
F ew topics generate such controversy as that of corporal punishment of 
children. Several years ago I read a well-written article in a national newspa-
per that summarized the scientific research on corporal punishment. It was 

unbiased and free of polemics. This was one of those articles where readers could 
post their responses. The responses of the readers were more telling than the article 
itself, however. The responses of readers, both those who were pro and those against 
corporal punishment, quickly degenerated into non- productive name calling.

Once when I taught developmental psychology, a student became visibly upset as 
I presented scientific data on the use of corporal punishment with children in one 
of my lectures. When I followed up with her, she exclaimed that I had “insulted 
her family” and that if I ever showed up in her house saying this stuff “my father 
would throw you out immediately.” For readers who do not know me, I tend to be 
scientific(dry) and non- judgmental, and I never make derogatory remarks about 
anyone. But her quick inference that more general review of the data was a personal 
criticism of her (or her family) highlighted how touchy this issue can be. 

This sensitive topic raises issues of generational loyalty (“it was good enough for my 
parents and it is good enough for me”). Parents usually obtain their ideas on parent-
ing from their own parents. Adults who were paddled as children often assume that 
this is the optimal manner to raise their own children. This inter-generational trans-
fer of parenting is not universal, however. Other parents understand that changes 
in culture and advances in the knowledge of child development require changes in 
parenting behavior. Although they appreciate the sacrifices and commitment of their 
own parents, they nonetheless feel empowered to make their own decisions about 
parenting. 
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The issue also raises perceptions about the value of punishment in general (“how else do you get kids to do what 
you want them to?”). Physical punishment can sometimes change behaviors in the short-term. But in the long 
term, children act better when they have internalized values. They value the good opinion of their parents, under-
stand the perspectives of others, and appreciate the consequences of their behavior. Creating internal motivation 
for good conduct is more effective than temporarily suppressing misconduct through physical punishment. 

What does science say about the impact of corporal punishment on children? Almost all the data is correlational, 
meaning that it is based on surveys that lookat parents who hit (or do not hit) their children and measure how it 
varies with the well-being of the child. The trends are clear. As the frequency of corporal punishment increases, 
children’s behavior, emotional health, and academic performance decline. 

Frequent and painful paddling is bad for children. At the moderate levels, it isn’t very effective or helpful in the 
long run either. But I can find no evidence that mild corporal punishment used selectively with a small child in 
the context of an otherwise loving family will cause long-term problems. On the other hand, I can find no evi-
dence that it is especially effective either. 

So what would I tell parents? Be openly affectionate with your children. Focus on clear, fair,and flexible rules 
and well understood consequences. If you use mild corporal punishment selectively with toddlers or very small 
children, don’t “beat yourself up” about it, but you can always look for more effective non-violent alternatives. 
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