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CHAPTER 90

Physical Abuse

Murray A. Straus and Desmond K. Runyan

The term physical abuse usually evokes images of
battered babies. The rescarch evidence, however, sug-
gests that physical abuse of adolescents occurs at least as
frequently as abuse of infants and toddlers. However, it
comes to the atlention of child protection services lcss
often because adolescents are less fragile than young
children and therefore less likely to require emergency
medical care. Nevertheless, physical abuse of adolescents
poses serious health risks, especially mental health risks.
If healthcare providers are aware of the extent and seri-
ousness ol the problem. primary prevention and trcatment
is facilitated.

DIFFERENTIATING PHYSICAL ABUSE
FROM CORPORAL PUNISHMENT

Parents in every state of the United Statcs are per-
mitted to use corporal punishment on minor children in
their care. The permission is usually in the form of an
excmption from the crime of physical assault. These
exemptions give parents the right to use “rcasonable
force™ for purposes of discipline and control. However,
the specific acts considered to be reasonable force are
not identified by the law. Thus, the boundary between
“reasonable force™ and “‘physical abuse” is left to the
judgment of the law enforcement and judicial systems.
The definition of physical abuse has therefore reflected
informal cultural norms concerning what exceeds reason-
able force. Perhaps the most important criterion embed-
ded in these cultural norms concerns injury. Essentially,
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parents are permilled to use any degree of force that does
not result in an injury or does not involve an extremely
high risk of injury. This includes hitting a child with
traditionally approved objects such as belts and wooden
paddles.

There is an inherent tension between the criterion of
injury that defines abuse on the basis of infliction of
injury and the criterion of abuse as constituting acts that
entail a high risk of injury. such as kicking and punching
an adolescent, cven though in most cases no injury
occurs. This is in contrast to physical assault of adults
and sexual abuse of children, both defined on the basis
of whether the act occurred rather than whether it
resulted in an injury. From 1960 to 1970, every slatc
passed legislation to define, prevent, and treat child
abuse. The definitional aspect of this legislation, how-
ever, changed little. These statutes make the presence
of injury the primary criterion but allow for determi-
nation of abuse on the basis of a high risk of injury.
This may seem o expand the definition to include severe
assaults by parents that do not result in an injury, but
in practice it is rare for physical abuse to be confirmed
unless it results in Injury that reqnires medical attention
and treatment. 1n fact, this is the law in nearly half the
states, because their statutes specify that only “serious
injury” is reportable abuse.! Moreover, this legislation
had the ironic cffect of reinforcing the right of parcnts
to hit children by declaring that it was not intended to
prohibit corporal punishment. Thus, the criminal justice
system, the child protective system, and informal cul-
tural norms arc in agreement that if an assault by a
parent results in an injury that requires medical care,
it is physical abuse, but if no injury results, it is simply
bad parenting but not child abuse in the legal sense.
This principle was illustrated by a New Hampshire
Supreme Court ruling that a mother who was hitting
her child with a leather belt had not committed physical
abuse because the child did not suffer an injury that
required medical care.” Although the child abuse leg-
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