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Is it time to ban corporal punishment of children?

Murray A. Straus, PhD
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long-term trend, the rates of almost all types of in-

terpersonal physical violence have decreased since
the late middle ages." In medieval England the homicide
rate was “... roughly twenty times those of modern Britain
and up to double those ... in the contemporary United
States.” By the 1870s in the United States, judges no
longer recognized the common-law right of husbands to
use corporal punishment on wives. Even though wife beat-
ing remains a problem, the rate has continued to decline,
along with the rate of physical abuse of children by their
parents** and homicides of wives by their husbands.’

An important exception to ending legal violence by citi-
zens is spanking and other corporal punishment by parents,
such as slapping a child’s hand. In Canada and the United
States corporal punishment of children by their parents is
exempt from prosecution under the criminal code. The re-
search by Harriet L. MacMillan and colleagues® (page 805)
adds to the mounting evidence that the time has come to
end that exception. They studied a large community sam-
ple of Ontario residents and found that adults who remem-
bered being slapped or spanked as children were twice as
likely to report current alcohol abuse or dependence or to
have externalizing problems (e.g., illicit drug abuse or de-
pendence, antisocial behaviour) compared with adults who
did not report being slapped or spanked as children. The
study by MacMillan and colleagues and 5 recent longitudi-
nal studies™ provide much more definitive evidence than
existed even 3 years ago on the potential benefits of not
spanking, including decreased lifetime risk of mental health
problems and enhanced cognitive ability.

Despite the strong evidence that spanking may be harm-
ful, it may be difficult to stop the practice. A study in Ohio
showed that 70% of 800 family physicians and 59% of 400
pediatricians supported spanking.’? In 1968, 94% of Ameri-
cans, and perhaps also of Canadians, believed that spanking
was sometimes necessary."” Since then, national surveys in
the United States have shown dramatic decreases,” but a
majority still think spanking is necessary.

Actual spanking has also declined, although not to the
same extent as people’s attitudes have changed toward it.
US national surveys of parents in 1975, 1985 and 1995
found little change in the proportion who reported hitting
their toddlers (from 97% in 1975 to 94% in 1995)."* There
was a greater decrease in the proportion who reported hit-

3 Ithough there have been marked fluctuations in the

ting their adolescent children; for example, among children
aged 13 the proportion decreased from 55% in 1975 to
43% in 1995." The inconsistency between attitudes and
prevalence rates is typical of the process of social change.

Sweden and 8 other countries now ban spanking. Con-
sistent with the humane principles underlying the Swedish
ban, there are no provisions for criminal penalties, only for
public education and for helping parents who are having
trouble maintaining discipline. Fears that children would
be “running wild” have proven to be unfounded.” A Can-
adian advocacy group, Justice for Children, is challenging
the constitutionality of section 43 of the Criminal Code,
which exempts parents who spank their children from pros-
ecution for assault.

The accumulating evidence that spanking is harmful is
too recent to explain the shift away from spanking in the
last decade. Rather, this shift results from fundamental
changes in society, starting with simple but basic trends
such as the increasing levels of education. It is also reflects
the long-term reduction of interpersonal violence and the
extension of full human rights to those who previously did
not have them (e.g., women). Another fundamental change
is the emergence of a post-industrial economy and, with it,
less need for people with the traits taught by spanking, such
as unquestioned obedience. There is now less need for un-
skilled manual workers whose market value is primarily a
willingness to do as they are told. Employers are seeking
workers who can think for themselves, reason and negoti-
ate. These abilities are modeled by alternative modes of
discipline, not by spanking."®

Many unanswered questions remain. Is there a critical
threshold for spanking that is safe if not exceeded (as ar-
gued by defenders of spanking), or is it a “dose-response”?
Assuming that physicians are to advise against spanking,
should they communicate an unambiguous “no-spanking”
message in waiting-room posters and in consultations? I
believe so, but most parent-educators do not; however, nei-
ther view is based on empirical data. What alternatives for
discipline will be used when parents stop spanking? Many
fear that parents will replace physical attacks with verbal at-
tacks or that they will give up and abandon rules and stan-
dards. Although some parents will take those routes, in my
opinion ending spanking will in general have the opposite
result. It will sensitize parents to the vulnerability of chil-
dren and result in fewer verbal attacks and greater rather

CMAJ e OCT. 5, 1999; 161 (7) 821

© 1999 Canadian Medical Association or its licensors



Editoriaux

than less attention to the child’s behaviour. However, there
is no scientific evidence for either view.

Ending spanking is a mode of primary prevention to
which physicians can make an important contribution. This
will not be easy because most physicians, like most patents,
believe that spanking is sometimes necessary. Conse-
quently, medical societies and medical schools need to in-
form physicians about the evidence of serious lifetime side
effects of being spanked as a child. However, the fact that
the evidence, although strong, is not truly conclusive raises
the question of whether advising parents not to spank is
ethical and responsible. There are circumstances when it is.
An example is research suggesting, even though not con-
clusively, that a certain drug has serious side effects. Advice
based on that nondefinitive evidence would be appropriate
if there is an equally effective drug that does not have those
side effects. In the case of spanking, there is definitive ex-
perimental evidence that noncorporal disciplinary strate-
gies are as effective in the immediate situation'”"* and longi-
tudinal evidence of greater effectiveness in the long run.”
Thus, when parents avoid corporal punishment they are
not giving up a necessary mode of discipline.

Although the evidence suggests that ending spanking
will reduce the prevalence of mental health problems and
of violence and other crime, it will not eradicate these an-
cient problems. Moreover, every aspect of society, includ-
ing the most salutary, poses problems for some people.
Conversely, culturally approved practices that are harmful
to most may also benefit many. This does not mean that it
is impossible to identify what Edgerton calls “sick” aspects
of society that, even though culturally valued, harm large
numbers.” The study by MacMillan and colleagues is part
of a growing body of evidence that violent child-rearing
under the euphemism of spanking is such an aspect.
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