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Social scientists continue to debate the impact of spanking and corporal punishment (CP) on negative child
outcomes including externalizing and internalizing behavior problems and cognitive performance. Previous
meta-analytic reviews havemixed long- and short-term studies and relied on bivariate r, whichmay inflate effect
sizes. The currentmeta-analysis focused on longitudinal studies, and compared effects using bivariate r and better
controlledpartial r coefficients controlling for time-1outcomevariables. Consistentwith previous findings, results
based on bivariate r found small but non-trivial long-term relationships between spanking/CP use and negative
outcomes. Spanking and CP correlated .14 and .18 respectively with externalizing problems, .12 and .21 with
internalizing problems and− .09 and− .18with cognitive performance. However, when better controlled partial
r coefficients (pr) were examined, results were statistically significant but trivial (at or below pr=.10) for exter-
nalizing (.07 for spanking, .08 for CP) and internalizing behaviors (.10 for spanking, insufficient studies for CP) and
near the threshold of trivial for cognitive performance (− .11 for CP, insufficient studies for spanking). It is
concluded that the impact of spanking and CP on the negative outcomes evaluated here (externalizing, internal-
izing behaviors and low cognitive performance) areminimal. It is advised that psychologists take amore nuanced
approach in discussing the effects of spanking/CP with the general public, consistent with the size as well as the
significance of their longitudinal associations with adverse outcomes.

© 2012 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

Spanking, usually defined as a mild open-handed strike to the but-
tocks or extremities (Friedman & Schonberg, 1996; McLoyd & Smith,
2002), and corporal punishment, which also includes more severe use
of physical punishments, such as striking the face, hitting with an ob-
ject or shaking or pushing a child, have been issues for considerable
debate in social science and in the general public. The American Acad-
emy of Pediatrics has counseled against the use of spanking as a dis-
ciplinary strategy, citing potential negative child outcomes such as
increased aggressiveness and potential physical harm to the child
(American Academy of Pediatrics, 1998). Sweden was the first coun-
try to ban spanking, eventually leading the way for a total of 32 coun-
tries that do not allow the use of corporal punishment in the home
(GITEACPOC, 2012).

Several prominent family violence scholars have been passionate
in advocating against the use of spanking. Writing for the general
public, psychologist Alan Kazdin (2008) claimed that spanking is linked
with a host of negative outcomes ranging fromaggression, poor academ-
ic performance and depression in childhood to “poor physical-health
outcomes (cancer, heart disease, chronic respiratory disease)” in adult-
hood. Others such as sociologist Murray Straus (2008) have argued
that corporal punishment is one of the key originating variables related
to a wide range of violence related outcomes.

Despite calls against spanking and corporal punishment, these disci-
plinary practices remain inwideuse, particularlywithin theUnited States
where one recent study suggested that 65% of 3-year-olds had been
spanked in the previous month (Taylor, Lee, Guterman, & Rice, 2010).
Yet, concerns have been expressed that causal links between spanking
and negative outcomes may have been exaggerated (Baumrind,
Larzelere, & Cowan, 2002; Morris & Gibson, 2011), with problems
in measurement and proper statistical controls inflating estimates
of harm. Thus considerable debate remains regarding the impact
of spanking and corporal punishment on long-term outcomes. The
current study seeks to address some of the gaps in the literature by
conducting a meta-analytic review of longitudinal studies of spanking
and corporal punishment (CP).

2. The debate on spanking and corporal punishment (CP)

As noted in the first lines of this paper spanking and CP are not syn-
onymous. Spanking generally is used to refer to relatively mild physical
punishment using an open hand on the buttocks or extremities. Corpo-
ral punishment generally is used to refer to a broader class of behaviors.
Spanking may be included within CP but CP generally also includes hit-
tingwith an object such as a switch, shaking, pushing, slapping the face,
etc. Nonetheless it is further necessary to clarify that CPdoes not include
highly injurious child abuse such as causing serious lacerations or bro-
ken bones. Therefore any conclusions about spanking and CP should
not be extended to more serious forms of child abuse.

Although debates about spanking are not new (the American Psycho-
logical Association passed a resolution condemning corporal punishment
in schools as far back as 1975) a useful starting point to understanding re-
cent debates probably begins with Gershoff's (2002a) meta-analytic re-
view of CP studies. As a technical note, Gershoff reported her results
using the effect size index “d” although in most cases this was calculated
from correlation (r) values. Effect sizes r and d are readily convertible
from one to another, and asmight be expected, randomized experiments
on spanking/CP are very few. As such I use the effect size “r” consistently
through the manuscript, converting from d where necessary for ease of
communication. Gershoff linked CP with increased aggression (r=.18,
i.e., d=.36) and decreased mental health (r=− .24) in childhood. Lon-
ger term effects on aggression appeared to remain consistent (r=.27),
although deleterious effects on mental health declined long-term
(r=− .05). However, these longer term effects are based on a com-
bination of retrospective (89%) and longitudinal (11%) studies, and
only 13% of all the effect sizes in the Gershoff meta-analysis were
longitudinal in nature. A later meta-analysis by Paolucci and
Violato (2004) found lower effect sizes (r=.10 for externalizing
problems; r=.10 for internalizing problems and r=.03 for cogni-
tive problems). Both meta-analyses concluded that CP could have
small but significant deleterious effects on child outcomes. It is
worth noting, however, that all the adverse effect sizes in Gershoff
(2002a) and probably in Paolucci and Violato (2004) were based on bi-
variate r correlations, presumably tomaintain homogeneity between the
effect size estimates across all types of studies.

Several scholars have remained skeptical of claims of causal harm
due to spanking and CP, however (Baumrind et al., 2002; Gunnoe,
Hetherington, & Reiss, 2006; Larzelere, 2008). For instance a further
meta-analysis by Larzelere and Kuhn (2005) found that negative ef-
fects for spanking differ very little from other disciplinary strategies.
Specifically, although overly severe CP was related to more negative
outcomes than disciplinary alternatives, conditional spanking had bet-
ter outcomes than 10 of 13 non-physical discipline alternatives such
as ignoring or privilege removal. Concerns with Gershoff's analyses
and many of the studies which underlie her analysis include:

1) Conflation of spanking with more severe forms of corporal punish-
ment. It has been contended thatmeasures, have not carefully distin-
guished between various types of physical punishment, particularly
in earlier studies. Conflating severe forms of CP with spanking may
result in inflated effect sizes.

2) The temporal order of spanking and negative outcomes is not well
documented. Fromcross-sectional correlational studies, it is not possi-
ble to determinewhether spanking and CP lead to negative outcomes,
orwhether childrenwith greater problembehaviors aremore likely to
be spanked. Oneway of establishing the temporal order is through the
use of longitudinal designs. If time-1 spanking/CP to be found to pre-
dict time-2 outcomes the argument that spanking/CP comes first in
the temporal order is strengthened. Although both Gershoff (2002a)
and Paolucci and Violato (2004) included longitudinal studies in
their analyses, they consisted of a minority of their studies and their
effect sizes were not well distinguished from cross-sectional or retro-
spective designs. In Gershoff, 13% of the reported effect sizes were
from longitudinal studies, with 21.8% of the studies included in
Paolucci and Violato being of longitudinal design.

3) Controlling third variables. As Baumrind et al. (2002) point out, ef-
fect sizes based on bivariate correlations (as those in Gershoff,
2002a, appear to be) run the risk of inflating effect size estimate
due to failure to control for other relevant variables. The use of
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well-controlled designs is generally considered state of the art in
violence research (Savage & Yancey, 2008). For meta-analyses to
rely on bivariate r presents an issue in which the resultant effect
size estimates may ultimately fail to represent the well-controlled
studies fromwhich they are culled. However, this presents something
of a conundrum for meta-analysis. Although standardized regression
coefficients (β) can, in a sense, be interpreted similarly to bivariate
r (Ferguson, 2009), the difference in level of control makes it difficult
to directly compare un-adjusted rs to covariate-controlled betas, and
adds heterogeneity to meta-analyses. In addition, covariate-adjusted
βs will have additional heterogeneity due to differences in the covar-
iates across studies. Yet including only bivariate rs can inflate effect
sizes and lead to mistaken conclusions about the causal role of a par-
ticular risk factor. Controlling for time 1 outcomes scores is an essen-
tial control variable for longitudinal studies.

4) Overreliance on retrospective recall. Many of the long-term stud-
ies used in both Gershoff (2002a) and Paolucci and Violato
(2004) were retrospective rather than prospective (17% and 22%
respectively). Retrospective reports of past CP may ultimately
say more about the respondent's current psychological status
rather than accurate memories of disciplinary acts, which took
place years or decades earlier (Baumrind et al., 2002). Thus their
utility is limited.

5) Shared method variance. In many of the studies included in the two
meta-analyses discussed, respondents for both the spanking/CP var-
iables and child outcomes were the same individual. This shared
method variance can result in inflated correlations between vari-
ables (Kenny & Kashy, 1992) and thus inflate effect size estimates.

From the debates between Gershoff (2002a) and Baumrind et al.
(2002) in particular, it becomes apparent that short-term correlation-
al designs (whether cross-sectional or retrospective) are not ade-
quate for establishing an argument in favor of a causal link between
spanking/CP and long-term harm. Thus, increased emphasis must be
placed on the use of longitudinal studies of spanking/CP. Such studies
are able to place spanking/CP and negative outcomes in a temporal
sequence, which would provide stronger evidence in support of the
potential for harm, particularly when experimental studies are im-
practical or unethical.

3. Longitudinal studies of spanking and corporal punishment

In the decade since Gershoff (2002a), a plethora of longitudinal
studies have been published, examining links between spanking and
CP and a number of negative outcomes, although aggression remains
a primary focus of the majority of studies. A large number of these
longitudinal studies actually come from a single dataset, the National
Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY; Baker, Keck, Mott, & Quinlan,
1993). The NLSY followed thousands of children over many years
and considered numerous behavioral data points. As such, the NLSY
has been a rich source of data on child behavioral health. As one cau-
tionary note, when a single dataset has such a dominant position in
the field, there is always the possibility that the peculiarities of this
dataset may have undue influence on the field at large. That having
been said, not all studies published using the NLSY agree on whether
CP results in long-term harm or not. Many studies using this dataset
have concluded that CP is linked with long-term harm to children (e.g.,
Christie-Mizell, Pryor, & Grossman, 2008; Eamon, 2001; Grogan-Kaylor,
2004; Straus & Paschall, 2009) although effect sizes were generally
small. However, a reanalysis by Larzelere, Cox, and Smith (2010) found
little difference in the effect for spanking as compared to using grounding
or even using psychotherapy for behavioral problems. Larzelere, Ferrer,
Kuhn, and Daniela (2010) also found that using improved statistical con-
trols for third variables reduced the spanking effect to non-significance.

Longitudinal datasets independent of the NLSY have likewise
tended to produce relatively small, and not always consistent effects
(Berlin et al., 2009; Larzelere, Ferrer et al., 2010; Lau, Litrownik,
Newton, Black, & Everson, 2006; Morris & Gibson, 2011; Stacks,
Oshio, Gerard, & Roe, 2009). Nonetheless, in reviewing these longitudi-
nal studies, it appears that the majority of authors of longitudinal stud-
ies conclude that spanking and CP may have at least small long-term
effects on negative outcome in childhood and early adulthood.

Nonetheless the methodological circumstances under which lon-
gitudinal studies of spanking and CP find negative effects remain
unclear. Many of the questions raised by Baumrind et al. (2002) in
the wake of the Gershoff (2002a) analysis regarding methodological
issues that may inflate effect size estimates remain unaddressed. Fur-
ther, no meta-analysis has specifically focused on longitudinal stud-
ies. Both Gershoff (2002a) and Paolucci and Violato (2004) mixed
longitudinal studies in with cross-sectional and retrospective designs.
Arguably, longitudinal studies provide the best non-experimental
evidence for or against the belief in causal spanking/CP effects given
the ability of such studies to delineate the temporal sequence. Thus,
examining these studies more closely will be of particular value.

The current meta-analysis has several aims:

1.) To consider the long-term influence of spanking and CP on exter-
nalizing and internalizing symptoms, and cognitive performance.

2.) To examine how the influences of spanking/CP contrast to other
disciplinary strategies such as negative verbalizations, arbitrary
and inconsistent discipline, and disciplinary strategies generally
identified as positive such as positive encouragement, supervision
and redirection, and rewards for “good” behavior (American
Academy of Pediatrics, 1998). It is worth noting that positive par-
enting and spanking may be used in differing disciplinary sce-
narios, an issue not yet addressed in the literature.

3.) The current meta-analysis will also examine moderators that may
explain outcome differences between studies. Among moderators
considered will be source independence (Baumrind et al., 2002),
the length of the longitudinal period and age of the children con-
sidered and potential differences between the NLSY and other
longitudinal designs. It had been hoped that racial differences
in longitudinal designs could be examined, but too few studies
parceled out effects across racial groups for a reliablemeta-analysis.

4. Method

4.1. Selection of studies

Identification of relevant studies involved a search of the PsycINFO,
Medline, Dissertation Abstracts and Digital Dissertations databases
using the search term “spanking OR corporal punishment OR physical
punishment.” In addition, recent reviews of the CP/spanking literature
were examined for papers that may have been missed in the literature
search. Included studies had to meet the following criteria:

1) Each study had to present a longitudinal design.
2) Each study had to measure the influence of spanking/CP on at least

one of the outcomes noted earlier (externalizing or internalizing
behavior problems or cognitive performance).

3) Studies which focused exclusively on severe child abuse (i.e., causing
serious injuries, breaking bones, actions resulting in arrest or removal
of child custody, sexual abuse) were excluded.

4) Each study had to present statistical outcomes or data that could
be meaningfully converted into effect size “r”.

This search netted 45 studies, of which 6 were doctoral disserta-
tions. Given the enormous time invested in longitudinal studies, find-
ing a relativeminority of doctoral dissertationswith longitudinal designs
is not surprising. One dissertation that was located (Buemi, 2009)
appeared to overlap in data with a published study (Christie-Mizell et
al., 2008) and thus was discarded in favor of the published study.
Non-indexed unpublished studies were not included out of concern
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that a search for non-indexed studies might introduce selection bias
(Ferguson & Brannick, 2012), given it may be more likely to receive
unpublished studies fromcertain groups of authors (for instance those al-
ready well-published in a particular field) relative to others (see Egger &
Smith, 1998). The 45 studies in the current analysis provided 111 sepa-
rate effect size estimates linking the disciplinary and outcome variables
of interest. As these involved separate outcomes analyzed separately
here, the independence of effect size estimates in the meta-analysis
was not compromised. The list of studies is presented in Appendix A.
5. Operationalization of relevant terms

One issue that has been raised as a confound in spanking/CP re-
search is the difficulty in distinguishing spanking from CP and from
more severe abuse (Baumrind et al., 2002). For instance, as noted ear-
lier, spanking is typically defined as open handed swats to the but-
tocks or extremities. However, few studies restrict their measure of
spanking to that definition. Many studies simply ask parents how
often they “spank” their child, while leaving spanking undefined, for
instance. Given that individual studies are not always clear on this
issue, it represents a serious challenge for meta-analyses. Furthermore,
studies that satisfy a broader definition of spanking (e.g., reported fre-
quency) seldom exclude those who also usemore severe CP or physical
abuse.When such a study does not also assess and remove variance due
to more severe forms of CP and abuse, it remains possible that the par-
entswho respond affirmatively to spanking questionsmay also be those
prone to more serious CP or physical abuse of children. Some studies,
such as those using the Conflict Tactics Scale, could potentially remove
cases inwhich respondents acknowledgemore serious abuse, and com-
pare remaining spanking parents versus parents who do not. However,
few studies employ such techniques.

That said, the theoretical definition of spanking for the current
study was open-hand swats to the buttocks or extremities, but most
qualifying studies used reported occurrence or frequency of spanking as
defined by the participants. Corporal punishment was operationalized
as consisting of a wider range of generally more serious acts, including
pushing, shoving, hitting with an object, or striking the face, yet generally
falling short of physically injurious or life threatening acts of violence.
Again, it has been amply argued (e.g., Baumrind et al., 2002; Larzelere &
Kuhn, 2005) that the operationalization of spanking and CP across studies
has generally been weak, and clear delineations among open-handed
spanking, other spanking, CP, and injurious abuse are absent. This remains
a serious limitation of this research field and onewhich is difficult to fix in
meta-analysis. For the current analysis there is little recourse but to take
the individual studies at face value, although it must be emphasized
that this cautionary note should be recalledwhen interpreting the results.

Negative verbalizations were operationalized as including mea-
sures of parental yelling, screaming or insulting of children. Example
items from various measures include “I have called my child lazy or
dumb or some other word like that” or “I shouted, yelled or screamed
at my child.” Arbitrary discipline included measures of inconsistency
in parental discipline, and a general tendency toward inconsistent ap-
plication of harsh disciplines for minor infractions. Example items
from various measures include “You threaten to punish your child,
but then do not actually punish him or her” and “How often do you
yell at your child after you've had a bad day?” Positive discipline
was broadly operationalized to include parental acts that focused on
responding to misbehavior with supervision, redirection and reason-
ing such as giving rationales for behaving appropriately. Example
items from various measures include “I explained why something was
wrong” or “I gave my child something else to do instead of what she
or he was doing wrong.” It is once again important to note that the
operationalizations here are, to some extent, dependent upon the defi-
nitions and measurements used in individual studies. It would have
been ideal, for instance, to distinguish positive disciplinary strategies
that were proactive as opposed to responsive to misbehavior, although
clarity on this issue was not available in the present set of studies.

Outcome measures were operationalized in the following ways.
Externalizingproblems referred to behavior problems related to aggres-
sion, rule breaking, antisocial and oppositional behaviors. Internalizing
problems referred to issues related primarily to depression, anxiety
and stress. Cognitive performance was operationalized as measures of
intellectual capacity, aptitude or achievement.

6. Effect size estimates

One issue to arise from theGershoff (2002a)meta-analysiswas that of
proper estimates of effect size (Baumrind et al., 2002). Gershoff based her
effect sizes only on bivariate rs, except for her only beneficial outcome
(immediate compliance). This practice is, of course, fairly standard for
meta-analyses (Hunter & Schmidt, 2004). The differences in variance
explained by bivariate rs and better controlled effect size estimates such
as betas or partial prsmakes the aggregation of effect size estimates across
studies difficult. However, as noted by Baumrind et al. (2002), reliance on
bivariate r raises the potential of upwardly inflated effect size estimates
from selection bias due to child effects. Given that well-controlled multi-
variate analyses are considered the gold standard in aggression research
(Savage & Yancey, 2008), for meta-analyses to rely solely on bivariate
r leads to increased risks of misleading causal conclusions coming from
these analyses. This is particularly the case when many longitudinal
studies take great care to employ careful statistical controls. For a
meta-analysis to remain rooted to bivariate r, it would be theoretically
possible for every single longitudinal study to conclude that any correla-
tion between spanking/CP was reduced to non-significance once other
factors were controlled, yet for a meta-analysis of these studies to con-
clude spanking/CP had a significant effect. In this circumstance, reliance
on the bivariate r, when examining well-controlled multivariate longitu-
dinal studies in meta-analysis is problematic. As just one example of
this concern, Gunnoe andMariner (1997, p. 772) reported bivariate corre-
lations of .15 and .19 between spanking and externalizing outcomes,
which were included as such in the Gershoff (2002a) meta-analysis (as
ds of .30 and .39 in her Table 3, p. 545). Yet these correlationswere greatly
reduced if not eliminated or reversed once statistical controls were
employed, leading Gunnoe and Mariner to conclude (p. 768) “For most
children, claims that spanking teaches aggression seem unfounded.”

If reliance on bivariate r is problematic, the solution is unclear.
Some authors have suggested formulas for imputing bivariate r from
betas (Peterson & Brown, 2005), providing estimates of the missing
bivariate r. However, calculating r from beta simply returns us to
the problem of the potential undesirability of basing causal inferences
on un-adjusted bivariate r. Several authors have suggested that betas
indeed can be used as effect size estimates in meta-analyses. As
Rosenthal and DiMatteo (2001) note betas can be used as effect size
estimates, with the cautionary note to recall that betas are better con-
trolled than rs. Other authors have echoed this basic view (Farley,
Lehmann, & Sawyer, 1995; Raju, Fralicx, & Steinhaus, 1986). Thus, it
is concluded that bivariate r is potentially undesirable for the present
analysis as reliance on bivariate r would not advance understanding
beyond the criticisms raised by Baumrind et al. (2002) of the Gershoff
meta-analysis. In her response to Baumrind et al. (2002), Gershoff
(2002b) noted the issue of aggregating betas and bivariate rs together
in a meta-analysis, but also acknowledged that examination of “third
variables” could be important to study. Gershoff noted that relatively
few studies in her meta-analysis controlled for third variables.
Gershoff (p. 606) stated “It is unfortunate that the state of research
on corporal punishment does not support the examination of impor-
tant third variables, and I sincerely hope that future meta-analyses of
parental corporal punishment will have sufficient data on third vari-
ables to include them either as control or moderator variables.” As
such there appears to be general agreement that control of third
variables is of great importance in understanding long-term effects of
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spanking/CP. Arguably theoretically relevant confounds that are most
likely to minimize bias in the predictor/outcome relationship should
take greatest priority (Steiner, Cook, Shadish, & Clark, 2010). In the
case of spanking/CP, child characteristics that might theoretically lead
to greater parental spanking/CP (i.e., child temperament or initial
aggressiveness or behavioral problems) are a particularly important
variable to control. However, as Gershoff (2002b) rightly notes, this
approach interjects heterogeneity into themeta-analysis. This is partic-
ularly true where the control variables used across studies varies con-
siderably. As such the use of betas may be too great a threat to the
homogeneity assumption of meta-analysis.

In the current study, a compromise position was employed, exam-
ining partial r values using consistent controls across studies, specifi-
cally controlling for time 1 outcome variables. Controlling for the time
1 outcomewas the most commonly employed statistical control, used
in most (but not all) longitudinal designs. Thus, using the partial
r controlling for the time 1 outcome, represents a better controlled ef-
fect size estimate, yet is homogeneous across longitudinal studies.
Authors of studies that did not provide enough data to calculate par-
tial r were contacted to provide the necessary data. It is argued that
this approach is the best “middle path” between the pitfalls of reli-
ance on bivariate r and the heterogeneity introduced by using betas.
Sufficient data for calculating the partial r was available for 69 of
the 124 (56%) individual effect size estimates, thus allowing a subset
analysis for these studies.

However, meta-analytic results using bivariate r will also be present-
ed, so that the results can be compared. Not all longitudinal studies in-
cluded tables of bivariate correlations between variables. When these
were missing, the authors of individual studies were contacted to supply
bivariate r values. In several cases either thedatawere no longer available,
or authors did not respond to the request for additional data. In such cases
the formula for imputingmissing bivariate r from standardized regression
coefficients provided by Peterson and Brown (2005) was employed.
However, in some cases data were not available to calculate the bivariate
r or the partial r or they were not available from the authors.

7. Moderator variables

Several variables were considered important to examine as mod-
erators. The issue of source independence has been raised as a poten-
tial moderator, with the potential that data points obtained from the
same source may inflate effect size estimates (Baumrind et al., 2002).
As such, source independence will be considered. The length of the
longitudinal period and age of the children at time 1 will be consid-
ered, to examine whether the effects of spanking/CP are age depen-
dent, and whether they remain stable over time. Finally whether a
particular longitudinal study used data from the NLSY versus other
data will be examined as a moderator. There is no reason to believe
that the NLSY is a superior or inferior data set, but when a single
data set dominates the research literature (even with different specif-
ic samples and methodological designs) the potential exists that this
dataset may have undue influence on the field at large. When a par-
ticular data set or research lab is particularly productive it is worth
considering this as a moderator (Starr & Davila, 2008).

8. Statistical and publication bias analyses

The Comprehensive Meta-Analysis (CMA) software program was
used to fit both random and fixed effects models. Hunter and Schmidt
(2004) argue that random effectsmodels are appropriatewhen popula-
tion parameters may vary across studies, as is likely here. As such, only
random effects will be reported.

As for publication bias, it has been known for many years (e.g.,
Rosenthal, 1979) that the selective publication of statistically signifi-
cant reports can bias research fields and meta-analyses, which draw
from them. Doctoral dissertationswere included to help offset potential
publication bias processes. However, the position is taken here that it is
naïve to assume that the mere inclusion of a set of unpublished studies
represents a panacea for publication bias when the true scope of
unpublished studies is unknown and essentially unknowable (most of
them being non-indexed and, thus, difficult to retrieve in a non-biased
manner). As such, the issue of publication bias will be carefully consid-
ered in the current analysis.

Testing for publication bias can be undertaken using a variety of
techniques. However, some controversy has arisen that individual
publication bias detection techniques may be prone to Type I error
under varying circumstances (Macaskill, Walter, & Irwig, 2001). One
way of addressing this concern is to use several tests of publication
bias as suggested by Ferguson and Brannick (2012). Given that their
individual weaknesses differ, combining them in order to make deci-
sions about publication bias reduces the potential for type I error.
Therefore, the following publication bias techniques and decision
criteria will be employed, consistent with recent recommendations
(Ferguson & Brannick, 2012):

1.) Orwin's FSN number (Orwin, 1983) is lower than the number of
studies (k), using the criterion of effect size r=.10.

2.) Either the rank order correlation (Begg & Mazumdar, 1994) or
Egger's regression (Egger, Davey-Smith, Schneider, & Minder,
1997) demonstrates significant results.

3.) Trim and Fill (Duvall & Tweedie, 2000) results are significant for
bias

4.) A careful examination of included studies does not reveal consis-
tent methodological differences between smaller and larger stud-
ies (i.e., small study effects).

9. Results

Individual study results are presented in Appendix B. Note that a
minimum number of 3 studies in any given category of analysis were
required for reporting of meta-analytic results in this article. Where po-
tential results are not reported, this indicates an absence of thisminimal
number of studies. All reported effect sizes are means weighted by a
function of sample size.

Aggregate results for the three main outcomes (externalizing and in-
ternalizing behaviors and cognitive performance) are presented in
Table 1. Table 1 presents these values for bivariate r coefficients. Table 2
presents the same data using partial pr coefficients controlling for time
1 measures of the outcome variable. All mean effect sizes reached the
threshold for statistical significance, pb .05, unless specifically indicated
otherwise. As can be seen, results for bivariate rswere larger than for par-
tial pr coefficients. Effects for bivariate rs were generally small to moder-
ate but non-trivial (i.e., greater than Cohen's, 1992, small effect size of r=
.10). On average, spanking correlated .14 with externalizing, .12 with in-
ternalizing, and -.09 with cognitive outcomes. Corporal punishment (CP)
correlated .18 with externalizing, .21 with internalizing, and − .18 with
cognitive outcomes. Harsh verbal punishment correlated .14 with exter-
nalizing and .14with internalizing problems,whereas arbitrary discipline
correlated .18 with externalizing outcomes. Positive parenting was not
significantly related to externalizing behaviors (r=− .03), and there
were too few studies to examine other outcomes (kb3).

For the more conservative partial pr coefficients, which controlled
for pre-existing difference on the outcomes, the effect sizes for spanking
and corporal punishment on externalizing problems and cognitive per-
formance were significant, but smaller and often trivial, defined herein
as at or lower than pr=.10 (Cohen, 1992; Ferguson, 2009). Trivial effect
sizes may often have limited practical significance. Effect sizes at or
lower than pr=.10 are considered trivial herein (Cohen, 1992). The
mean partial pr correlations (or βs, which are nearly equivalent for
small effect sizes) for spanking were .07 with externalizing and .10
with internalizing problems. Corporal punishment (CP) had mean par-
tial pr correlations of .08 with externalizing problems and -.11 with



Table 1
Meta-analytic results for main analysis including publication bias analysis, bivariate r values.

Outcome Discipline k r+ 95% C.I. OFSN RCT RT Outlier? SSE? Bias?

Externalizing CP 32 .18⁎ (.14, .22) 26 p>.05 p>.05 No No No
Spanking 19 .14⁎ (.10, .18) 6 p>.05 p>.05 No No No
Neg verbal 8 .14⁎ (.07, .22) 4 p>.05 p>.05 No No No
Arbitrary 4 .18⁎ (.07, .29) 4 p>.05 p>.05 No No No
Positive 20 − .03 (− .08, .02) 0 p>.05 p>.05 No No No

Internalizing CP 5 .21⁎ (.06, .35) 2 p=.04 p= .04 No No Yes (r+ =.08)⁎

Spanking 4 .12⁎ (.08, .16) 1 p>.05 p>.05 No No No
Neg Verbal 3 .14⁎ (.01, .27) 2 p>.05 p>.05 No No No

Cognitive performance CP 4 − .18⁎ (− .13, − .22) 3 p>.05 p>.05 No No No
Spanking 4 − .09⁎ (− .06, − .12) 0 p>.05 p>.05 No No No

Discipline=discipline strategy; k=number of independent observations; r+=pooled partial correlation coefficient; C.I.=confidence intervals; OFSN=Orwin's Fail-safe N; RCT=
significance of Begg &Mazumdar's rank correlation test; RT=significance of Egger's Regression; SSE=small study effect; Neg verbal=Negative verbalizations; arbitrary=arbitrary and
inconsistent discipline; Positive=positive discipline; study clusters with less than 3 studies were not analyzed; trim and fill analyses were non-significant in all cases, with the exception
of CP on Internalizing behaviors where the adjusted value is presented in parentheses.
⁎ pb05.
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cognitive performance. Harsh verbal punishment had mean prs of.08
with externalizing and arbitrary discipline had amean pr of .08with ex-
ternalizing problems. The differences in prs for externalizing and other
outcomes might be explained by the fact that time-1 externalizing
problems control both for pre-existing outcome differences and for
the selection process by which parents resort to disciplinary punish-
ments, e.g., due to child oppositionalism. In contrast, time 1 scores on
the other outcomes control for their pre-existing differences but not
for the process for selecting disciplinary punishments. Steiner et al.
(2010) showed that both types of controls are necessary to get unbiased
causal effects. Because preexisting externalizing problems could pro-
voke greater spanking/CP among parents, it could be argued that time
1 externalizing problems is an important control variable for all out-
comes, not only for time 2 externalizing problems. Too few studies pro-
vided sufficient data to examine this, but it seems plausible that
controlling for time 1 externalizing problems for all negative outcomes
could further reduce pr coefficients to the trivial range. In any case, the
current results do suggest that controlling for time 1 outcomes reduces
the relationship between spanking/CP and negative outcomes.

10. Publication bias analyses

As indicated in Tables 1 and 2, several procedures were employed
to test for publication bias in spanking/CP research. Results generally
indicated that publication bias was not an issue with the current body
of data. In the few cases in which the tandem procedure indicated
that publication bias may have inflated effect size estimates, this ap-
pears to be due to random variation in relatively small groups of stud-
ies, rather than systematic publication bias in the research field.
Adjustments for Trim and Fill were generally negligible. The only ex-
ception was for the bivariate results for CP influences on internalizing
Table 2
Meta-analytic results for main analysis including publication bias analysis, partial pr contro

Outcome Discipline k pr+ 95% C.I.

Externalizing CP 18 .08⁎ (.04, .12)
Spanking 8 .07⁎ (.02, .12)
Neg verbal 5 .08⁎ (.03, .14)
Arbitrary 4 .08⁎ (.01, .16)
Positive 8 − .04 (− .10, .03)

Internalizing Spanking 4 .10⁎ (.04, .15)
Cognitive performance CP 4 − .11⁎ (− .05, − .17)

Discipline=discipline strategy; k=number of independent observations; pr+=pooled p
RCT=significance of Begg & Mazumdar's rank correlation test; RT=significance of E
arbitrary=arbitrary and inconsistent discipline; positive=positive discipline; study
non-significant in all cases.
⁎ pb .05.
disorders wherein the effect size was adjusted to r=.08 to account
for potentially missing “file drawer” studies. Because the longitudinal
studies tended to have large N and thus small confidence intervals,
they may be less susceptible to typical publication bias effects, partic-
ularly biases more typical of small samples.
11. Moderator analyses

For the effect sizes reported in Tables 1 and 2, tests of heterogeneity
were significant in most cases (i.e., significant Q values with I2 values
ranging between .66 for CP and .88 for spanking), indicating potential
for moderators to account for non-random variation across studies. For
r effect size, statistically significant Q values ranged from 20.53 through
227.76. For pr effect size, statistically significant Q values ranged from
9.73 through 50.11. Non-significant exceptions for r valueswere for arbi-
trary discipline on externalizing behaviors (Q=6.67, p=.08), negative
verbalization on internalizing symptoms (Q=1.80, p=.41), spanking
on internalizing symptoms (Q=3.55, p=.31), spanking on cognitive
performance (Q=7.04, p=.07) and CP on cognitive performance
(Q=3.87, p=.28). Non-significant exceptions for pr values were for ar-
bitrary discipline on externalizing symptoms (Q=.079, p=.85), CP on
cognitive performance (Q=5.83, p=.12) and spanking on internalizing
symptoms (Q=6.02, p=.11). Significant heterogeneity results may be
the product of precise effect size estimates from large sample sizes.
Given that the majority of studies dealt with externalizing behaviors as
their outcome, the moderator analyses were limited to these effect
sizes. Results formoderator analyses are presented separately for spank-
ing, CP and positive discipline on externalizing disorders in Table 3.
These moderator tests were conducted on the more conservative pr
estimates.
lling for time 1 outcome values.

OFSN RCT RT Outlier? SSE? Bias?

0 p>.05 p>.05 No No No
0 p>.05 p>.05 No No No
0 p>.05 p>.05 No No No
0 p>.05 p>.05 No No No
0 p>.05 p>.05 No No No
0 p>.05 p>.05 No No No
1 p>.05 p>.05 No No No

artial correlation coefficient; C.I.=confidence intervals; OFSN=Orwin's fail-safe N;
gger's Regression; SSE=small study effect; Neg verbal=negative verbalizations;
clusters with less than 3 studies were not analyzed; trim and fill analyses were



Table 4
Differences in spanking and cp effects on externalizing problems across age categories.

Parental discipline Age category k pr 95% CI

Spanking Under 7 5 .06 − .02, .14
7–11 3 .12⁎ .04, .19
Older than 11 0 N/A N/A

Corporal punishment Under 7 7 .07⁎ .02, .12
7–11 6 .07⁎ .02, .11
Older than 11 5 .12⁎ .00, .24

Positive discipline Under 7 4 − .03 − .14, .09
7–11 3 − .07 − .18, .05
Older than 11 1 N/A N/A

k=number of studies; pr=partial r effect size; 95% CI=95% confidence interval.
⁎ pb .05.
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In regard to basic statistics for the moderator variables, the aver-
age study length was 6.5 years (SD=6.7). The average age of the
child participants at time 1 was 6.4 years (SD=4.08). Regarding indi-
vidual effect size estimates, 73 effect sizes (66%) were source inde-
pendent, and 21 (19%) were from the NLSY study.

Outcomes for categorical moderators related to source indepen-
dence or NLSY data were generally non-significant. Particularly in re-
lation to the issue of source independence, this may be because pr
values were generally and uniformly low. Given the trivial to small ef-
fect sizes, the power of moderator analyses related to source indepen-
dence may have been low.

Continuousmoderator variableswere analyzedusingmeta-regression
techniques. Age at time 1 significantly moderated the effect sizes of both
spanking and positive discipline on externalizing problems. For both
moderators, effect sizes were higher for older than for younger children;
spanking became more adverse, whereas positive discipline became
morebeneficialwith age. Study lengthdidnot impact effect size estimates
for any outcome.

The moderating effect of age was further addressed by examining
pr effect sizes for age categories divided near the mean age (6.4) from
the studies. Given that few studies examined participants under age 4
or over 14, this led to age blocks below age 7, those aged 7–11, and
those above the age of 11. Effect sizes by age blocks are presented
in Table 4. Although age was not found to be a significant moderator
in meta-regression for CP, meta-regression can be underpowered and
age differences for CP effect sizes are further analyzed here. For
spanking, effects on externalizing symptoms were generally trivial
in younger children (mean pr=.06, n.s.), but non-trivial in children
seven and older (pr=.12, pb .05). Similarly for CP, effects were trivial
for children under 11 (pr=.07, pb .05), but non-trivial for children
older than 11 (pr=.12, pb05). Results are also presented for positive
discipline which had non-significant effect sizes for both younger and
older children. These results suggest that for both spanking and CP,
effects worsen for older children, althoughwith the caveat that moder-
ator results for age on CP were non-significant in the meta-regression.

12. Discussion

The current study examined the relationship between spanking
and CP on externalizing and internalizing problems and on cognitive
ability in longitudinal analyses. Previous reports (Baumrind et al., 2002;
Gershoff, 2002a, 2002b) appear to agree that reliance on bivariate r cor-
relations in analyses may result in inflated effect size estimates. Indeed
one of the strengths across the majority of longitudinal designs exam-
ined here was the sophisticated effort to control for other relevant vari-
ables that might potentially explain a link between spanking/CP and
later negative outcomes. Thus, both effects for bivariate r and for
better-controlled partial pr coefficients controlling for time 1 differ-
ences on outcome variables were presented.

Consistent with Gershoff (2002a, 2002b) and Paolucci and Violato
(2004), small to moderate but non-trivial (i.e., r>.10) bivariate correla-
tional relationships were found between spanking/CP and negative
Table 3
Moderator analyses for spanking, CP and positive discipline on externalizing behaviors.

Moderator Spanking CP Positive discipline

Source independence (effect size)
Independent .07 .10 − .04
Non-independent .06 .07 .00

NLSY data (effect size)
No .05 N/A -.05
Yes .08 .06

Age, time 1 (meta-regression) 5.47⁎ 0.74 5.31⁎

Study length (meta-regression) 0.91 2.78 2.67

Effect size=meta-analytic partial r effect size reported for subgroups of studies;
Meta-regression statistics are Q statistics for model with statistical significance denoted.
⁎ pb .05.
outcomes including externalizing and internalizing symptoms and
lower cognitive performance. Bivariate outcomeswere aboutmidway be-
tween those seen in Paolucci and Violato (2004) and Gershoff's (2002a,
2002b) previousmeta-analyses, which seemed to be based only on bivar-
iate correlations. Similar effects were found for harsh verbal punishment
andarbitrary discipline, but not for positive disciplinary strategieswhich
were not significantly correlatedwith externalizing symptomoutcomes,
the only outcome with a sufficient number of studies.

Perhaps more critically, however, controlling for pre-existing dif-
ferences on the outcomes with partial pr coefficients reduced the ef-
fect sizes between spanking/CP and negative outcomes, although
only the effect size of spanking with externalizing problems for 4-
to 7-year-olds was reduced to non-significance. All effect sizes for ex-
ternalizing behaviors were reduced to the trivial range (prb .10),
whereas the effect size between spanking and internalizing behavior
was at the threshold for triviality (pr=.10). Only for cognitive perfor-
mance did pr effect size estimates for CP remain barely above the triv-
ial threshold, an outcome warranting more research.

It is not clear why CP effects on cognitive performance appear to
be slightly stronger, even in better controlled studies, compared to
other outcomes of spanking and CP. It may be that CP detracts from
a nurturing environment under which learning most ideally occurs.
It is also possible that externalizing problems may predict both the
use of parental CP and lower cognitive performance, although few
studies have examined this possibility. It should be noted that the
only previous meta-analysis to include this outcome found a trivial
effect size of r=− .03 between corporal punishment and cognitive
performance (Paolucci & Violato, 2004). Thus more research is need-
ed to parse the relationship between CP and cognitive performance.

Overall it is concluded that, when sophisticated well-controlled lon-
gitudinal designs are employed, results indicate a trivial to very small
significant relationship between spanking and negative outcomes.
Nonetheless, it is worth emphasizing that spanking and CP do appear
to be significantly associatedwith small increases in negative outcomes,
although these correlations may not be as substantial as sometimes im-
plied in public discussions or scholarly comments on the topic.

The intent is not to disparage scholars or professional groups who
have made these well-intentioned claims and arguments. Instead the
issue is the comparative lack of guidance for how scholars should use
statistically significant but trivial effect sizes. Three issues stand out:
trivial effects are more easily accounted for by remaining confounds.
Second, the closer the true average causal effect is to zero, the larger
the subset of spanking thatmay actually reduce outcomes such as exter-
nalizing problems. The third issue is how these trivial but significant ef-
fects should be communicated to scholars and the general public.

On the first issue, effect sizes could be reduced even further if other
confounding variables were controlled for. Although longitudinal data
cannot provide causal evidence as conclusively as randomized designs,
their results can approximate unbiased causal evidence more closely by
controlling for potential confounds. Controlling only for time 1 outcomes
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may leave residual confounds which inflate effect sizes, sometimes re-
ferred to as the under-adjustment bias (Campbell & Boruch, 1975). This
possibility is demonstratedby studies providing stronger causal evidence.
For example, some research suggests that links between spanking/CP
(but not more serious abuse) may be accounted for by genetic effects
(Jaffee et al., 2004). Stronger causal evidence from propensity score
matching (Morris & Gibson, 2011) suggests that causal links between
spanking and adverse outcomes may be negligible, except for the most
compliant children. Research by Larzelere, Ferrer et al. (2010) further
suggests that small but significant links between spanking and negative
outcomes become non-significant when more careful controls or gain
scores are employed. Researcher hypothesis bias inflation can also ac-
count for small effects, particularly in “hot” or politically and ideologically
charged research fields (Ioannidis, 2005), although large sample sizes re-
duce this bias due to their small confidence intervals. In short, it remains a
reasonable hypothesis that the small and/or trivial effects found in the
present meta-analysis may nonetheless be inflated by remaining meth-
odological confounds.

If biases and residual confounding can account for the remaining triv-
ial effect sizes, this increases the possibility that a subset of spankingmay
actually decrease problematic outcomes such as externalizing problems.
The effect size estimates the average causal effect, not the distribution of
those effects (Heckman, 2005). If the true average causal effect size is
close to zero, then the distribution of causal effects would be split evenly
into slightly beneficial and slightly harmful implementations of spank-
ing. Recent research by Lansford, Wager, Bates, Pettit, and Dodge
(2012) suggests that parceling out mild from harsh and frequent CP is
important, as negative outcomes become even more trivial for mild as
opposed to harsh or frequent CP (their mean pr was .015). Given that
few studies clearly differentiate optimally defined spanking (e.g., one
or two open-handed swats for defiance) from less appropriate spanking,
CP, or even abuse, it remains possible that the effectiveness of an optimal
type of spanking may be obscured by contamination with overlapping
variance from CP and physical abuse. On the other hand, it is entirely
possible that future research may provide stronger support for zero tol-
erance of all disciplinary spanking, but the field would benefit from a
constructive debate about whether the existing evidence is strong
enough to support such an absolute stance currently. Unfortunately the
present crop of longitudinal studies had insufficient information to ex-
amine these issues with moderator analyses.
13. The interpretation of very small effects

It is worth putting the effect sizes found in this meta-analysis
into some perspective. Most of the effect sizes for the controlled pr
outcomes were less than r=.10, the traditional trivial effect size
identified by Cohen (1992). This means that disciplinary practices
generally accounted for less than 1% of the variance in the outcome
variable. For instance, the influence of spanking on later externalizing
problems was equivalent to pr=.07, or put in terms of shared vari-
ance, spanking explains 0.49% of additional variance in externalizing
problems after controlling for pre-existing externalizing problems.
Bivariate effects were larger, as expected, although the largest of
these, for CP on internalizing problems was equivalent to r=.21 or
4.4% of the variance explained. When effect sizes are small but “statis-
tically significant” they can be difficult to properly interpret. Perhaps
because Cohen (1992) and others (e.g., Ferguson, 2009) have been re-
luctant to make rigid guidelines some well-respected scholars have
argued that even the smallest effect sizes are “practically significant.”
For instance, several scholars (e.g., Bem & Honorton, 1994; Rosnow &
Rosenthal, 2003) have drawn favorable comparisons between small
effect sizes in psychological and medical research, where effect sizes
for the Salk Vaccine for polio or the Physician's Aspirin Study are
near r=.00 (r=.011 and .03, respectively). Their point is that tiny
psychological effects might also be practically important.
However, the statistics upon which such statements are made have
been criticized numerous times (Block & Crain, 2007; Crow, 1991;
Ferguson, 2009; Hsu, 2004). These criticisms are complex, but one as-
pect is the large sample size in studies of infrequently occurring prob-
lems. For instance, in reference to the Salk vaccine for polio, Ferguson
(2009) noted that even if the Salk Vaccine perfectly prevented every sin-
gle case of polio, the calculated effect size using the flawed statistics (phi
or Cramer's V) would be a mere r=.017. This can be compared to the
odds ratio from the initial study, which was a substantial 3.48. Thus
themedical effects in these comparisons are being artificially truncated
by badly skewed dichotomous outcome variables, which leads to ex-
tremely small maximum r values that do not reflect the actual impact
of thesemedical treatments. Thus, this line of reasoning is questionable.

14. The practical element: what should psychologists be saying?

The current best evidence suggests that spanking or CP has a small or
trivial but statistically significant impact on negative outcomes, at least
for externalizing and internalizing symptoms and cognitive performance.
The only exception was for spanking children under the age of 7 which
was non-significant for externalizing symptoms. Although it is certain
that debate on the effects of spanking and CP will continue, it is recom-
mended that scholars remain cautious in nuancing their communications
in linewith themagnitude of effects and the potential that accounting for
additional confounds may result in even more trivial effect sizes. This is
not to say that scholars are remiss in communicating concerns about
negative outcomes, just that these should be kept in moderation given
the trivial to small effect sizes. On the other hand, there was no evidence
from the current meta-analysis to indicate that spanking or CP held any
particular advantages. There appears, from the current data, to be no
reason to believe that spanking/CP holds any benefits related to the cur-
rent outcomes, in comparison to other forms of discipline. Although
effect sizes were all quite small, positive parenting practices had a non-
significant relationship with externalizing behaviors and could be con-
sidered as “least negative.” As such it would be within reason to argue
that, although the negative effects of spanking and CP on internalizing/
externalizing behaviors and cognitive performance may be small to
minimal, spanking and CP conveys no particular advantages for these
outcomes at least in the typical ways they are used in available studies.

The small effects seen here for spanking and CP should not be general-
ized to more severe forms of child abuse. Indeed there are sound reasons
to suggest that physical and sexual abuse that causes physical injury, sex-
ual violation or psychopathological symptoms (i.e., post traumatic stress
disorder) may be very different in long-term outcomes from spanking
and milder forms of CP which were the focus of the current study.

15. Limitations and directions for future research

As with any study, the current meta-analysis is not without limita-
tions, and these should be noted. First, although the use of partial pr co-
efficients to control for time 1 outcome variables represents a more
careful scientific approach, not all studies provide sufficient data for
the calculation of partial pr coefficients (or did not respond affirmative-
ly to requests for additional data). Therefore meta-analyses based on
partial pr represent a subset of the total longitudinal studies. Second, a
meta-analysis is only as good as the studies upon which it relies. The
current set of longitudinal studies are reasonably consistent in using
well-validated outcome measures, thus avoiding some of the pitfalls of
other aggression-related fields (see Ferguson & Kilburn, 2009, for a dis-
cussion of measurement problems in media violence research, for in-
stance). However, longitudinal studies are less consistent in employing
controls for time 1 child characteristics that may influence the use of
spanking/CP. Particularly in the spanking literature, using these control
variables decreased resultant effect sizes, highlighting the importance
of these controls (Morris & Gibson, 2011). It appears that better con-
trolled studies produce the weakest effects, an issue which should be
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kept in mind when interpreting this literature. Third, dissertations using
longitudinal data were relatively uncommon, resulting in few included
herein. Although publication bias did not appear to be a major issue for
the current set of studies, it remains possible that having a broader
array of unpublished studies could have influenced results. Next, al-
though the current study focused on spanking and milder forms of CP,
it is not always possible to easily divide spanking from CP and CP from
more serious physical abuse. Were it possible to more clearly delineate
these behaviors from each other, the results of the study may be some-
what different. The current study did take care not to include studies of
severe physical abuse and to delineate spanking from CP, but I acknowl-
edge inevitable errors at themargins. Likely, however, such errorswould
inflate, not deflate effect size estimates. Next, it should be noted that the
current study focused only on 3 outcomes, albeit thosemost often repre-
sented in the literature, and cannot be generalized to other potential out-
comes, whether positive or negative.

As for future directions, it may be of value to further differentiate
spanking and mild CP frommore serious forms of abuse in future stud-
ies. It may be that harsher forms of violence toward children havemuch
greater adverse effects than milder forms. For instance Jaffee et al.
(2004) found that relationships between CP and aggression, but not
more serious maltreatment and aggression, could be explained by ge-
netic effects. Similar findings were reported by Lynch et al. (2006).
More sophisticated statistical designs such as the use of propensity
score matching also suggest that small correlations found between
spanking or mild CP and negative outcomes may be spurious, except
for the most compliant children (Morris & Gibson, 2011). This topic
needs more research designs that can yield stronger causal evidence.
More research that compares the child outcomes of spanking and CP
to positive parenting practices and other alternatives (e.g., time out)
would also be of great value. This research remains in short supply.

It is important to note that the outcomes of spanking, CP and other
types of parental punishment are very complex and take place within
a broader cultural, family and child–parent attachment relationship
than is possible to examine in a single meta-analysis. Indeed too
much of the debate on spanking and CP assumes that those practices
are either invariably bad or invariably acceptable for children and
may miss important nuances about their use. In an atmosphere in
which the discussion on a topic such as this is politically charged it
may be difficult to address spanking/CP in this more nuanced and
complex manner, but our understanding of this phenomenon would
benefit from such an approach. For instance the degree of influence
of spanking and CP may relate to the context in which the discipline
is rendered, including the warmth and general positivity of the family
environment. Although some studies have begun to examine such re-
lationships (e.g., Baumrind, Larzelere, & Owens, 2010), these are in
relatively short supply. The current results lend some support for
this notion, particularly regarding age, as noted for both spanking
and CP, effects were more pronounced for older children than for
younger. For younger children, the influence of spanking on external-
izing problems did not differ statistically from zero. For older chil-
dren, they were small but significant. Thus it may be mistaken for
scholars to consider spanking as either invariably harmful or always
acceptable, but its effects may vary by the contexts, age, and manner
in which spanking is used.

Researchwould be particularlywelcome addressing these contextu-
al issues regarding spanking. For instance, do the effects of spanking
change given the cultural context? Does cultural approval of spanking
influence the potential for spanking to have harmful effects on
children's outcomes? It would be valuable for future research to consid-
er the degree to which a parent's emotional state during a spanking in-
cidentmay influence outcomes. For instance does spanking delivered in a
calm, pragmaticmanner differ from spanking delivered by an angry, frus-
trated parent? Similarly it may be worth exploring whether parental
debriefing and explaining of the incident and consequencesmaymitigate
potential negative effects of spanking. Therewould be considerable value
in examining cultural and family factors as potential moderator variables.
At present too few studies provided effect sizes for such analyses in
meta-analysis, aside from racial and ethnic groups. As such, it would be
prudent for future research to consider other potential cultural modera-
tors of spanking/CP effects. These issues have yet to be carefully explored
andmay help parse out situations in which spanking is more or less neg-
ative. It may also be valuable for more studies to control for time 1 exter-
nalizing problems, even when predicting other negative outcomes.
Differences in pre-existing problembehaviors among children also deserve
attention as potential moderators. Although some studies considered this,
mainly as a control issue, too few longitudinal studies presented indepen-
dent effect sizes for high,moderate and low levels of pre-existing problems
to examine moderator influences in meta-analysis. It would be helpful for
researchers, in the future, to examine children with differing levels of
pre-existing problembehaviors independently as this issue could have im-
portant clinical implications, presenting independent effect size esti-
mates for children with differing levels of pre-existing problems.

16. Concluding statements

Results from the current study indicate a trivial to small, but gen-
erally significant relationship between the use of spanking and CP and
long-term negative outcomes. It is recommended that social scientists
take a more conservative approach when discussing the effects of
spanking and CP to the general public than has sometimes been the
case. That is to say, scholars should take greater care not to exagger-
ate the magnitude and conclusiveness of the negative consequences
of spanking/CP to the general public, particularly when their state-
ments may generalize beyond the evidence. This does not mean
that scholars should endorse spanking; there may be reasonable ar-
guments to suggest that spanking confers no particular benefits and
thus might easily be replaced with alternative discipline strategies.
However, over-generalizing from the data might easily backfire, de-
creasing the credibility of scholarly statements on parenting research
overall. It is hoped that the current study will be a positive contribu-
tion to the scholarly debates on spanking and CP effects.
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Study Name Discipline type Outcome r (bivar) Parti

Baumrind (2010)
N=87

Arbitrary Cognitive −0.23 −0.1
Arbitrary Extern 0.09 0.02
Arbitrary Intern 0.37 0.25
CP Cognitive −0.19 −0.1
CP Extern 0.02 −0.0
CP Intern 0.23 0.18
Spank Cognitive −0.09 −0.0
Spank Extern −0.02 −0.1
Spank Intern 0.15 0.17
Verbal Cognitive −0.22 −0.1
Verbal Extern 0.02 −0.0
Verbal Intern 0.23 0.3

Berlin (2009)
N=2573

Spank Cognitive −0.08 −0.0
Spank Extern 0.07 0.009
Verbal Cognitive −0.08 −0.0
Verbal Extern 0.09 0.12

Bradley (2001)
N=5310

Spank Cognitive −0.07 N/A
Spank Extern 0.22 N/A

Brendgen (2002)
N=336

CP Extern 0.25 0.24

Christie-Mitzel (2008)
N=1852

Spank Intern 0.08 0.05
Spank Intern 0.12 0.08

Bugental (2003)
N=44

CP Intern 0.53 N/A
Verbal Intern −0.02 N/A

Eamon (2001)
N=963

Positive Extern −0.16 0.02
Spank Extern 0.18 0.04

Fine (2004)
N=87

CP Extern 0.22 0.17

Foshee (2005)
N=1218

CP Extern 0.12 0.13
CP Extern −0.03 −0.0

Grogan (2005)
N=6912

Positive Extern −0.03 N/A
Spank Extern 0.17 N/A
Positive Extern −0.03 N/A
Spank Extern 0.17 N/A
Positive Extern −0.03 N/A
Spank Extern 0.17 N/A

Yu (2005)
N=246

CP Extern 0.17 N/A
CP Extern 0.09 N/A
Verbal Extern 0.28 N/A
Verbal Extern 0.02 N/A
Positive Extern 0.05 N/A
Positive Extern 0.01 N/A
Spank Extern 0.2 N/A
Spank Extern 0.07 N/A
Positive Extern 0.14 N/A
Positive Extern 0.1 N/A

Keiley (2001)
N=578

CP Extern 0.25 N/A
CP Intern 0.05 N/A

Kessenich (2006)
N=13698

Positive Cognitive 0.04 N/A
Positive Extern −0.08 N/A
Spank Cognitive −0.11 N/A
Spank Extern 0.08 N/A

Lahey (2008)
N=1863

CP Extern 0.19 N/A

Lansford (2003)
N=362

CP Extern 0.3 0.23

Appendix B. Studies characteristics from the current meta-analysis
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No 0 No 13 Mixed
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No 1.5 No 1 Mixed
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No 13.8 No 1.5 Af
4 No 13.8 No 1.5 Cau
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No 8.5 Yes 10 Cau
No 8.5 Yes 10 Af
No 8.5 Yes 10 Af
No 8.5 Yes 10 Hisp
No 8.5 Yes 10 Hisp
Yes 9.5 No 3.5 Cau
Yes 9.5 No 3.5 Asian
Yes 9.5 No 3.5 Cau
Yes 9.5 No 3.5 Asian
Yes 9.5 No 3.5 Cau
Yes 9.5 No 3.5 Asian
Yes 9.5 No 3.5 Cau
Yes 9.5 No 3.5 Asian
Yes 9.5 No 3.5 Cau
Yes 9.5 No 3.5 Asian
Yes 5 No 9 Mixed
Yes 5 No 9 Mixed
Yes 5 No 4 Mixed
Yes 5 No 4 Mixed
Yes 5 No 4 Mixed
Yes 5 No 4 Mixed
No 0.5 Yes 8.5 Mixed

Yes 12 No 1.5 Mixed
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Study Name Discipline type Outcome r (bivar) Partial r Source ind. Age at time 1 NLSY Length Ethnicity

Lansford (2004)
N=453

CP Extern 0.17 0.13 Yes 5 No 11 Cau
CP Extern −0.05 −0.1 Yes 5 No 11 Af

Larzelere (2010)
N=1464

CP Extern 0.21 0.07 No 5 No 6 Mixed
Verbal Extern 0.22 0.06 No 5 No 6 Mixed

Larzelere/Cox (2010)
N=785

Spank Extern 0.27 0.16 No 7.5 Yes 2 Mixed

Lau (2006)
N=442

CP Extern 0.26 N/A No 4 No 4 Mixed

Lengua (2008)
N=188

Arbitrary Extern 0.31 0.11 Yes 9.5 No 1 Mixed
Arbitrary Intern 0.18 −0.02 Yes 9.5 No 1 Mixed
CP Extern 0.44 0.11 Yes 9.5 No 1 Mixed
CP Intern 0.3 0.01 Yes 9.5 No 1 Mixed

Lyman (2009)
N=338

Arbitrary Extern 0.1 0.07 Yes 13 No 9 Mixed
CP Extern 0.12 0.06 Yes 13 No 9 Mixed
Positive Extern 0.045 0.01 Yes 13 No 9 Mixed

Magee (2002)
N=126

CP Extern 0.23 0.17 Yes 9.5 No 4 Mixed

Mulvaney (2007)
N=979

Positive Extern −0.2 −0.14 No 1.26 No 5 Mixed
Spank Extern 0.2 0.16 No 1.26 No 5 Mixed
Positive Intern −0.23 −0.18 No 1.26 No 5 Mixed
Spank Intern 0.16 0.15 No 1.26 No 5 Mixed

Oyserman (2005)
N=164

CP Extern 0 N/A Yes 14.5 No 5.5 Mixed
Verbal Extern 0.18 N/A Yes 14.5 No 5.5 Mixed

Pardini (2007)
N=120

Arbitrary Extern 0.22 0.13 Yes 10.66 No 1 Mixed
CP Extern 0.27 0.07 Yes 10.66 No 1 Mixed
Positive Extern 0 −0.13 Yes 10.66 No 1 Mixed

Pardini (2008)
N=1517

CP Extern 0.14 0.09 Yes 7.7 No 10 Mixed

Pardini (2002)
N=243

CP Intern 0.05 N/A Yes 10.35 No 5 Mixed

Cadmus-Romm (2004)
N=87

Verbal Intern 0.12 N/A No 12 No 9 Mixed

Schmidtz (2003)
N=2307

Positive Extern −0.07 N/A No 7 Yes 6 Af
Spank Extern 0.22 N/A No 7 Yes 6 Af
Positive Extern 0.17 N/A No 7 Yes 6 Cau
Spank Extern −0.01 N/A No 7 Yes 6 Cau
Positive Extern −0.11 N/A No 7 Yes 6 Hisp
Spank Extern −0.09 N/A No 7 Yes 6 Hisp

Stacks (2009)
N=2792

Spank Extern 0.05 0 Yes 1.2 No 2 Mixed

Wager (2009)
N=574

Positive Extern 0.27 0.1 Yes 5 No 3 Mixed
Spank Extern 0.34 0.17 Yes 5 No 3 Mixed
Verbal Extern 0.25 0.14 Yes 5 No 3 Mixed

Straus (2009)
N=1510

CP Cognitive −0.12 −0.17 Yes 3 Yes 4 Mixed
CP Cognitive −0.21 −0.09 Yes 7 Yes 4 Mixed

Deater Decard
N=460

CP Extern 0.31 N/A Yes 3 No 4 Cau
CP Extern −0.07 N/A Yes 3 No 4 Af

Eron (1982)
N=505

CP Extern 0.21 N/A Yes 7 No 2 Mixed

Eron (1991)
N=535

CP Extern 0.12 N/A Yes 8 No 22 Mixed

Gunnoe (1997)
N=1112

Spank Extern 0.17 0.05 Yes 7.5 No 5 Mixed
Positive Extern −0.13 −0.12 Yes 7.5 No 5 Mixed

Johannesson (1974)
N=212

CP Extern 0.02 N/A Yes 0.1 No 13 Cau

McCord (1988)
N=130

CP Extern 0.28 N/A Yes 10.5 No 36.5 Mixed

Morris (2011)
N=1346

CP Extern 0.21 0 No 9 No 2.5 Mixed

Pettit (1997)
N=585

CP Extern 0.17 0.11 Yes 4 No 7 Mixed
CP Cognitive −0.2 −0.05 Yes 4 No 7 Mixed
Positive Extern −0.17 −0.02 Yes 4 No 7 Mixed
Positive Cognitive 0.27 0.13 Yes 4 No 7 Mixed

Sears (1961)
N=160

CP Extern −0.07 −0.06 Yes 5 No 6 Mixed
Positive Extern −0.05 −0.04 Yes 5 No 6 Mixed
Verbal Extern −0.06 −0.05 Yes 5 No 6 Mixed

Simons (1998)
N=113

CP Extern 0.19 N/A Yes 12 No 5 Mixed
Positive Extern −0.19 N/A Yes 12 No 5 Mixed

Stattin (1995)
N=212

CP Extern 0.42 N/A No 1 No 25 Mixed

Strassberg (1994)
N=273

Spank Extern 0.12 N/A Yes 5 No 0.5 Mixed

Straus (1997)
N=807

CP Extern 0.2 0.07 No 7.5 Yes 2 Mixed
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