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sinCe they ;Ire consistent ,vith ;l good deal of rl.'lated research on the devd­
opment of cognitive ability. they provide support for the construct validity
of the me;Isure of cognitive stimulatioll and cognitive ability.

RELATIVE EFFECI" OF CP COi\IF'ARI'D TO un IER i\'L·\TERNAL BEII/\VIORS

The standardized coefficients in the beta column of Table 4 allow comparing
the relative effect of CP and the other t,vo maternal behaviors (cognitive
stimulation and emotional support). For children of both age groups,
mother's emotional support at 01'1 was not significantly relatecl to cognitive
ability at 1'2. For children age 2-4, cognitive stimulation had the largest
effect on '1'2 cognitive ability, followed by CPo For children aged 5-9, CP has
the highest relation to cognitive ability at 01'2, but it was only slightly greater
than the effect size for cognitive stimulation. Thus, after controlJing for other
maternal behaviors and the demographic characteristics in Table 4, CP ,vas
independently rebted to ;I decrease in cognitive ability relative to other chil­
dren, and in the case of children age 5-9, CP had the largest effect size.

DOES T!IE J IARi\·IFlIL EFFECT OF CP DEPEND ON TilE SOCIAL CONTEXT?

As noted earlier, there are theoretical and empirical grounds for expecting
that the effect of CP depends on the presence Of absence of other variables,
or as it is sometimes put, the effects of CP may be "context specific." It has
already been shown that the age of the child makes a difference. CP had a
stronger relation to cognitive ability of toddlers than of school-age children.
Each of the other child and family characteristics were examined to see if
they reduced or exacerbated the rclation of CP to cognitive ability, and no
significant interactions were found. Thus, none of these characteristics mod­
erated the tendency for CP to be associated with slower cognitive ability.
This does not mean that they made no difference. For example, children
whose mothers were at the 80111 percentile in providing cognitive stimulation
had significantly higher cognitive ability, and children of African American
mothers had considerably lower cognitive ability scores.

Is "JUST ONCE" HARMLESS?

Defenders of CP believe that CP is harmless if done only rarely. They do not
indicate how often "rarely" is, thus their belief cannot be tested exactly.
For this study, the best approximation to "rarely" was CP occurring only
once in the 2 sample weeks because only] 0.5% were spanked this rarely.
Consequently, the 6.6% of the children who were not hit at all during the
2 sample weeks were compared with the 10.5% who were hit only once as
well as with those hit twice and three or more times. The cognitive ability of



(,(J/J)()W! PII II iSIJIIWIl! (I/U! CO/!,lIili/'(' Ahi!i~]'

children ofll1othcrs \vho hit them even once in these 2 \vcl'ks \vas lo\vlT
than the developmcnt of the children \vhose mothers did not hit them at all,
but the difference \vas just shol1 of being statistically significant (contrast
estimate = -2.4N, P = .0(2). Separate tests for the two age groups found
similar results for children ')-9 years old (contrast estimate ~ -2.13'). P ~ .0')7).
but a jJ of .267 for the children 2-4 years old. The lack of significance
<11110ng the children 2-4 years old despite the large ditlerence bet\veen the
"None" and the "Once" group probably renects the sl11a11 n in the "None'·
category-only ')7 of the 806 children that age experienced no CP in those
2 1'1 \veeks. Contrast tests y,"-'ere also used for the difference bet\"\'cen Once
and T~vice and sho~ved a significant decrease for both age groups (-3.154,
P ~ .()3 for age 2-4; -2.270. P ~ .02 for age ')-9).

DISCUSSION

This study investigated the extent to \vhich n10thers lIsed CP in a national
sample of 806 children age 2-4 and 704 children age ')-9. It tested the
hypothesis that CP experienced by these children is associated with slower
developnlent of cognitive ability over a 4-year period.

Corporal Punishment

PREVALENCE OF CC)RPORAL PliNISHrvlENT

A total of 93% of the mothers of children age 2-4 and ')8% of mothers of
children age ')-9 used CP in the 2-week referent period. These prevalence
rates are consistent with the other studies cited in the introduction of this
article.

o IRONICIT'!' Ol~ COI{l'ORAL PUNlSII,'\-lENT

An10ng those \\/ho used CP, it occurred on an average of 3.6 tinles per
week. This figure is consistent with the mean of 2. ') per week for toddlers
found by Holden, Coleman. and Schmidt (] 99')). provided one takes into
account that Holden et al. studied college-educated mothers who tend to
use less CP than mothers with less education (Day, Peterson, & McCracken,
1998). lf the mean of 3.6 per week is extrapolated to a year. it results in an
estimated 187 instances per year. This is at least 10 times higher than the
mean number of times based on studies that used a 1-year recall period
(Straus & Mouradian, 1998; Straus & Stewart, 1999). We suggest that the
much lower chronicity of CP in studies that use a past-year recall period
occurs because for n1any parents that use CP it beco111es an everyday and
taken-for-granted occurrence, thus parents do not realize how often they
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have used it. 'rilis interpretation is consistent with findings from a pioneer
study by Goodenough (1931/1975), \'/hich found that \vhen mothers used a
diary to record their disciplinary tactics, the chronicit)i of CP \vas six times
greater than when the figure was based on recall during an interview.

Do THE iVIOTllFRS IN TillS STllDY I\EI'RESENT AN ABNOR,VIAL EXTREME OF CPr

\Ve described hmv much CP was used by the mothers in this sample and
cited other studies that found similarly high levels of CP because \ve believe
that the public, most service providers, and social scientists do not realize
the high prevalence and chronicity of CP in the lives of U.S. children. This
may be part of the reason why content analyses of child development text­
books in the 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s found that, on average, the books
devoted less than a page to this important aspect of the socialization of U.S.
children (Straus & Stewart, 1999), We suggest that misperception of the
extent of CP is an example of "selective inafiention" (DeAler, 1958) by members
of a society in \vhich CP is the statistical and cultural norm (Straus & IVlathur,
1996). Selective inattention may be one of the mechanisms that enables our
society to continue to support CP because it avoids the necessity of facing
up to the fact that almost all children are hit, and many are hit frequently.
Without the information on prevalence and chronicity, the results on the
effects of CP in the two I-week periods could be dismissed as applicable
only to atypical high-spanking parents. This was precisely the erroneous reac­
tion to a previous study of NLSY children (Ambati, Ambati, & Rao, 1998).

VAlUATION IN COIU'ORAL PUNlSIL\IENT

Despite the extremely high prevalence and chronicity of CP, there is still
great variation in the amount of CP experienced by U.S. children. In this
sample, the 93% prevalence rate for children age 2-4 at Tl means that during
the 2-week referent period, only 7%) of parents did not hit their child, and
among those who did hit that \veek, one fifth did it once. At the other end
of the distribution. 12.8'Y{J of the mothers of children 2-4 years old spanked
seven or more times that week which can be thought of as children experi­
encing CP once every day.

Although almost all U.S. children experience at least some CP, the dif...
ferences in how often mothers use it provided sufficient variance in CP to
test the hypothesis that the more CP experienced by a child, the slower the
development of cognitive ability. The results from multiple regression and
ANCOVA were consistent with this hypothesis. Children 2-4 years old who
experienced no CP in either of the 2 sample weeks gained a mean of 5.5
cognitive ability points (on a scale with a mean of 100 and a standard devi­
ation of 15) relative to children whose mothers used CPo Similarly, children
5-9 years old whose mothers did not use CP in either week gained a mean



of about 2 points rebtivc to children "vhose mothers used CPo Conversely,
for both age groups. CP "vas associated \\Tith a decrease from '1'1 to T2 in
cognitive ability test score. These results arc consistent yvith the t\"\"o previous
studies of the relatic)l1 of CP to cognitive ability (Po\ver &: Chapieski.1986;
Sn1ith & Brooks-Gunn, 19(7) and with the results of studies that exanlined
the relationship of CP to educational and occupational achievenlent (Straus &
Gimpel, 1994; Straus &; Mathur, in press),

"rhe analysis controlled for 10 other variables, including n10ther'5 edu­
cation, cognitive stimulation, and emotional support, as 'Nell as several
denl0graphic variables. T'he significant net effect of CP is remarkable in
view of the fact that so many variables were controlled, in addition, the
results of the analysis arc probably nlinilnunl estimates because of the rela­
tively 10\\/ reliability of cognitive testing of children as young as those in this
sample at T1,

CC)NTEXniAL EFFE(:TS

The question of \vhether there are circumstances or contexts that rnake the
use of CP appropriate has been the subject of much debate, Given the
debate and theoretical importance of contextual effects, the interaction of
CP was tested with 1() variables that can be considered contextual effects,
such as the mother's su pportiveness, cognitive stinlulation, and education,
as \vell as being African American. The lack of a significant interaction of CP
\vith maternal supportiveness, cognitive stimulation, or race/ethnicit).r incli­
cates that the relation of CP to slower development of cognitive ability may
apply even when done by loving and attentive parents, and even when it
occurs ;among a sector of the population with cultural nonns that approve
CP, Nevertheless, there are other aspects of parent-child relationships and
mode of discipline that were not part of this study and that need to be
considered in future research, For example, none of the conditions that
Baumrind believed are needed for CP to be appropriate were tested, i,e" that
CP must be "controlled and contingent on the child's behavior; the child is
fore~varned; the parent uses more positive than negative incentives; spanking
is carried out in conjunction "vith reasoning, \vith the intention to correct, not
retaliate, and does not escalate to abuse" (Baumrind, 1996, p, 857),

Limitations

Although this study was conducted on a large and nationally representative
sample of children, it controlled for many potential confounds, and exam­
ined many contextual effects, there are important limitations to keep in
n1ind. The data are more than 20 years old and n1any changes in parenting
practices have probably taken place during this period, including a decrease
in approval of and use of CP with school-age anci olcier children, However,
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as noted in the introduction. there has been virtually no change in usc of CP
with children 2-l f years old. In addition. the issue of this study is not the
prevalence of CP, but the effect of CP on children. Even if CP has declined,
the effect of CP for those children who experienced it is likely to be the same.

CPis confounded vvith more severe and nonnormative assaults on chil­
dren called "physical abuse" because parents who slap and spank may also
engage in severe assaults. Although the adverse effect of CP on cognitive
ability might be driven by that confound, a previous study found that onl)! a
tiny proportion of U.S. parents who use CP on toddlers engaged in severe
assaults (Straus & Ste\\,art, 1999\ making this possibility less likely. More­
over, in previous research, where data \vas available to screen out abusing
parents, the adverse effects of CP remained after those cases had been
removed (MacMillan et aI., 1999; Straus, 2001 a).

When considering the implications of the findings for parents and for
social policy, the relatively small effect size needs to be kept in mind. A
small effect size for one variable is consistent \"\-ith a multiple-cause theoret­
ical perspective that assumes that CP is only one of many variables affecting
cognitive ability. Nevertheless, if future studies confirm these findings, it
means an average gain of about 5 points. At the individual leveL a 5-point
gain in a 100-point cognitive ability test is not a major difference. However,
it is a well-established principle in epidemiology research that reducing a
widely prevalent risk factor with small effect size (e.g., spanking) can have
a much greater impact on public health than reducing a risk factor with a
large effect size but low prevalence, such as physical abuse (Hose, 1985;
Rosenthal. 1984). Therefore, for the nation as whole, an average gain of this
size can be extremely important.

There are also important limitations to the CP scale. One problem is
that the mother and the observer were asked about instances of "spanking."
Consequently, the measure includes anything the observer or the mother
might mean by spanking. Another problem is that the children who were
not spanked in either of the 2 sample weeks could have been spanked in
the other 50 weeks of the year. Consequently, the claim that CP, when used
only rarely and as a backup for other disciplinary strategies, is an acceptable
disciplinary technique (Friedman & Schonberg, 1996) might apply only to
children who did not experience CP in either of the 2 sample weeks. How~
ever, Straus and Mouradian (1998) vvere able to identify a never-spanked
group. They found that this group, rather than being "kids running wild,"
had the lowest antisocial behavior score. Part of the theoretical basis for
expecting "never-spanked" children to have the highest cognitive ability is
the assumption that parents who use little or no CP are more likely to use
reasoning and explanation to secure compliance. The negative correlation
between CP and cognitive stimulation in Table 3 is consistent with this
theory, but a direct test using measures of reasoning and explanation is
needed.
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The measurement of parent behavior also has limitations. No cbu on
the behavior of the fathers was available for these children. 'fhe measure of
the mother's emotional support is minimaL which is an important linlitation
because of the theol)1 that CP is not harmful if done in the context of lOVing
and suppoltive parenting. Perhaps, use of an instrument such as the Dimen­
sions of Discipline Inventoty (Straus & Fauchier, 2(07)-which enables a
more conlprchensive assessment of discipline, including five non punitive
methods and the ratio of punitive to positive methods of discipline-\vould
show that CP itself has no negative dTects.

Implications for National Level of Cognitive Ability

A revie\v of data on cognitive ability found an increase in scores on many
different intelligence tests in a number of countries (Flynn, 1999; Neisser,
1997). The evidence compiled by Flynn and Neisser leaves little doubt that
intelligence test scores have been increasing and that the increase is not an
artifact of the tests used. What is in doubt is why this has occurred. There
are a nU111ber of plausible contributing factors, e.g" there is abundant evi­
dence that children of educated parents obtain higher scores on intelligence
tests (Neisser et 'II., 1996). Since the level of education of parents has been
increasing worldwide, this is likely to be an impottant part of the explanation.
Another strong possibility is that nutrition levels have been improving
because better nutrition is associated with greater cognitive ability GUzzo,
Metzger, Dooley, & Cho, 1997).

Reductions in use of CP and their replacement by cognitive forms of
correction might also explain part of the worldwide increase in IQ. When
parents lessen their use of cr, it is possible they use 1110re cognitive n1ethocls
of correction. They might also shift from the idea that children should be
"seen and not heard" to encouraging independent exploration and elnpha­
sizing reasoning and explanation rather than the fear of being spanked as
the reason the child should engage in socially appropriate behavior. If this
theory is correct and if, as we believe to be the case, there has been a
worldwide decrease in spanking and other forms of CP, the decrease could
have contributed to the \vorldwide increase in scores on cognitive ability
tests.

The 1979 Swedish no-spanking law (Durrant, 1999) has no criminal
penalties. The law was intended to state a national standard of child care, to
inform both parents and children that CP is not permitted, and to provide
help, not punishment, of parents who use CPo It is an example of non punitive
methods a nation can usc to reduce CPo The European Union and the
United Nations committee charged with implementing the charter of chil­
dren's rights has called on all member nations to prohibit CPo To date, 24
countries have banned CP but some are doing little to inforn1 parents and
implement the policy. Regardless of whether a nation has enacted a no-CP
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as noted in the introd uction, there has been virtually no change in use of CP
\vith children 2-4 years old. In addition, the issue of this study is not the
prevalence of CP, hut the effect of CP on children, Even if CP has declined,
the effect of CP for those children \\'ho ex.perienced it is likely to be the same.

CP is confounded with more severe and nonnormative assault" on chil­
dren called "physical abuse" because parents who slap and spank may also
engage in severe assaults. Although the adverse effect of CP On cognitive
ability might be driven by that confound, a previous study found that only a
tiny proportion of U.S. parents \\'ho use CP on toddlers engaged in severe
assaults (Straus & StevI'art, 1999), making this rossibility less likely. More­
over, in previous research, where data was available to screen out abusing
parents, the adverse effects of CP remained after those cases had been
removed (['vlacMillan et aL, 1999: Straus, 2001a).

\Xihen considering the implications of the findings for parents and for
social policy, the relatively small effect size needs to be kept in mind. A
small effect size for one variable is consistent with a multiple-cause theoret­
ical persrective that assumes that CP is only one of many variables affecting
cognitive ability. Nevertheless, if future studies confirm these findings, it
means an average gain of about 5 points. At the individual level, a 5-point
gain in a 100-point cognitive ability test is not a major difference. However,
it is a well-established principle in epidemiology research that reducing a
\videly prevalent risk factor with small effect size (e.g., spanking) can have
a much greater impact on public health than reducing a risk factor with a
large effect size but low prevalence, such as physical abuse (Rose, 1985;
Rosenthal, 1984). Therefore, for the nation as whole, an average gain of this
size can be extremely important.

There are also important limitations to the CP scale. One problem is
that the mother and the observer were asked about instances of "spanking."
Consequently, the measure includes anything the observer or the mother
might mean by spanking. Another problem is that the children who were
not spanked in either of the 2 sample weeks could have been spanked in
the other 50 weeks of the year. Consequently, the claim that CP, when used
only rarely and as a backup for other disciplinary strategies, is an acceptable
discirlinary technique (Friedman & Schonberg, 1996) might arply only to
children \vho did not experience CP in either of the 2 sample \veeks. How­
ever, Straus and Mouradian (998) were able to identify a never-spanked
group. They found that this group, rather than being "kids running wild,"
had the lowest antisocial behavior score. Part of the theoretical basis for
expecting "never-spanked" children to have the highest cognitive ability is
the assumption that parents who use little or no CP are more likely to use
reasoning and explanation to secure compliance. The negative correlation
between CP and cognitive stimulation in Table 3 is consistent with this
theory, but a direct test using measures of reasoning and explanation is
needed.



COJpom! Punishment and Cop,nili/'(' Ahf!j~]' 17l)

The measurement of parent behavior also has limitations. No data on
the hehavior of the I~tthcrs \vas available for these children. The measure of
the mother's emotional support is minimal, \,vhich is an inlportant limitation
because ()f the theory that CP is not harmful if done in the context of loving
and SUppo11ive parenting. Perhaps, usc of an instnllnent such as the Dinlen­
siems of Discipline Inventory (Straus & Fauchier, 2(07)-which enables a
more comprehensive assessnlcnt of discipline, including five nonpunitive
methods and the ratio of punitivc to positivc methods of discipline-would
shovv' that CP itself has no negative dTects.

Implications for National Level of Cognitive Ability

A re\'ic\v of data on cognitive ability found an increase in scores on 111any
different intelligence tests in a number of countries (Flynn, 1999; Neisser,
1997). The evidence compiled by Flynn and Neisser leaves little doubt that
intelligence test scores have been increasing and that the increase is not an
artifact of the tests used. What is in doubt is why this has occurred. There
are a nlllllber of plausible contributing factors, e.g., there is abundant evi­
dence that children of educated parents obtain higher scores on intelligence
tests (Neisser et aI., ] 996). Since the level of education of parents has been
increasing worldwide, this is likely to be an important part of the explanation.
Another strong possibility is that nutrition levels have been improving
because better nutrition is associated "dth greater cognitive ability (Rizzo,
Metzger, Dooley, & Cho, ]997).

Reductions in use of CP and their replacement by cognitive fornls of
correction might also explain part of the worldwide increase in IQ. When
parents lessen their use of CP, it Ls pos....",ible they use more cognitive 111cthods
of correction. They might also shift from the idea that children should be
"seen and not heard" to encouraging independent exploration and enlpha­
sizing reasoning and explanation rather than the fear of being spanked as
the reason the child should engage in socially appropriate behavior. If this
theory is correct and if, as we believe to be the case, there has been a
worldwide decrease in spanking and other forms of CP, the decrease could
have contributed to the worlchvide increase in scores on cognitive ability
tests.

The ]979 Swedish no-spanking law (Durrant, ]999) has no criminal
penalties. The law was intended to state a national standard of child care, to
inform both parents and children that CP is not permitted, and to provide
help, not punishment, of parents who use CPo It is an example of nonpunitive
methods a nation can use to reduce CPo The European Union and the
United Nations con11nittee charged with in1plclllcnting the charter of chil­
dren's rights has called on all member nations to prohibit CPo To date, 24
countries have banned CP but SOlTIe afe doing little to infoflll parents and
implement the policy. Regardless of whether a nation has enacted a no-CP
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!aw, there has been a \Vorld\vide shift ;I\V;lY from the use of CP, 'I'he change
has heen much greater in sorne nations than in others. Examining the differ­
ences bet\veen nations and the extent of this change provides another \VaY
of investigating the effects of CP on cognitive ability, Specifically, if CP does
slo\v development of cognitive ability, nations in which CP is more preva­
lent should have a lower average lQ. A test of this hypothesis is planned,
using a recently developed World Corporal Punishment Index (Straus &
Medeiros, 2(07) and data on CP experienced by university students in the
32 nations studied tor the International Dating Violence Study (Douglas &
Straus, 20(6),

Policy Implications

Although parents of older children in the United States now use CP much
less frequently and for fewer years, almost all u.s. parents continue to
spank and slap toddlers (Straus, 2005; Straus &Ste,vart, ]999). There is a
cruel irony to this because both the theoretical basis and the findings of this
study suggest that it is precisely at early stages of development that avoiding
and using cognitive modes of correction may be most beneficial for cogni­
tive ability. Moreover, it is even more ironic that most individuals who
defend spanking have reformulated their position to oppose CP of older
children and accept spanking of toddlers (see the papers in Friedman &
Schonberg, 1996) because that is precisely the age group this study suggests
is most vulnerable to adverse cognitive effects. If the findings of this study
are confirmed by other studies, media and educational programs explicitly
focused on not hitting toddlers and making clear the benefits of avoiding CP
could help bring about a reduction in CP and a national enhancement of
cognitive ability. Moreover, the potential benefits are not limited to
enhanced cognitive ability. Results from four other recent longitudinal stud­
ies (summarized in Straus, 2001 b) and from older cross-sectional stuelies
(summarized in a meta analysis of 88 studies in Gershoff, 2(02) suggest that
the benefits of reeluced CP are likely to include reductions in juvenile delin­
quency, adult Violence, masochistic sex, and a greater probability of com­
pleting higher education, earning a higher income, and experiencing lower
rates of depression and alcohol abuse.
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