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Several decades of research have shown that 
corporal punishment does not improve 
children’s behavior and predicts more mental 
health problems and behavior problems over 
time.
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Today I will summarize 4 insights from recent 
research about corporal punishment.

Gershoff, E. T., & Grogan-Kaylor, A. (2016). Spanking and child outcomes: New meta-analyses and old controversies. Journal of Family 
Psychology, 30, 453-469. doi: 10.1037/fam0000191

http://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/fam0000191


Insight #1
Corporal Punishment is an Adverse 

Childhood Experience (ACE)



Adverse Childhood 
Experiences (ACEs) have 
been linked with worse 
health outcomes across 
the lifespan and have 

become a focus of 
concern in public health 

and medicine.

Several recent studies 
have demonstrated that 

corporal punishment 
predicts negative health 

outcomes into adulthood 
in the same ways as the 

10 ACEs from the original 
study.

Insight #1: Corporal Punishment is an 
Adverse Childhood Experience (ACE)
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Used Illegal Drugs
Drank High Amounts 

of Alcohol
Attempted Suicide

ACEs that are significant predictors of mental health in adulthood

Sexual abuse Sexual abuse Sexual abuse

Physical abuse Physical abuse Emotional abuse

Parent had mental illness Parent abused substances Emotional neglect

Parent abused substances Corporal punishment Parent had mental illness

Corporal punishment Parent was incarcerated

Corporal punishment

ACEs that are not significant predictors
Emotional abuse Emotional abuse Physical abuse

Physical neglect Physical neglect Physical neglect

Emotional neglect Emotional neglect Mother treated violently

Mother treated violently Mother treated violently Parent abused substances

Parent incarcerated Parent had mental illness Parents divorced

Parents divorced Parent incarcerated

Parents divorced

Merrick, M. T., Ports, K. A., Ford, D. C., Afifi, T. O., Gershoff, E. T., & Grogan-Kaylor, A. (2017). Unpacking the impact of adverse 
childhood experiences on adult mental health. Child Abuse and Neglect, 69, 10-19. 5



Insight #2
Corporal Punishment is Linked 

with Worse Outcomes for Children 
Across Countries and Cultures
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Much of the research on corporal punishment has 
been conducted in the U.S. or other high income 
countries, leading to questions about its relevance 
to Low and Middle Income Countries (LMICs).

We now have research from countries around the 
world, including LMICs, showing that corporal 
punishment is linked with worse outcomes for 
children.

Insight #2: Corporal Punishment is Linked 
with Worse Outcomes for Children Across 

Countries and Cultures
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Corporal Punishment is Prevalent in LMICs
Proportion of 2- to 4-year-old children exposed to corporal punishment from UNICEF’s 

Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS)

Cuartas, J., McCoy, D. C., Rey-Guerra, C., Britto, P., Beatriz, E., & Salhi, C. (2019). Early childhood exposure to non-violent discipline and physical and 
psychological aggression in low- and middle-income countries: National, regional, and global prevalence estimates. Child Abuse & Neglect, 92, 93-
105. https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0145213419301164

Proportion of children
exposed to corporal punishment
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Corporal 
punishment 
by parents is 
linked with 
worse social 
emotional 
behavior in 
all 60 low-

and middle-
income 

countries

Data comes 
from UNICEF 

Multiple 
Indicator 
Cluster 
Surveys 
(MICS).

Sample size is 
215,885 
children

Corporal punishment linked with 
worse social emotional behavior

Corporal punishment linked with 
better social emotional behavior

Pace, G. T., Lee, S. J. 
& Grogan-Kaylor, A. 
(2019). Spanking and 

young children’s 
socioemotional 

development in low-
and middle-income 

countries. Child 
Abuse & Neglect, 88, 

84-95. 
https://www.scienced
irect.com/science/arti
cle/pii/S01452134183

04095
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In a longitudinal study in one specific middle income 
country – Colombia-- my colleagues and I found that 
children exposed to corporal punishment early in life 
exhibited significantly lower cognitive development over 
time than did children who had not been corporally 
punished.

This was true after taking into account several factors 
about the children (including their initial cognitive scores), 
their families (including family wealth and parent 
involvement), and their communities (such as level of 
violence), and after using several econometric methods to 
increase our confidence that the associations were causal 
in nature.

Cuartas, J., McCoy, D., Grogan-Kaylor, A., & Gershoff, E T. (2020). Physical punishment as a predictor of early cognitive development: Evidence 
from econometric approaches. Developmental Psychology, 56, 2013-2026. doi: 10.1037/dev0001114



Math Skills Verbal Skills

Ethiopia Worse

India Worse Worse 

Peru

Viet Nam Worse
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Does corporal punishment in schools 
promote learning over time, over and 

above children’s initial skills? 

No.

Corporal punishment in schools 
does not promote learning.

Ogando Portela, M.J. and K. Pells (2015). Corporal Punishment in Schools: Longitudinal Evidence from Ethiopia, India, Peru and Viet Nam, Innocenti
Discussion Paper No. 2015-02. UNICEF Office of Research, Florence. 
https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/pdf/CORPORAL%20PUNISHMENT%20IDP2finalrev.pdf

https://www.unicef-irc.org/publications/pdf/CORPORAL%20PUNISHMENT%20IDP2finalrev.pdf


Insight #3
Shared Genes Do Not Explain Links 
Between Parents’ Use of Corporal 

Punishment and Children’s 
Aggressive Behavior
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Parent’s use of 
corporal 

punishment

Child’s 
aggression

Parent’s genetic 
predisposition 

toward aggression

Child’s genetic 
predisposition 

toward aggression

Could Shared Genes Explain the Relationship 
between Spanking and Child Aggression?

My colleagues and I used as sample of twins in the U.S. to determine if the links 
between corporal punishment and aggression were stronger for identical twins (who 
share 100% of their genes) than for non-identical twins (who share 50% of their 
genes). That would suggest a genetic effect.

However, we found no evidence of a genetic effect—corporal punishment was 
associated with child aggression equally for identical and non-identical twins.

Burt, S. A., Clark, D. A., Gershoff, E. T., Klump, K. L., & Hyde, L. W. (2021). Twin differences in harsh parenting predict youth antisocial behavior. 
Psychological Science, 32, 395-409. doi:10.1177/0956797620968532
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https://doi-org.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/10.1177/0956797620968532


Insight #4
Corporal Punishment Affects 
Children’s Brain Functioning
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A recent study using brain scan data found that children who have 
been corporally punished have more brain activation in response to 
threat than do children who have never been corporally punished.

Cuartas, J., Weissman, D.G., Sheridan, M.A., Lengua, L. and McLaughlin, K.A. (2021). Corporal punishment and elevated neural response to 
threat in children. Child Development. Advance online publication. https://srcd.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/cdev.13565

Highlighted areas show brain regions in which corporally punished 
children were more reactive than children never corporally punished. 
These regions are involved in regulating emotions and processing 
social information about the intentions of others.
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These latest results confirm what previous 
research has shown—there is no evidence that 
corporal punishment is effective or helps children 
and much evidence that it harms them.

Collectively, decades of research support 
prohibitions of corporal punishment as a means 
of protecting children and promoting their well-
being.

In Summary:



“Please feel free to contact me with 
any questions or for copies of these 

research papers:

Elizabeth Gershoff, Ph.D.
liz.gershoff@austin.utexas.edu
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THANK YOU!
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