The Effects of Spanking on Beliefs About Spanking

by Charlton Hall
Introduction:

Spanking is perceived by many as a viable form of discipline for raising children.  It is possible that those who were spanked as children would have a favorable opinion on the use of spanking as a form of discipline, assuming that the spanking did not occur in an abusive context. In order to investigate a possible correlation between being spanked as a child and having favorable opinions about spanking as an adult, a questionnaire was administered to five subjects.  The survey included the following questions, rated on a modified Likert Scale from 1 to 5, with 1 being “Disagree Completely” and 5 being “Agree Completely”:

1. I was spanked as a child (This question was rated on frequency of spanking)

2. I believe spanking should be used as a form of discipline

3. I believe that spanking causes aggression in children

4. I believe that spanking does not harm a child

5. I believe that spanking should not be used as a form of discipline

6. I believe in the validity of psychological research (this question was included to test for Persistence of Belief)

I anticipated that a positive correlation between being spanked as a child and favorable views about spanking would be found, although I considered that frequency of spanking as a child might be a factor as well. 

Research:

The National Association of Pediatric Nurse Practitioners defines spanking as “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.”   Larzelere (2002) states that “the most effective way to use spanking is to back up milder disciplinary tactics, such as reasoning and time out, with 2-to-6 year old children.”   Lutfi (2003) indicates that roughly half of children in the United States have been subjected to corporal punishment of one kind or another.  Lutfi also shows a strong correlation between religious beliefs and beliefs that spanking is an acceptable form of discipline, quoting from the Bible “spare the rod and spoil the child.”  According to Dr. Irwin A. Hyman in The Case Against Spanking:  How to Discipline Your Child Without Hitting, (1997) pp. 58-62,”Children who are physically punished are more likely to grow up approving of it and using it to settle interpersonal conflicts.  Even children who have experienced ‘normal’ spankings are almost three times as likely to seriously assault a sibling, compared to children who were not physically disciplined.”   Huesmann and Guerra (2003) demonstrated a correlation between exposure to community violence and acceptance of violence and aggression as normative behavior.  If spanking is considered to be a violent act this correlation could be present for beliefs about spanking as well.  Even if spanking is not considered an act of violence it is only logical to assume that whatever a child experiences as a child will be incorporated into the child’s cognitive schema and normalized.  If a child is raised with spanking that child will accept spanking as normal barring any intervention to the contrary.

Methodology:

The sample for the survey consisted of five subjects ranging in age from 17 to 44.  The sample consisted of three females and two males.  All of the subjects were Caucasian.  Education levels ranged from high school to bachelor’s degree levels.  Income levels were consistent with mid-to upper middle class incomes.  The sample was chosen from my family and friends as a matter of convenience and expediency.  The interview was administered by paper questionnaire after obtaining a signed consent from each subject.  The questionnaire appears in Appendix A at the end of this report.  

Results:

The results of the survey are shown in the following table:
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Of the subjects surveyed, three were spanked once a month, one was spanked once a week and one was never spanked.  The only subject who believed spanking should be used as a form of discipline was the subject who was spanked the most frequently; once a week.  All of the subjects ranged between 2 and 4 on the question of whether spanking causes aggression, ranging from “Disagree Somewhat” to “Agree Somewhat”.  The highest score for “Spanking Doesn’t Harm” was Subject A, the subject who was spanked the most as a child.  The highest score for “Spanking Should Not Be Used” was Subject B, with a score of 5.  Surprisingly all scores for “Is Psychological Research Valid” were relatively high.

Discussion:

As predicted, the subject with the highest score for frequency of spanking in childhood also had the highest score for acceptance of spanking as a form of discipline.  Interestingly this subject also had a high score on the belief of the validity of psychological research.  This subject also had the highest score for compliance with the belief that spanking does not harm.  

On the opposite end of the spectrum, the subject who was never spanked at all also had the lowest score on the question “I believe spanking should be used as a form of discipline.”

The sample was not large enough to draw any generalizations, but the sample did show a correlation between frequency of spanking as a child and adult beliefs on the use of spanking.  Consistent with prior research, the more spankings the subject received as a child the more likely the person as an adult was to agree that spanking should be used as a form of discipline.  All subjects were moderate on the opinion that spanking causes aggression.  There was also a correlation between frequency of spanking as a child and belief that spanking harms a child.  Those who were spanked less frequently were more likely to believe that spanking harms a child.

The survey undertaken in the course of this experiment is consistent with the research.  If a child is spanked that child is more likely to incorporate that spanking into a cognitive schema consistent with the acceptance of spanking as a form of discipline.
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