothers or fathers had
full-time, part-time, or less than a part-time job, unemployed if they did not
have paid job at the time of the survey, and other if they were unpaid family
workers, students, retired people (pensioners), house workers, etc.

The monthly household income included salaries and other sources of
income, such as financial assistance, rent, monetary allowances, and alimony
for all the household. A low monthly household income was defined as
1,000€ per month or less, intermediate if between 1,001€ and 2,000€, and
high if higher than 2,000€. The lower class was defined as the situation where
both parents receive at least the minimum national wage (485.00 € in 2012—
2014) (PORDATA, 2019).

The child’s family structure was defined as living with both parents and
living in lone parenthood or with others if the child lives only with the mother,
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the father, or with other family members. The number of siblings at home was
categorized into no sibling(s), one sibling, and more than one sibling.

Statistical Analysis

Sample characteristics were summarized descriptively using counts and per-
centages. A y? test of independence with a statistical significance level of
p <.05 was performed to compare differences in the reported occurrences of
parental disciplinary practices by sociodemographic and economic character-
istics, by mothers and fathers, and by sex of children. All statistical analyses
were performed in R version 4.2.2 (R Core Team, 2023).

Results

The sample characteristics of the study population are presented in Table 1.
Around 80.1% of fathers and 83.7% of mothers were 30 to 44 years old,
49.2% of fathers and 38.6% of mothers had less than 9years of schooling,
10.5% of fathers and 18.2% of mothers were unemployed, and 27.7% of
these families had a low household income.

The most frequently child-reported disciplinary practices were psycho-
logical aggression (77.1% by fathers; 76.1% by mothers), followed by corpo-
ral punishment (74.2% by fathers; 74.8% by mothers), severe and very severe
physical assaults (25.6% by fathers; 23.4% by mothers) (see Supplementary
Table 2). The parental practice most frequently reported as psychological
aggression was “Shouted, yelled, or screamed at the child” (65.1% by fathers;
64.5% by mothers), followed by “Threatened to spank or hit the child but did
not do it” (46.9% by fathers; 44.6% by mothers) (see Supplementary Table
2). “Spanked with a bare hand” item from the corporal punishment subscale
was most frequently reported to be used by both fathers and mothers (60.5%
and 59.9%, respectively). The item “Beat the child up, over and over as hard
as mother/father could” accounted for most of the severe and very severe
physical assaults in children’s reports (20.1% by fathers; 18.4% by mothers)
(see Supplementary Table 2).

Children were reported to be subjected to psychological aggression and
corporal punishment more frequently than their less privileged counterparts
if they were born into high-income families (see Tables 2 and 3).

Severe and very severe physical assaults were more frequently observed
among those children whose parents presented lower educational levels
(fathers: 28.4%, mothers: 25.8%) or children of parents with low household
income (fathers: 26.1%, mothers: 26.1%) (see Tables 2 and 3). Furthermore,
children reported experiencing more acts of violent disciplinary practices if
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they were living with both parents and had one or more siblings at home (see
Tables 2 and 3).

Table 4 compares the prevalence of violent disciplinary practices perpe-
trated by fathers and mothers. When considering only one parent, more
fathers (38.7%) than mothers (10.9%) were reported to be perpetrators of
psychological aggression (32 (1, N=5,281)=1,377.22, p <.001), and corpo-
ral punishment (x> (1, N=5,281)=1,469.85, p<<.001). In contrast, more
mothers (25.7%) than fathers (10.6%) practiced severe and very severe forms
of physical assaults (32 (1, N=5,281)=2,016.32, p=.000) toward their chil-
dren (see Table 4).

Table 5 shows the prevalence of parental violent disciplinary practices by
sex of the child. The frequencies of all types of violent disciplinary practices
perpetrated by fathers were higher for boys than girls. This gender difference
was only observed again when comparing severe and very severe physical
assaults used by mothers toward boys (x> (1, N=5,281)=16.23, p<.001)
(see Table 5).

Discussion

Despite the recognition of the detrimental impact of parental violence on the
mental and physical health and well-being of children throughout their lives,
violence remains an all-too-real part of life for many children around the
globe. In a context where all forms of violence against children are forbidden,
and domestic violence is a public crime, we hypothesize that the frequency of
violence perpetrated by parents is expected to be low. Using data from a large
sample of Portuguese children of a population-based birth cohort, our find-
ings contribute to the existing body of evidence by reporting that parental
violent disciplinary practices are highly prevalent among Portuguese 7-year-
old children. Our results revealed that psychological aggression is the most
common disciplinary tactic applied toward children, followed by corporal
punishment. These findings are similar to those reported previously (Chan,
2012; Cui et al., 2016; Fu et al., 2019). Corporal punishment encompasses a
broad range of acts that parents may administer toward their children, from
shaking and pinching the child to fatal physical assault. The operational defi-
nition of corporal punishment adopted for the present study included “the use
of physical force with the intention of causing a child to experience pain, but
not injury, for the purpose of correction or control of the child’s behavior”
(Straus, 1994, p. 4). The Portuguese legislation establishes the incrimination
of corporal punishment under articles 152nd and 152nd-A of the Penal Code
that states: “Whoever repeatedly, or not, inflicts physical or psychological
ill-treatment, including corporal punishment, deprivation of liberty and
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sexual offenses, is punished with one to 5 years of imprisonment.” (Didrio da
Republica Eletronico, 2007). Over 60% of 7-year-old children in our sample
reported to be “spanked with a bare hand” by parents suggesting that despite
the entire prohibition of corporal punishment (Diario da Republica Eletronico,
2007), it remains a highly prevalent tactic among Portuguese parents. One
plausible explanation stems from Portuguese cultural norms, wherein corpo-
ral punishment often remains unrecognized as a form of violence against
children. This practice finds a degree of social acceptance and is deeply
ingrained in familial child-rearing traditions. This prevailing societal disposi-
tion toward considering parents’ use of violent discipline as a legitimate
means of child guidance presents a significant hurdle in obtaining compre-
hensive reporting on such incidents. At present, there is a dearth of available
published data that tracks the evolution of public perspectives concerning
these practices over time.

Concerning severe and very severe physical assault, our results may seem
to be high. However, these results should be interpreted with caution. The
item “Beat her/him up, over and over as hard as mother/father could” emerged
as the primary contributor to instances of severe and very severe physical
assaults in children’s accounts. It is worth considering that this specific item
within the questionnaires administered to children could have led to some
misinterpretation, potentially inflating the prevalence rates. This misinterpre-
tation could be attributed to children associating the wording with various
forms of violence that may not necessarily align with being repeatedly beaten
as severely as a parent could. Although the translation of the item was accu-
rate, it is important to acknowledge that the nuanced meaning might not be
universally consistent among all respondents.

We operationalized parental violent disciplinary practices as instances of
“never” versus “once or more,” a classification that might be viewed as strin-
gent with regard to chronicity. However, it is important to underscore that our
adherence to a zero-tolerance toward violence, as mandated by national law,
precludes the acceptance of any degree of tolerance for such incidents. The
use of the term “violent discipline” serves to underscore the paramount legal
and ethical obligations surrounding the rights of children (Didrio da Republica
Eletrénico, 2007).

Across studies, the lifetime prevalence of parental violent disciplinary
practices varies considerably. Sun (2021) found that corporal punishment
(89.47%) was the most prevalent form of child maltreatment, followed by
physical assault (80.21%), psychological abuse (65.0%), and neglect
(52.26%) among primary school children in Shanghai, China. The prevalence
of mother-reported psychological aggression was 70.5%, followed by corpo-
ral punishment (51.4%) and physical maltreatment (9.8%) in the Brazilian



1896 Journal of Interpersonal Violence 39(9-10)

sample (Gebara et al., 2017). Castillo et al. (2020) reported that 53.7% of
mothers and 43.4% of fathers used corporal punishment to discipline child
misbehavior. Gabriela Barajas-Gonzalez et al. (2018), in a sample of Mexican
and Dominican American immigrant families with young children, showed
that 41.4% had been physically punished and 91.8% experienced verbal pun-
ishment (i.e., “scold or yell when your child misbehaves”). The wide vari-
ance in the prevalence of parental violent disciplinary practices was explained
by several methodological factors, including the gender of the respondent
and perpetrator, the definition of child maltreatment, the method of data col-
lection, the population from which the research sample is drawn, etc. (Moody
et al., 2018).

Children from different socioeconomic backgrounds experience differ-
ent parenting practices. Previous studies showed that socioeconomic cir-
cumstances shape parenting. Parents from low socioeconomic backgrounds
are more likely to follow authoritarian styles, have a poor understanding of
child development, display less warmth, and show disapproval toward
their children (Machado et al., 2007). In our study, children frequently
reported experiencing parental violent disciplinary practices regardless of
parental socioeconomic background b. However, we found some differ-
ences according to parents’ socioeconomic backgrounds: children from
low socioeconomic backgrounds were more likely to be victims of more
severe and very severe forms of discipline, whereas children from high
socioeconomic backgrounds reported more psychological aggression and
corporal punishment. Children of more educated parents are more fre-
quently subjected to psychological aggression, shouting, yelling, scream-
ing at a child, and calling a child offensive names such as “dumb” and
“lazy.” It is known that mothers with at least some college education were
more likely to use a higher level of psychologically aggressive parenting
than those with less than high school (Zhang & Anderson, 2010). Possibly,
when children move from kindergarten to primary school, the parents’
concerns shift from the child’s physical well-being to the child’s future
success (Li et al., 2013). Some parents may adopt a demanding style in
parenting and place a high emphasis on children’s educational accomplish-
ments. Notably, more educated parents may have high expectations for
their children’s academic performance, as they believe that a desirable
career and a “bright future” are the inevitable results of academic solid
achievements (Hsieh et al., 2017).

Most studies suggested that both genders of the parent and the gender of
the child are essential to take into account when it comes to discipline,
although the results have been inconsistent (Cui et al., 2016; Endendijk et al.,
2016). We found statistically significant differences in rates of violent
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disciplinary practices according to the child’s and parent’s gender. Specifically,
when only one parent acted as a perpetrator, fathers were found to be more
inclined than mothers to employ psychological aggression and physical pun-
ishment. In contrast, mothers were more likely to use severe and very severe
physical assaults.

Boys were more likely than girls to report all types of violent disciplinary
practices if perpetrators were fathers and severe and very severe physical
assault if perpetrators were mothers. The biosocial theory of sex differences
provides rationales for gender-differentiated parenting practices (Wood &
Eagly, 2002). According to this theory, mothers and fathers use different par-
enting strategies with boys and girls depending on boys’ and girls’ divergent
gender roles. On the other hand, boys are more likely than girls to react with
aggression and negative behavior to parental control, whereas girls are more
likely to comply (Endendijk et al., 2017). These gender differences in child
behavior may result in parents’ gender-differentiated use of harsher discipline
in response to a child’s noncompliant or aggressive behavior.

We found that children reported experiencing more acts of violent disci-
plinary practices if they had one or more siblings at home. Possibly, in a large
household, negative sibling relationships might lead to conflicts among chil-
dren, which in turn may call for harsher parental disciplinary tactics com-
pared to a household with a single child (Hallers-Haalboom et al., 2016).
Another possible explanation is that in large families, parents may have less
time and energy to address and correct each child’s misbehavior, which may
result in practicing violent discipline. Economic hardship faced by large fam-
ilies may aggravate this situation (Douki et al., 2013).

Also, it should be noted that when in the same household, the child is
exposed to violent disciplinary practices perpetrated by both parents, it may
increase the chronicity of violence and exacerbate the child’s vulnerability in
the face of multiple exposures to domestic violence.

Study Strengths and Limitations

Using data from a large sample in the scope of a population-based birth
cohort strengthens this study. Most published evidence on parental violent
disciplinary practices relies on data from clinical or criminal justice cases,
which may characterize different profiles compared to the general population
(Machado et al., 2007; Ribeiro et al., 2016). Furthermore, data from research
settings is generally based on a single family member’s report, often a mother,
thus subject to reporting bias (Cheng et al., 2018; Gebara et al., 2017).
Children’s report on parental violent disciplinary tactics is a fundamental
source of information beyond official and caregiver reports. To the best of our



1898 Journal of Interpersonal Violence 39(9-10)

knowledge, this is one of the few studies, including children’s reports on
parental disciplinary practices using the CTSPC.

In the Generation XXI birth cohort, from which our sample is drawn, less
than 5% of recruited mothers were born abroad. The lack of ethnic variability
at the recruitment time is explained by the small number of foreign citizens
(329,898) living in Portugal in 2006 and by the fact that most migrants in
Portugal resided in Lisbon metropolitan area (Instituto Nacional de Estatistica,
2007). Our study is a population-based investigation where children were
selected independently of their gender, racial-ethnic identity, socioeconomic
background, religion, and culture.

Meanwhile, some limitations should be considered when interpreting our
findings. We studied the phenomenon from the perspective of children. It
should be noted that 7-year-old children might be constrained by their limited
language abilities when reporting violence. However, for the present study,
we employed CTSPC picture cards which had been adapted and validated in
Portuguese-speaking contexts (Reichenheim & Moraes, 2006). The utiliza-
tion of CTSPC picture cards helps overcome potential cultural and linguistic
barriers that might affect children’s ability to communicate their experiences,
as well as reduce potential biases that can arise from variations in how ques-
tions are worded or interpreted. The utilization of picture cards not only visu-
ally portrays diverse conflict situations and tactics but also closely resembles
real-life situations, thereby allowing children to express their feelings,
thoughts, and experiences more accurately (Sierau et al., 2018).

Our study discussed and presented data on parenting as reported by chil-
dren; consequently, the study was unable to explore the impact of the parental
relationship dynamics or the potential control exerted by one parent over the
other parent’s parenting methods.

Finally, the attrition over time resulted in the inclusion of a more socioeco-
nomically advantaged group of participants resulting in a high prevalence of
psychological aggression and corporal punishment in our sample. It is rea-
sonable to anticipate that if participants from less advantaged socioeconomic
groups were retained, we would likely encounter instances of more severe
and even very severe violent disciplinary practices. Similar socioeconomic
patterning of loss to follow-up has been observed in other studies (Goldberg,
2001; Strandhagen et al., 2010). Howe et al. (Howe et al., 2013) suggested
that the impact of attrition on estimates of inequalities might be minimal
when there is no direct causal link between the study outcome (e.g., parental
violent disciplinary practices) and participation in the study. In such situa-
tions, any pre-existing socioeconomic discrepancies that were initially pres-
ent would likely become more pronounced and potentially accentuate the
existing socioeconomic gaps that were present within our study cohort.
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Our study delved into the critical issue of child-reported violence, consid-
ering a diverse range of socio-economic contexts within our sample. The
accounts provided by children from various socio-economic backgrounds
shed light on the multifaceted nature of violence experienced by young indi-
viduals. These diverse narratives not only highlight the commonalities in the
types and patterns of violence faced by children but also underscore the influ-
ence of cultural nuances and societal structures on their experiences.
However, it is important to acknowledge the limitations of generalizability.
Cultural nuances, legal frameworks, and specific contextual factors can vary
widely, potentially influencing the manifestations and reporting of child-
reported violence. Therefore, while our findings provide a valuable founda-
tion, it is crucial for future studies to confirm and adapt these insights within
the specific contexts they aim to address.

Conclusion

Despite compelling evidence that violent disciplinary practices are associated
with an elevated risk of detrimental child outcomes (Gershoff & Grogan-
Kaylor, 2016), parental violent disciplinary practices are highly prevalent
among Portuguese 7-year-old children, independently of their family socio-
economic background. Further, parental disciplinary practices varied by gen-
der of the parents and sex of the children. Public awareness campaigns to
publicize the law regarding corporal punishment and targeted programs to
educate parents about child-friendly and nonviolent approaches to discipline
seem to be precursors to changes in parents’ beliefs and behaviors regarding
violent disciplinary practices.
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