PHYSICAL PUNISHMENT AND CHILD HEALTH
Children’s human right to full protection from violence
Physical punishment of children has been an unquestioned part of British culture for
centuries. Many parents still smack their children in the belief that, so long as it does
not cause physical injury, this is an acceptable method of discipline. Current law
supports this belief by providing parents with the legal defence of “reasonable
punishment” in England, Northern Ireland and Wales and “justifiable assault” in
Scotland.1

This statement
For a number of years, the following health bodies have supported legal reform to
prohibit all forms of physical punishment and promote positive parenting:2
Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health
Royal College of Nursing
Royal Society for Public Health
Faculty of Public Health
UNITE/CPHVA (Community Practitioners and Health Visitors’ Association)
This statement is issued jointly by these bodies to promote the health-based arguments
for prohibiting and eliminating all forms of physical punishment. It focuses on
research evidence relating to child protection, child development with particular
regard to the strong associations with aggressive and anti-social behaviour, as well as
to domestic violence and mental health in adult life.

Rights and ethics
The primary reason supporting legal reform is that even mild physical punishment
constitutes a manifest breach of children’s human rights. Human rights monitoring
bodies have made this clear to the UK on a number of occasions.3 All people have a
right to physical integrity, to dignity and to equality of protection under the law.4
Children have specific rights to healthy development and to protection from all forms
of violence and from “traditional practices prejudicial to the health of children.”5
We give great weight to the importance of scientific evidence. However, we do not
require research to prove that, for example, torture or domestic violence “does not
work”; indeed, we would probably consider such research unethical. Human rights do
not need to be justified by evidence.
Nonetheless, because smacking is so ingrained in our and others’ cultures, the ethics
of researching it are rarely questioned and as a result there have been a large number
of studies examining its effects. These demonstrate that, as well as the human rights’
case, there is a strong evidential case against physical punishment. They suggest that
complete prohibition would be a low-cost public health measure which should reap
both immediate and long-term benefits.
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An overview of the research on physical punishment
Almost all research into the effects of physical punishment has been conducted
overseas, primarily in the US and Canada, but also in Europe, Africa and Asia.6
In 2002 a landmark meta-analysis was published of 88 studies that examined the
association between lawful corporal punishment by parents and eleven “behaviours or
experiences”.7 The meta-analysis found significant associations between corporal
punishment and ten undesirable behaviours or experiences (the eleventh, “immediate
compliance”, had mixed results and is of questionable desirability).
The conclusions of the meta-analysis were challenged by a small number of
academics who have a record of supporting the case for corporal punishment. For
example it was alleged that, although harsh physical punishment has damaging
outcomes, there was no evidence that “non-abusive” smacking posed any risks.8 Or
perhaps the associations were with other factors, like parents’ socioeconomic status or
the level of warmth between parent and child? Or a chicken-and-egg error may have
occurred, in that more aggressive and misbehaving children trigger physical
punishment rather than vice versa.
Since the meta-analysis, more research has been undertaken to address these
criticisms. Studies were controlled for confounders like parental stress, levels of
emotional warmth or socioeconomic status; sophisticated statistical modelling
techniques were applied to correlational studies and others were designed to test the
chicken-and-egg hypothesis (using children with equivalent levels of aggression at the
beginning of the study and including mid-way assessments). In addition, several large
representative studies were able to draw out significant associations between
“ordinary” physical punishment and negative outcomes such as aggression and mental
health problems.9
Scientific proof on causality will never be possible in this area, because child
development is dependent on multiple interrelated factors and because children cannot
ethically be subjected to randomised blind-control trials. Nonetheless the cumulative
implications of this body of research are striking. No benefits from physical
punishment have been found. On the contrary, virtually all the studies suggest that
physical punishment impacts negatively on children’s mental and physical well-being,
education and cognitive development. Far from teaching children how to behave it
fails to create moral internalisation or self-discipline, increases antisocial behaviour
and damages family relationships. And when children grow up the experience of
physical punishment appears to increase their likelihood of suffering poor health,
particularly mental health, or engaging in self-destructive or antisocial behaviours.

Child safeguarding
All smacks carry potential risk of harm. Even a mild smack may cause an unintended
injury or can cause small children to topple and hit furniture. But, most dangerously,
physical punishment carries an inbuilt risk of escalation, from mild smacks to hard
blows. This is because its effectiveness in controlling children’s behavior decreases
over time, encouraging the parent to increase the intensity of the punishment.10 Risk
of escalation is also increased by the fact that those inflicting physical punishment are
often angry and use a level of force beyond what was intended.11
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All 10 of the studies on child protection in the meta-analysis found that physical
punishment was significantly associated with unlawful “abuse”.12 Large-scale studies
in the USA and Canada found that the majority of cases substantiated by the
authorities as physical abuse were also cases of physical punishment.13 And it is
clear, for example from ChildLine figures, that those identified by child protection
professionals are just the tip of an iceberg of children who suffer severe and degrading
assaults in the name of discipline every day.14
The defence of “reasonable punishment” in England, Northern Ireland and Wales is
currently available for common assault of a child. The definition of common assault
does not exclude assaults that risk serious injury, for example blows to head or
stomach, or assaults that cause children pain or humiliation, nor does it exclude very
frequent assaults.15 In Scotland the use of implements, shaking and blows to the head
are prohibited but the law does not, for example, exclude punches that cause “actual
bodily harm”.16
These laws are harmful for children, confusing for parents and profoundly inhibiting
for child protection professionals. Child protection can only be undertaken within a
strong legal framework and the only law that will secure children’s safety is one that
unambiguously prohibits all forms of physical punishment.

Children’s healthy development
Physical punishment is an ineffective form of discipline. In the meta-analysis, three of
the five studies on the topic found that corporal punishment is associated with
immediate compliance but 13 of the 15 studies on long-term compliance found that
corporal punishment does not contribute to the child’s ability to behave well in the
long term, to internalise the lesson and acquire self-discipline.17
Physical punishment has been found to reduce empathy18 and moral regulation19 and
to increase behaviour problems, such as bullying, lying, cheating, running away,
truancy and involvement in crime.20 In 12 of the 13 studies included on this issue in
the meta-analysis, it was found to be significantly associated with an increase in
delinquent and antisocial behaviour.21 This has been confirmed by a number of later
studies.22
Above all, research shows an association with increased aggression in children. All 27
studies on the topic in the meta-analysis found a positive association.23 Later research
has shown, for example, that children who have experienced physical punishment are
more likely to be aggressive towards their peers,24 to approve of the use of violence in
peer relationships, to bully and to experience violence from their peers, 25 to use
violent methods to resolve conflict26 and to be aggressive towards their parents. 27
The association with aggression continues into adult life, and can be particularly
linked to domestic violence. Physical punishment was associated with violence
towards a partner as an adult in all five studies on this topic in the meta-analysis, and
this has been confirmed in more recent studies.28 A study which used data from over
4,400 adults in the USA found that the more men and women had experienced
physical punishment as teenagers, the more likely they were to physically assault their
partners as adults and to approve of violence in adult relationships.29 “A study of
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anthropological records of 186 cultural groups from all world regions found that
societies which made more frequent use of physical punishment endorsed other forms
of violence more.30
Another unintended consequence of smacking is on sexual development. There are
self-acknowledged links between being physically punished as a child and being
sexually excited by “disciplinary” sex.31 Recent research also shows that the more
physical punishment a child experiences, the more likely he or she is to have coercive
sex, and to engage in risky sex and masochistic sex when adult.32

Mental health
In the meta-analysis, all 13 studies on the topic found an association between corporal
punishment and a decrease in the quality of the parent-child relationship. Later studies
have found that corporal punishment is associated with poor attachment by young
infants to their mothers33 and with poor family relationships in adolescence34 and
young adulthood.35
It is thus perhaps unsurprising that all 12 studies in the meta-analysis relating to
mental health in childhood found that corporal punishment is significantly associated
with behaviour disorders, anxiety disorders, depression and hopelessness.36 Later
studies have found associations with suicide attempts, low self-esteem, hostility and
emotional instability.37 This is consistent with research which has found that
experience of physical punishment is linked to risk-taking behaviours including
smoking, alcohol and drug consumption and fighting.38
These associations can be traced into adulthood. All eight studies on mental health in
adulthood in the meta-analysis found an association between corporal punishment and
poor mental health, including low self-esteem, depression and alcoholism, self-harm
and suicidal tendencies.39 Significant later studies include a nationally representative
US study which found associations with major depression, mania, anxiety disorders,
alcohol and drug abuse and personality disorders.40

Time for change
The paramount purpose of a legal ban is to prevent children being physically punished
in the first place, not to prosecute parents after they’ve hurt their children. Raising
children is never easy, particularly when parents are struggling with difficult
circumstances like financial problems or inadequate housing or failing relationships.
But the evidence is that parents don’t enjoy smacking and tend to use it when they are
stressed or angry.41 When parents give up smacking they invariably find that family
life and children’s behaviour improves and they are happy to have taken this step.42
However, parents will not stop using physical punishment while the law continues to
condone their actions. It is also clear, from the countries that have banned smacking,
and from public health initiatives, that any change in the law should ideally be
accompanied by as much support and information for parents as possible.43
Fortunately many of the organisations supporting this reform are already committed
to making such provision.
Over thirty countries have now outlawed all forms of physical punishment.44 These
countries show no evidence of adverse consequences such as unnecessary
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prosecutions of parents, increasing numbers of children in care or children becoming
out of control.45 On the contrary, such bans are associated with encouraging
reductions in violence to children.46 Those who worry that a ban on smacking might
lead to lax parenting or badly behaved children should note that the countries that
have banned are consistently at the top UNICEF league table of child well-being in
developed countries, including its measurement of children’s behaviours and risks.47
We believe, on the basis of available evidence, that legal reform to ban all forms of
physical punishment will contribute to children’s health and development, will
improve child protection and family relationships and is likely to reduce levels of
violence and antisocial behaviour in society generally. We therefore urge the
government to take action without delay.
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