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Synopsis
Objective—This study was designed to examine whether African American and European
American mothers differ in their discipline use when reasoning, denying privileges, yelling, and
spanking are considered simultaneously and whether there are ethnic group differences in how
these four forms of discipline are associated with child externalizing behavior.

Design—Structural equation models were used to examine relations between children's
externalizing behavior in kindergarten (age 5), mothers' discipline in grades 1-3 (ages 6-8), and
children's externalizing behavior in grade 4 (age 9) in a sample of 585 mothers and children.

Results—African American and European American mothers showed the same rank order
frequency of reported use of each of the four forms of discipline, most frequently using reasoning,
followed by yelling, denying privileges, and least frequently spanking. However, European
American mothers more frequently reported using three of the four forms of discipline than did
African American mothers, with no ethnic differences in the frequency with which mothers
reported spanked. For European American children, higher levels of teacher-reported child
externalizing in kindergarten predicted mothers' more frequent report of denying privileges,
yelling, and spanking in grades 1-3; only spanking was associated with more child externalizing
behaviors in grade 4. For African American children, teacher-reported child externalizing in
kindergarten was unrelated to mothers' report of discipline in grades 1-3; considering predictions
from discipline to grade 4 child externalizing, only denying privileges was predictive.

Conclusions—European American and African American families differ in links between
children's teacher-reported externalizing behaviors and subsequent mother-reported discipline as
well as links between mother-reported discipline and children's subsequent teacher-reported
externalizing.
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Introduction
Managing children's behavior is one of the key responsibilities of parents. Proactive
strategies such as teaching the child how to get along with others and setting clear
expectations regarding good behavior are important in promoting children's behavioral
adjustment. Regardless of how successful parents are at preventing misbehavior before it
occurs, children will misbehave at times, and parents are faced with decisions regarding how
to respond to their children's misdeeds. Over time, parents likely use a variety of strategies,
some of which may have the intended effect of decreasing children's subsequent
misbehavior. Other strategies may have the unintended consequence of increasing children's
subsequent misbehavior. Still other strategies may exert no effect. Simultaneously
examining different key discipline strategies offers the advantage of promoting
understanding of how they operate in relation to children's problem behavior.

Previous studies suggest the utility of adopting a profile approach in understanding
parenting behaviors. Baumrind's (1967, 1991) classic work on parenting types provides an
early example of the kind of knowledge that can be gained from examining parenting
behavior not as discrete elements but as part of a profile in conjunction with a range of other
parenting behaviors. Parents' discipline strategies can be conceptualized along a number of
dimensions (Gershoff et al., 2010). One key distinction is whether the discipline is physical
or nonphysical. If the discipline is nonphysical, it may involve purely verbal techniques
(either positive or negative) or also the manipulation of privileges (e.g., time-outs, removing
privileges). Research that has used cluster analyses to identify groups of parents who are
differentiated by their attitudes and use of physical and nonphysical discipline has found that
physical and nonphysical forms of discipline often cluster together (Thompson et al., 1999).
Examining profiles of parenting is especially useful because it can suggest ways in which
specific parenting behaviors may have different relations with children's adjustment
depending on other parenting behaviors that co-occur.

Ethnic Differences in Discipline
Research to date suggests that African American and European American parents may differ
in the frequency with which they use several types of discipline strategies, although corporal
punishment has received the most attention. For example, Day, Peterson, and McCracken
(1998) examined the number of times during the past week that a parent reported using
corporal punishment for the target child. African American mothers said they spanked more
frequently than European American mothers for older children, but only single African
American mothers said they spanked more frequently for younger children. However, this
analysis did not control for other factors (e.g., age, income, education) that may have
accounted for the difference between groups. Straus and Stewart (1999) used data from the
Gallup Organization to assess a variety of forms of corporal punishment that parents
reported using during the previous year. After controlling for socioeconomic status (SES)
and other demographic variables, they found that African American parents were more
likely than European American parents to use corporal punishment. However, among
parents who used corporal punishment, there was no difference in frequency of its use
between European American and African American parents. Using data from the National
Longitudinal Survey of Youth, a nationally representative sample that over-sampled poor
and minority families, Bradley, Corwyn, McAdoo, and Garcia Coll (2001) found that
African American parents reported that they would use spanking more than European
American parents for hypothetical situations, but found no differences between African
American and European American parents in reported use with their own child or observed
use.
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With respect to discipline other than corporal punishment, Heffer and Kelley (1987)
examined mothers' acceptance of a variety of nonphysical discipline strategies and found
that low-income African American mothers were less accepting of positive reinforcement
(e.g., praise) for appropriate behavior and time-out for inappropriate behaviors than were
more affluent African American mothers or European American mothers. Similarly, Bradley
et al. (2001) found that African American parents were less likely than European American
parents to use verbal strategies (e.g., discussion or praise), ignoring, or time-out to manage
their children's behavior. These conclusions are more consistent across studies for poor
African American families than nonpoor African American families, highlighting the
necessity of examining variables such as income and education that are correlated with
ethnicity in the United States and that may account for differences in parental use of
discipline.

Links between Discipline and Child Adjustment
One of the key controversies in the parenting literature is the extent to which a given
parenting behavior has the same or different effects on children's adjustment depending on
the cultural context in which it is administered (Bornstein & Lansford, 2010). In the case of
parents' discipline strategies, one argument has been that the relation between a particular
discipline strategy and a child's adjustment will depend, in part, on the normativeness of that
discipline strategy in the child's cultural group (Deater-Deckard & Dodge, 1997; Lansford et
al., 2005). It might be that ethnic differences in average levels of the discipline variables are
also accompanied by ethnic differences in the relation between discipline and adjustment. It
is also possible that one would find no differences between groups in relations between
discipline use and children's adjustment. Two hypotheses make different predictions
regarding how discipline should operate across different ethnic groups. The “similar
processes” hypothesis (e.g., Rowe, 1997) predicts that the relation between parental use of
discipline and child externalizing is the same across ethnic groups. The “different processes”
hypothesis (e.g., Deater-Deckard, Dodge, Bates, & Pettit, 1996) predicts that the relation
between parental use of discipline and child externalizing may be different across ethnic
groups, depending on the meaning of the discipline across groups. Clearly, there are many
complex issues involved in understanding issues of ethnicity in relation to parenting
(McLoyd & Steinberg, 1998). For example, different ethnic groups may show similar mean
levels of a given discipline practice and similar correlations between discipline and
externalizing, similar mean levels of discipline but different correlations between discipline
and externalizing, different mean levels of discipline but similar correlations between
discipline and externalizing, or different mean levels of discipline and different correlations
between discipline and externalizing (McLoyd & Steinberg, 1998).

Evidence regarding these links has been mixed for corporal punishment and is largely
unavailable for other forms of discipline. Some studies suggest that corporal punishment
statistically predicts externalizing behavior problems for European American children but
not for African American children (e.g., Deater-Deckard et al., 1996). Other studies suggest
that corporal punishment predicts externalizing behavior problems for both European
American and African American children (e.g., Berlin et al., 2009). In part, differences in
findings across studies may be accounted for by sample differences such as children's age or
SES, controls included in analyses, specific measures used, and the reporter. For example,
youth reports of their parents' corporal punishment are sometimes less strongly associated
with aggression than are parents' reports of their corporal punishment, and ethnic differences
have been found more frequently when teachers or peers report on externalizing outcomes
than when mothers report on the outcomes (e.g., Benjet & Kazdin, 2003; Gunnoe &
Mariner, 1997). Furthermore, because low SES (Federal Interagency Forum on Child and
Family Statistics, 2006), family stress (McLoyd, 1990), and single parent status (McAdoo,
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2002) are more prevalent among African American than European American families and
because these sociodemographic risk factors have all been found to relate to more harsh
discipline (Dodge, McLoyd, & Lansford, 2005), studies that do not account for these
potential confounds might misattribute differences in discipline to ethnicity rather than other
aspects of sociodemographic risk. There remains considerable controversy regarding
whether there are ethnic differences in links between corporal punishment and child
adjustment.

Fewer studies have been devoted to understanding ethnic differences and similarities in links
between nonphysical forms of discipline and children's adjustment. In one exception,
Snyder, Cramer, Afrank, and Patterson (2005) used direct observation of parent-child
interaction tasks to examine the relation between maternal ineffective discipline and child
conduct problems in an ethnically diverse sample. They found that child conduct problems
longitudinally (i.e., from pre-kindergarten to first grade) predicted increases in parental
ineffective discipline and that ineffective discipline longitudinally predicted increases in
child conduct problems. However, the interaction between ethnicity and discipline was not
specifically examined, and the study used a composite discipline score that included
inconsistency, reliance on threats, commands, scoldings, and use of corporal punishment as
part of their ineffective discipline construct, so it is unclear to what extent nonphysical
versus physical forms of discipline contributed to the findings.

The Present Study
The present study addressed three primary research questions. First, do African American
and European American mothers differ in the frequency with which they use reasoning,
denying privileges, yelling, and spanking? Second, are ethnic differences in discipline use
accounted for by demographic characteristics that often are confounded with ethnicity (SES,
stress, and single caregiver status) rather than ethnicity per se? Third, within ethnic group,
are differences in the discipline used by mothers associated with differences in subsequent
child externalizing, controlling for prior externalizing? We hypothesized that African
American and European American mothers would differ in the discipline that they used, that
these differences would persist after controlling for potential confounds, and that discipline
would be associated differentially with externalizing behavior for African American and
European American children.

Method
Participants

Participants for this study were recruited in 1987 and 1988 from Nashville and Knoxville,
TN, and Bloomington, IN, for the Child Development Project (Dodge, Bates, & Pettit,
1990), a multi-site, longitudinal study. Parents were approached and asked to participate at
the time of their child's kindergarten preregistration (when the average age of the children
was 5 years). Approximately 75% of parents approached agreed to participate in the study,
for a total of 585 families. Of these families, 97 were African American and 477 were
European American; the remaining 11 families were of other ethnic origin and were not
included in the present study.

Mothers, or female heads of household, were interviewed at the initial assessment to
determine family demographic characteristics. Across the entire sample of the 574 African
American and European American families, 48% of the target children were female, 26% of
households were headed by single parents, and the mean age of mothers at the time of the
initial assessment was 31.7 years, SD = 5.12. Family SES was determined based on the
Hollingshead (1979) Four-Factor Index (i.e., mother's years of education, mother's
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occupation, father's years of education, and father's occupation). Mothers' data were double-
weighted for families in which fathers or adult male partners were not living in the home.
All five Hollingshead classifications of SES were represented across the sample, with
percentages from the lowest SES to highest SES category as follows: 8.3% in category 5,
18% in category 4, 25.2% in category 3, 32.1% in category 2, and 16.4% in category 1. At
the time of the initial assessment, mothers also provided a rating of family stress in each of
two eras (child age 1-4 and child age 4-5); these ratings were averaged to provided a
measure of family stress in the child's first 5 years of life (1 = minimal stress; 5 = severe,
frequent stress). Data were collected annually through fourth grade (when children were 9
years old); fourth-grade data were available for 80% of the original participants. Participants
who provided data in fourth grade did not differ from nonparticipants on ethnicity, family
composition, or child gender. However, children whose teachers did not report on their
fourth-grade externalizing were more likely to be from lower-SES families. Mothers
provided written informed consent at each time point, and IRBs at each participating
university approved the research protocol.

Measures
Discipline—When children were in first, second, and third grade, their mothers completed
a questionnaire rating the frequency with which they used a variety of discipline strategies
during the past year (0 = never, 1 = less than once a month, 2 = about once a month, 3 =
about once a week, and 4 = about every day). Four discipline scales were constructed by
averaging a single item in each scale across the three years to create reliable, cross-age
composites and to make use of data available from participants even if they provided
discipline data only in one year: (1) “Talk and explain reasons” (α = .71); (2) “Deny
privileges (e.g., no TV, no candy, etc.)” (α = .75); (3) “Yell, scold, or raise voice” (α = .80);
(4) “Spank with hand” (α = .75).

Externalizing behavior—Teachers completed the Teacher Report Form (TRF;
Achenbach, 1991) during the winter or spring of the target child's kindergarten and fourth-
grade school years. The TRF consists of items that are rated by teachers as either 0 (problem
statement not true of child), 1 (somewhat or sometimes true of child), or 2 (very true or often
true of child). The externalizing scale consisted of 34 items (e.g., argues a lot, demands
attention, gets in many fights, lies or cheats). Raw item scores were summed to form
teacher-reported scale scores in each year (αs > .90 for both years).

Analytic Approach—Multivariate analysis of covariance was used to examine whether
African American and European American mothers differ in the frequency with which they
reported they used each of the four forms of discipline. Hierarchical regressions were then
conducted to examine whether ethnicity predicts use of these types of discipline, above and
beyond prior externalizing and sociodemographic control variables. Finally, we tested multi-
group structural equation models to examine associations among kindergarten externalizing,
discipline in grades 1-3, and grade 4 externalizing, as well as whether these associations
held for both African American and European American children.

Results
Ethnic Differences in Discipline Frequency

We first conducted multivariate analysis of covariance on the four discipline scales (i.e.,
reason, deny privileges, yell, spank) to determine whether African American and European
American mothers differed in the pattern with which they reported using the discipline
approaches in grades 1-3, controlling for children's externalizing behaviors in kindergarten.
The multivariate test was significant, Pillai's F(4, 506) = 21.90, p < .001. Descriptive
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statistics, follow-up univariate tests, and effect sizes are presented in Table 1. As shown,
European American mothers reported they reasoned, denied privileges, and yelled more
frequently than did African American mothers; European American and African American
mothers did not differ in the frequency with which they spanked.1 Furthermore, Levene's
test for the homogeneity of the variances suggested that the variance was larger for African
American than European American mothers' use of three of the four forms of discipline
(reasoning, yelling, and spanking, but not denying privileges). However, despite these
differences in the frequency and variance, the rank order with which European American
and African American mothers used the four forms of discipline was identical, with
reasoning used most frequently, followed by yelling, denying privileges, and spanking used
least frequently.

Prediction of Discipline by Ethnicity and Other Demographic Variables
Although the previous analyses suggest that African American and European American
mothers in this sample differed in the frequency with which they used the four discipline
approaches in grades 1-3, other variables associated with ethnicity may better account for
these differences. Bivariate correlations between ethnicity, child gender, SES, stress, single
caregiver status, child externalizing, and the four discipline approaches were computed (see
Table 2). Compared with European American children, African American children were
more likely to live in households with lower SES, higher stress, and a single caregiver.
Teacher-reported child externalizing in kindergarten and in grade 4 were positively
correlated with mothers' denying privileges and spanking in grades 1-3. All forms of
discipline were positively correlated with each other.

Hierarchical linear regression was used to determine whether ethnicity significantly
predicted discipline when these other demographic variables also were considered. Separate
regression analyses were conducted for reasoning, denying privileges, yelling, and spanking.
As shown in Table 3, after controlling for child externalizing in kindergarten and other
sociodemographic variables, child gender was significantly related only with reasoning;
mothers reported reasoning more frequently with boys than with girls. Higher SES was
related to more frequent reasoning and yelling and less frequent spanking. Higher levels of
stress were associated with more frequent reasoning, denying privileges, yelling, and
spanking. Whether there was one caregiver or more than one caregiver in the home was
unrelated to any of the forms of discipline. Children with higher levels of externalizing
behaviors in kindergarten were more likely to experience all forms of discipline in grades
1-3. With all of these variables in the models, ethnicity was still significantly associated with
reasoning, denying privileges, and yelling. European American mothers reported more
frequently using each of these three forms of discipline than did African American mothers.

Relations between Discipline and Child Externalizing
Within ethnicity, differences in discipline used by mothers may be associated with
differences in rates of child externalizing. To examine this possibility, we conducted multi-
group structural equation models using AMOS 17 (Arbuckle, 2008). In each model, child
externalizing in kindergarten was examined as a predictor of each of the four types of
discipline in grades 1-3, and each of the four types of discipline in grades 1-3 was examined

1Our spanking measure included just spanking with the hand. In supplemental analyses using a measure reflecting spanking with an
object, African American mothers were found to report spanking with an object more frequently than European American mothers
reported spanking with an object, suggesting that differences in this more severe form of corporal punishment may account for ethnic
differences in frequency of corporal punishment use that have been reported previously in the literature (e.g., Straus & Stewart, 1999).
The frequency with which mothers reported spanking with an object in grades 1-3 was significantly correlated with teacher-reported
child externalizing in kindergarten and grade 4 for European American children but not significantly correlated with externalizing at
either time for African American children.
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as a predictor of child externalizing in grade 4. The model also included the autoregressive
path between kindergarten and grade 4 externalizing, and the error terms of the four types of
discipline were allowed to correlate to account for their shared method variance.

We first tested a model in which structural paths among the variables were constrained to be
equal for European American and African American families. This model fit significantly
worse than did a model in which the structural paths were not constrained to be equal,
Δχ2(9) = 23.82, p < .01. Thus, the results that follow are for the models in which paths were
not constrained to be equal across ethnic groups.

As shown in Figure 1, teacher reported child externalizing in kindergarten significantly
predicted three of the four types of discipline for European American children (denying
privileges, yelling, and spanking, but not reasoning). Teacher reported child externalizing in
kindergarten did not predict any of the four types of discipline in grades 1-3 for African
American children. For European American children, spanking in grades 1-3 was the only
form of discipline that significantly predicted more teacher-reported externalizing behaviors
in grade 4. For African American children, denying privileges was the only form of
discipline in grades 1-3 that significantly predicted more teacher-reported externalizing
behaviors in grade 4. Teacher-reported child externalizing was highly stable over time.

Discussion
Analyses examining mothers' use of reasoning, denying privileges, yelling, and spanking
generally supported the hypotheses that African American and European American mothers
would differ in the frequency with which they reported using different forms of discipline,
that these differences would persist after controlling for potential confounds, and that
different forms of discipline would be associated with externalizing behavior in different
ways for African American and European American children. Although African American
and European American mothers showed the same rank order frequency of use of each of
the four discipline strategies, they differed in the relative frequency with which they used
each strategy. Ethnic differences persisted after controlling for child gender, child
externalizing behaviors, SES, family stress, and single caregiver status. For European
American children, higher levels of teacher-reported child externalizing in kindergarten
predicted mothers' more frequent denying privileges, yelling, and spanking in grades 1-3;
only spanking was associated with more child externalizing behaviors in grade 4. For
African American children, teacher-reported child externalizing in kindergarten was
unrelated to mothers' subsequent discipline; only denying privileges was associated with
more child externalizing in grade 4. In McLoyd and Steinberg's (1998) framework, the
pattern of findings provided the most support for the hypothesis that African Americans and
European Americans would demonstrate different mean levels of discipline and different
correlations between discipline and externalizing.

Regardless of ethnicity, mothers used some discipline approaches more frequently than
others. Both African American and European American mothers reported using reasoning
most frequently, followed by yelling, denying privileges, and spanking. This finding
suggests that both African American and European American mothers used a variety of
discipline approaches and that spanking was the least frequently used discipline approach
for both groups of mothers. It is reassuring that both African American and European
American mothers most frequently reported reasoning, an inductive strategy that has been
found to promote children's social competence and internalization of parents' values (Grusec
& Goodnow, 1994). The finding that mothers from both ethnic groups turned most
infrequently to spanking is consistent with work reaching this same conclusion using a
multinational sample (Gershoff et al., 2010).
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Despite consistency in the rank order frequency with which they used the four types of
discipline, African American and European American mothers differed in the absolute
frequency with which they reported using each type of discipline. European American
mothers reported reasoning, denying privileges, and yelling more frequently than did
African American mothers. There were not significant ethnic differences in the frequency
with which mothers spanked with their hand. Studies that aggregate different forms of
discipline into a composite “harsh discipline” score may mask these kinds of differences in
the discipline strategies that different mothers adopt. In addition to differing in the frequency
with which they used different forms of discipline, there was more variance in African
American than European American mothers' use of reasoning, yelling, and spanking,
suggesting the need for future research to focus on understanding within-ethnic group
differences in use of different forms of discipline in addition to between-group differences.

The popular press has dubbed shouting the new spanking (Stout, 2009). Mothers who regard
spanking as socially unacceptable yet are unsuccessful in bringing about desired child
behavior by more positive techniques end up yelling. Vissing, Straus, Gelles, and Harrop
(1991) found that parents' verbal aggression toward children was associated with worse
outcomes than physical aggression. In promoting children's rights, UNICEF (2009) has
defined yelling and other harsh verbal discipline as psychologically aggressive toward
children. Because harsh verbal discipline may be associated with more child externalizing
problems (Patterson, Reid, & Dishion, 1992), it is important to bring harsh verbal discipline
into public awareness along with corporal punishment as potentially problematic discipline
strategies. Although it is generally accepted in the social scientific community that corporal
punishment is the most harmful type of discipline, strident attempts to reduce the use of
corporal punishment in the general population may have the unintended consequence of
increasing compensatory tactics such as harsh verbal responses that may be even more
harmful for some children. African American mothers are sometimes implicitly disparaged
for their more frequent use of corporal punishment compared to European American
mothers, so it is notable that African American mothers looked better than European
American mothers in this study with respect to yelling at their children less frequently.

Within European American families, there was more evidence for child effects on a variety
of forms of discipline than for parent effects of a variety of forms of discipline on children's
externalizing. That is, children's externalizing behavior predicted mothers' use of three of the
four subsequent forms of discipline, but only spanking predicted children's subsequent
externalizing. However, within African American families, there was no evidence of child
effects on mothers' discipline, and only mothers' denying privileges predicted children's
subsequent externalizing. By testing for ethnic differences and examining different forms of
discipline, our results provide a more nuanced understanding of Snyder et al.'s (2005)
findings that child conduct problems predicted increases in parental ineffective discipline,
and that ineffective discipline predicted increases in child conduct problems.

What could account for the child effects in European American families and lack of child
effects in African American families? One possibility is that children's behavior at home and
in school may have been more discordant for African American than European American
children. For example, Youngstrom, Loeber, and Stouthamer-Loeber (2000) found that
teachers reported that their male students had fewer externalizing problems than reported by
the students' caregivers and the students themselves and that teacher-student disagreement
was higher for African American than European American students. Given these kinds of
discrepancies, then the link between teachers' reports of children's externalizing at school
and mothers' use of discipline at home would be expected to be stronger for European
American than African American children, as we found. We did not have data on teachers'
ethnicity, but a further possibility that could be addressed in future research is that European
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American children may have behaved similarly at home for their European American
mothers and at school for their European American teachers, whereas African American
children may have behaved differently at home for their African American mothers and at
school for their European American teachers.

Denying privileges is a discipline strategy that often is advocated as a positive behavior
management technique in parenting interventions (e.g., Shriver & Allen, 2008). However, in
our study, denying privileges was related to higher levels of subsequent externalizing
behavior for African American children, after taking into account prior levels of
externalizing. We did not have data on what constituted “denying privileges” in the minds of
different mothers. The denial of candy or television time might be functionally different
from excluding the child from the dinner table or time with parents. In addition, we did not
have data on how effectively the denial of privileges was implemented. For example, if a
mother told her child that he could not watch television for a week yet did not follow
through on enforcing that restriction, one would not expect better child behavior in the
future. However, if a mother effectively followed through on enforcing the television
restriction, the child may behave better in the future. If there were ethnic differences in what
constituted denial of privileges or the effectiveness of implementing the denial, this could
account for differences in links between denying privileges and children's future
externalizing. We urge caution in interpreting ethnic differences in the link between denying
privileges and subsequent child externalizing until further studies replicate and unpack these
associations.

Strengths, Limitations, and Directions for Future Research
It has been argued that obtaining information about parents' discipline and children's
externalizing from distinct sources is important (e.g., Polaha, Larzelere, Shapiro, & Pettit,
2004) because having distinct reporters reduces concerns about general positivity or
negativity biases that may be present if all data are obtained from a single source. Our study
benefited from this strength as well as the inclusion of data from five waves spanning
kindergarten through grade 4. However, the study also had several limitations.

Although externalizing problems likely elicit more discipline than do internalizing problems,
it is possible that particular discipline strategies could contribute to children's internalizing
as well as externalizing problems. Future research that models bidirectional associations
between discipline and children's internalizing problems over time would advance
understanding of developmental transactions in these relations. Child externalizing is likely
to be associated with the discipline of both mothers and fathers, but only mothers' discipline
was assessed in this study, and mothers were the only source of information about their
discipline. Future research should include fathers and a variety of perspectives (e.g.,
objective observers, child reports) on the discipline to which children are exposed. It is
possible that in this sample, African American and European American mothers might have
used the frequency of discipline scales in different ways. If one group was more or less
likely than the other group to over- or under-report the frequency with which they used a
given form of discipline, this could have accounted for ethnic differences found. We focused
in this study on African American and European American families, the groups that have
generated the most debate regarding how corporal punishment is related to children's
externalizing. Other ethnic groups within the United States as well as cultural groups outside
the United States are important samples to include in future research. In addition, we
focused on four forms of discipline (i.e., reasoning, denying privileges, yelling, and
spanking) in relation to children's externalizing behavior problems; these are representative
of common ways that U.S. American parents discipline their children, but parents also
engage in other types of discipline (e.g., offering rewards for good behavior) that may also
have implications for children's externalizing behaviors.
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Parents' use of different forms of discipline is situated in larger parent-child and family
contexts that include a wide range of factors such as parental warmth, involvement,
monitoring, cognitive stimulation, and family cohesion and conflict. For example, McLoyd
and Smith (2002) found that only in the context of low maternal support, but not high
maternal support, spanking predicted an increase in mother-reported internalizing and
externalizing problems over time for European American, African American, and Hispanic
children from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth. Other aspects of parenting such as
warmth and involvement also have been found to moderate links between corporal
punishment and children's adjustment (e.g., Darling & Steinberg, 1993; Larzelere, Klein,
Schumm, & Alibrando, 1989; Simons, Wu, Lin, Gordon, & Conger, 2000). Future research
is needed to move beyond corporal punishment to embed the study of different forms of
discipline into these larger parent-child and family contexts.

Conclusions
The present study contributes to the literature by examining four forms of discipline
simultaneously rather than as discrete strategies. Although corporal punishment has received
more research attention than other forms of discipline, both African American and European
American mothers reported using reasoning, denying privileges, and yelling more frequently
than corporal punishment. The challenge for parents, and those who work with them in
preventive and therapeutic contexts, is to develop a set of discipline strategies that will
minimize children's behavior problems and thereby reduce the need for frequent discipline.
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Figure 1.
Multi-group structural equation model examining associations among teacher-reported child
externalizing in kindergarten, mother-reported discipline in grades 1-3, and teacher-reported
externalizing in grade 4. Standardized path coefficients are reported before the slash for
European Americans and after the slash for African Americans. The error terms of the four
types of discipline were allowed to correlate to account for their shared method
variance. aDesignates path coefficients that differ significantly between European
Americans and African Americans. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Table 1
Descriptive Statistics and Tests of Ethnic Differences in Frequency of Discipline

European American African American

Discipline M (SD) M (SD) F(1, 509) Cohen's d

Reason 3.30 (.66) 2.58 (1.00) 70.80*** .85

Deny privileges 1.73 (.87) 1.50 (.95) 5.23* .25

Yell 2.66 (.89) 2.01 (1.29) 33.19*** .59

Spank 1.18 (.82) 1.32 (.96) 2.44 .16

Note. Analyses control for child externalizing in kindergarten.

*
p < .05.

***
p < .001.

Parent Sci Pract. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2013 June 06.



N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

Lansford et al. Page 15

Ta
bl

e 
2

B
iv

ar
ia

te
 C

or
re

la
ti

on
s 

A
m

on
g 

St
ud

y 
V

ar
ia

bl
es

V
ar

ia
bl

e
1

2
3

4
5

6
7

8
9

10

1.
 E

th
ni

ci
ty

a
--

2.
 G

en
de

rb
.0

3
--

3.
 S

E
S

−
.4

0*
−

.0
5

--

4.
 S

tr
es

s
.1

3*
.0

1
−

.2
2*

--

5.
 C

ar
eg

iv
er

c
.3

2*
.0

6
−

.3
7*

.3
2*

--

6.
 E

xt
 K

: T
.0

7
−

.1
4*

−
.2

4*
.1

2*
.1

6*
--

7.
 R

ea
so

n
−

.3
4*

−
.1

4*
.2

7*
.0

4
−

.1
3*

.0
4

--

8.
 D

en
y 

pr
iv

ile
ge

s
−

.1
0*

−
.0

9*
.0

5
.1

2*
−

.0
1

.1
6*

.4
2*

--

9.
 Y

el
l

−
.2

5*
−

.0
8

.2
1*

.0
7

−
.1

4*
.0

5
.5

6*
.3

7*
--

10
. S

pa
nk

.0
6

−
.0

2
−

.2
1*

.1
5*

.0
7

.1
9*

.1
8*

.3
1*

.3
9*

--

11
. E

xt
 g

ra
de

 4
: T

.1
5*

−
.2

3*
−

.2
8*

.1
2*

.2
0*

.5
0*

.0
4

.1
3*

.0
7

.2
1*

N
ot

e.

a co
de

d 
0 

=
 E

ur
op

ea
n 

A
m

er
ic

an
, 1

 =
 A

fr
ic

an
 A

m
er

ic
an

.

b co
de

d 
0 

=
 m

al
e,

 1
 =

 f
em

al
e.

c co
de

d 
0 

=
 m

or
e 

th
an

 o
ne

 c
ar

eg
iv

er
, 1

 =
 s

in
gl

e 
ca

re
gi

ve
r.

 E
xt

 =
 e

xt
er

na
liz

in
g 

be
ha

vi
or

. K
 =

 K
in

de
rg

ar
te

n.
 T

 =
 T

ea
ch

er
 r

ep
or

t. 
M

 =
 M

ot
he

r 
re

po
rt

.

* p 
<

 .0
5.

Parent Sci Pract. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2013 June 06.



N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

Lansford et al. Page 16

Table 3
Hierarchical Regression Results Predicting Discipline

Reason Deny Privileges Yell Spank

Predictor Variable β β β β

Child gendera −.10* −.04 −.05 −.01

SES .17** .05 .16** −.17**

Stress .12** .14** .14** .11*

Single caregiverb −.03 −.05 −.08 −.04

Child externalizingc .09* .20*** .10* .15**

Ethnicityd −.29*** −.11* −.18*** −.02

F(6, 473) 16.31*** 6.40*** 9.56*** 6.40***

Adjusted R2 .16 .06 .10 .06

Note. SES = socioeconomic status.

a
coded 0 = male, 1 = female.

b
coded 0 = more than one caregiver, 1 = single caregiver.

c
teacher rating in kindergarten.

d
coded 0 = European American, 1 = African American.

*
p < .05.

**
p < .01.

***
p < .001.
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