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Abstract countries, it continues to be legal in the United States, although

There is equivocal evidence as to whether physical discipline is
more widespread within the Black community compared to a similar
demographic White community. Our quantitative study investigated
the association between caregiver’s use of spanking and externalizing
behaviors among youth at ages 4, 6, 8, and 12. Race and gender
were also examined as possible moderators of this relationship.
The participants included 376 at-risk Black households (N = 265)
and White households (N = 111) involved with the Longitudinal
Studies of Child Abuse and Neglect (LONGSCAN) project. Results
indicated that Black biological mothers reported spanking younger
children more frequently than White biological mothers, while White
mothers spanked older children more frequently than Black mothers.
Significant but relatively small (» = .135 to » = .244) associations
between the use of spanking and externalizing behavior were found
at each age. Earlier use of spanking (at ages 4 and 6) was associated
with externalizing behavior later in childhood (at age 8) and early
adolescence (at age 12). Race moderated the relationship at ages
4, 8, and 12, with a positive association between spanking and
externalizing behavior in Black households. The biological sex of the
child did not influence the association between spanking and problem
behavior. Our study adds to the discussion of racial differences in
spanking and childhood outcomes using a developmental and
identity-based cultural lens. Limitations and suggestions for future
research are also presented.

Keywords: Corporal Punishment, Race and Development, Parenting
Discipline Practices, Childhood Externalizing Behaviors, Ethnic and
Cultural Differences

Introduction

Physical discipline is a prevalent and controversial parenting
technique. The most common form of physical discipline is spanking,
defined as hitting a child with an open hand on the buttocks or
extremities with the intent to discipline without leaving a bruise or
causing physical harm [1]. While spanking has been banned in some

historical views on spanking have been shifting. While there was
a higher acceptance of authoritarian parenting with attempts at
behavioral management of children by spanking in previous decades,
parental attitudes toward spanking have viewed it as less effective
and less normalized more recently [2, 3].

Researchers who study physical discipline say parents of all racial
and ethnic groups, socioeconomic categories, and education levels
practice some form of physical discipline with their children. A study
conducted in 2011 found that 89% of Black parents, 79% of White
parents, 80% of Hispanic parents, and 73% of Asian parents said
they spanked their children [4]. A 2014 sample [5] found that Black
families were more likely to engage in spanking of children between
0-9 years (59%) compared to White families (46%).

Trends in the use of corporal punishment in parenting have also
changed over time. According to Finkelhor et al. [S], of a sample of
American families, 49% of caregivers of children between the ages
of 0-9 reported the occurrence of spanking, and 23% of children
between the ages of 1017 endorsed being spanked at least once the
prior year. Spanking frequency was the highest between the ages of
3 and 4, with declines observed at age 7. These rates represented a
decline in spanking of approximately 28% from the 1970s. Similarly,
spanking prevalence among parents dropped from 50% in 1993 to
35% in 2017, with notable declines among children aged 2—4 years
[6].

Whether spanking is an appropriate discipline strategy or a
childrearing technique that is harmful to children has been a
controversial debate. Existing literature on spanking is not free
from systemic and historical biases, with research frameworks and
interpretations often shaped by dominant cultural norms. These
biases may influence how corporal punishment is conceptualized,
studied, and interpreted. Acknowledging these biases is critical for
fostering a more nuanced understanding of the complex interplay
between cultural practices, societal norms, and child outcomes.
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Several decades of research indicate that childrearing practices
involving physical discipline are associated with several mental
health problems, including internalizing and externalizing
behavioral problems, cognitive delays, as well as other maladaptive
developmental problems in childhood [7, 8].

Conversely, there is limited evidence that suggests that spanking
is an effective means of behavioral management that does not result
in unintended developmental consequences or lasting damage to
children, although these studies are generally older and limited
in scope [9-13]. Considering the overwhelming evidence of the
potential ineffectiveness and adverse effects of physical punishment,
the American Academy of Pediatrics [14] released a policy statement
in December 2018 discouraging parents and guardians from using
physical discipline. In 2019, the American Psychological Association
[7] adopted a resolution condemning corporal punishment, including
spanking. Multiple organizations have called for education,
legislative reform, and additional research on this subject [7, 15, 16].

Some studies found that spanking is linked to more concurrent
behavior issues in children [17-20]. Other analyses have identified
spanking in childhood as a predictive factor for externalizing
behavior over time and in subsequent years [17, 21], including
adolescence [22]. In one study, researchers found no evidence that
spanking increased children’s conduct problems in the full sample.
However, they found that infrequent, mild spanking was associated
with decreased conduct problems [13]. A study by Speyer and
colleagues [23] found that the effects of harsh parenting on child
behavior changed as children grew. Specifically, harsh parenting did
not significantly affect conduct problems in preschool-aged children,
and its impact on emotional problems only appeared between ages
5 and 7. However, studies note that the precise causal link between
spanking and behavior problems is complex and could be affected by
unmeasured factors and that findings should be interpreted cautiously
due to study limitations.

Given the literature suggesting that spanking may increase
externalizing behavior in children, this study explores potential
differences in the age when spanking occurs with regard to
externalizing behaviors. Racial differences in the use of spanking
were also examined. More specifically, do Black children who
are spanked have different outcomes than White children who are
spanked? Notably, existing research on racial differences in parenting
practices often relies on binary racial categorizations, which may
oversimplify the nuanced and diverse experiences within racial
groups. Such approaches risk overlooking systemic inequities and
historical contexts that profoundly influence parenting practices. This
study acknowledges these limitations and aims to interpret its findings
with sensitivity to the broader framework of structural inequities and
negative racial stereotypes. Furthermore, this research examined the
relationships between spanking, externalizing behaviors, biological
sex, and age cohort.

Rationale/Theoretical Base

The cultural-ecological theory [24] posits that parenting strategies
vary across cultural groups to help children adapt to their social
context. Disciplinary techniques deemed appropriate in one culture
may be viewed as harsh in another, reflecting differing goals for
raising socially competent children. Parenting styles reflect family
characteristics, cultural context, and socialization goals [24, 25].
Parenting styles, shaped by diverse cultures, challenge using a single
standard to define appropriateness [26]. Research highlights varied
outcomes of physical discipline across racial groups [27, 28]. A
cultural-ecological framework helps explains why groups differ in
parenting practices and how culture moderates spanking's effects on
behavior.

Moderators

Why are some children who are physically disciplined more

vulnerable to adverse outcomes, while others seem more resilient?
Adequate assessment of the effects of physical discipline on
children’s development requires considering the broader parenting
context within which physical discipline occurs. Several researchers
contend that outcomes regarding spanking are likely moderated by
different contextual factors such as ethnicity and gender, often with
varying results.

Some studies report a significant relationship between corporal
punishment and behavior problems for White children, yet a weak or
no relationship for Black children [27-30]. Others reflect a significant
relationship between corporal punishment and more behavior
problems for White children but fewer behavior problems for Black
children [28, 31]. Some studies found that Black adolescents who had
been spanked as children had higher levels of externalizing behaviors
[22]. Still, other studies report no association between physical
discipline and behavior problems for Black children or White children
[21, 32-36]. To add to the body of literature, our study looked at the
association between maternal spanking and externalizing behavior
throughout childhood and over time and how that effect is moderated
by race, specifically for White children and Black children and age
cohorts (4, 6, 8, and 12).

Research on expectations for biological sex or gender differences on
the potential impact of spanking on externalizing behavior is limited.
The available evidence is mixed with some findings supporting
moderated effect by child’s gender [20, 37-39] and others finding no
evidence of gender differences [21, 40-42]. Furthermore, studies have
used a variety of statistical methods to evaluate gender and spanking,
including cross-lagged path [21, 41] and structural equation modeling
[20], while other studies controlled for gender [21, 22]. Given the
lack of clarity, this study sought to further examine whether the link
between spanking and externalizing behavior differs by the gender
of the child.

Therefore, our study investigated the impact of spanking on
externalizing behavior by examining data collection points of
youth at ages 4, 6, 8, and 12 to address the following hypotheses:
1). Within a sample of mothers of at-risk children, Black caregivers
will have a higher frequency of physical discipline than their White
counterparts; 2). Higher use of physical discipline by the mother will
have a significant correlation with externalizing behaviors; 3). Race
plays a role in moderating the relationship between the frequency
of physical discipline and externalizing behavior; and 4). Biological
sex plays a role in moderating the association between spanking and
externalizing behavior.

Materials and Methods

Our correlational study used longitudinal archival data to assess
spanking and externalizing behaviors among youth who were
at risk for maltreatment during childhood. Hayes’ PROCESS
regression analyses were utilized to examine and determine whether
race or gender moderated the effects of spanking on externalizing
behavior. Our decision to test for moderation was based on an
interest in whether there is a relationship between the independent
and dependent variables. Research suggests there may be mixed
results regarding the impact of spanking, particularly for various
groups. Therefore, we hypothesized that contextual factors alter
these outcomes. Our study explored the association of spanking with
externalizing behavior when race and gender are taken into account.
Specifically, we sought to examine what happens in the relationship
between spanking and externalizing behavior across childhood when
race and gender are considered.

Participants
Our study utilized data from the Longitudinal Studies of Child
Abuse and Neglect (LONGSCAN), which is a five-site consortium

established in 1990 conducting a longitudinal study of the etiology
and impact of child maltreatment [43]. A sample of N = 376
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households from the LONGSCAN dataset was targeted for the
investigation. Self-reporting of race was included in the LONGSCAN
research protocol and participants were categorized as White, Black,
Hispanic, Native American, Asian, Mixed Race, or Other. In this
study, households were included in which the caregiver/respondent
was the biological mother and the same race of either a male or female
Black child (N = 265) or White child (N = 111) child from birth to
at least 12 years of age. Families of other races or where race was
missing were excluded. For the primary analyses, history of physical
abuse/maltreatment was treated as a covariate. It is important to note
that the LONGSCAN dataset primarily represents low-income, at-
risk populations, specifically children who have experienced or are
at high risk for child abuse and neglect.

Measures

Demographic Information: The Caregiver Demographics Scale
(CDS) was utilized to determine race and child gender. Basic
demographic information was collected at the age 4 interviews
with LONGSCAN participants and their caregivers and updated at
subsequent interviews. Caregivers reported on the race and gender
of the child. Caregiver race was assessed via the item: “Looking at
this card, please tell me your racial or ethnic background.” Response
options included White, Black, Hispanic, Native American Indian,
Asian, Mixed Race, or Other (specify).” Child demographics were
with a similar item. Child “gender” was reported using the item:
“Child’s gender,” with two response options: “Male” or “Female.”
The LONGSCAN dataset relied on caregiver-reported gender, which
likely reflects biological sex as perceived by the caregiver. This
approach reflects the binary categorization common in early 1990s
research protocols. We acknowledge the importance of distinguishing
between gender identity and biological sex in contemporary research
and recommend future studies use measures that capture these
distinctions.

Physical Discipline (Spanking): Portions of the Parent-Child
version of the Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS-PC) [44] were administered
to caregivers to assess levels of physical discipline toward the child
at ages 4, 6, 8, and 12. The CTS-PC measures the extent to which
a parent has carried out specific acts of physical and psychological
aggression, regardless of whether the child is injured. The core
scales of the CTS-PC include Nonviolent Discipline, Psychological
Aggression, and Physical Assault. The core scales of the CTS-PC
have adequate internal consistency with an alpha of .55 to .70 [44].
Straus and colleagues [44] report that the interrelations of the scales
and their correlations with selected demographic variables support
the construct validity of the scales. In the current study, one item—
spanking— was assessed via the item: “How many times in the past
year, when you have had a problem with the child, did you spank
him/her?” Response options included: Never, Once, Twice, 3-5
times, or >5 times. At age 8, the timeframe for recall was adjusted
to six months. At age 12, the revised Conflicts Tactics Scale was
introduced [44]. The specific item used to assess spanking asked, “In
the past year how often have you: Spanked him/ her on the bottom
with hand.” Response options included: This has never happened,
Once, Twice, 3-5 Times, 6-10 Times, 11-20 Times, > 20 Times, Not
in the past year but it did happen before. While the CTS-PC is a
widely used and validated tool, the reliance on single-item measures
to assess spanking limits the validity of interpretation and may not

fully capture the broader context, severity, or intent behind the act of
spanking, introducing potential measurement error. Nonetheless, this
item was chosen as the best available measure in the dataset for this
specific category of physical discipline.

Externalizing behaviors: The Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL)
measured externalizing behaviors among the youth by analyzing
scores on the Externalizing Behaviors scale as reported by the
caregiver to report on externalizing symptoms of delinquency,
aggressive behaviors, and social competence. The CBCL is one of
the most commonly used measures of child psychopathology. The
measure has been normed on a national sample and is a reliable
measure for capturing Externalizing Behavior Problems, with an
alpha of 0.93 [45]. The CBCL was used with the LONGSCAN
population at ages 4, 6, 8, 10, 12, and 14 at all five sites. Although,
this study examined data collection points at ages 4, 6, 8, and 12.
The content, construct, and criterion-related validity of the CBCL
instrument are also well documented. The criterion validity of the
CBCL has been demonstrated by its ability to discriminate between
clinic-referred and non-referred children [45]. The broadband raw
score for Externalizing Behavior Problems was used in the current
study as the major child outcome variable. The clinical range
cutoff score of T>63 was used to designate clinically significant
externalizing problems.

Procedures: Common measurement protocols and procedures
were developed by the LONGSCAN consortium to address multiple
questions related to risk and protective factors for child maltreatment
and subsequent outcomes. This retrospective study involving human
participants was in accordance with the ethical standards of the
institutional and national research committee and with the 1964
Helsinki Declaration and its later amendments or comparable ethical
standards. The Human Investigation Committee (IRB) of Fielding
Graduate University approved this study. After obtaining Fielding
Graduate University IRB approval and gaining permission to access
the LONGSCAN dataset, analyses of the data were conducted.
All incidents of abuse were considered, including alleged and/or
substantiated Child Protective Services (CPS) reports, to control for
maltreatment. Race was dummy coded with only White and Black
groups considered as the focus of this study.

Results

A sample of N =376 households from the LONGSCAN dataset was
targeted for the investigation. Households were included in which
the caregiver/respondent was the biological mother of either a Black
child or White child (male or female) from birth to at least 12 years
of age. The sample included only cases where child and caregiver
race matched (Black/White). Other racial categories were excluded
to target Black households and White households specifically. Our
analysis yielded a final sample of 376 households. Characteristics of
the target sample can be found in Table Al. Overall, the sample of
households was disproportionately Black (70.5%). White households
appeared to be proportionately more likely to include a male child
(54.1) and Black households to include a female child (54.3). The
association between household race and child gender was not
significant y?(1)=2.21, p=.137. Distributions of CBCL externalizing
behavior scores were examined at each age (see Table 2A).

Gender of Child White Black
Male (n = 181) 60 (54.1) 121 (45.7)

Female (n = 195) 51(45.9) 144 (54.3)
Total N=376 n=111 n=265

Table A1: Sample Characteristics by Household Race

Note. Column percentages are in parentheses.
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Age n Min | Max M SD Skewness Kurtosis
SE SE
366 30 84 54.38 10.45 .027 128 -.162 254
372 30 81 5431 | 10.54 | -.012 126 - 137 | 252
375 30 83 52.64 | 11.25 133 126 -446 | 251
12 372 30 80 53.48 10.78 -.133 126 =377 252
Table A2: Descriptive Statistics for CBCL Externalizing Behaviors

J

Note. Valid n = 357
Spanking in Black Households and White Households

The study employed a combination of ANCOVAs, partial
correlations, and moderation analyses using Hayes’ PROCESS macro.
While these methods are standard for examining group differences
and moderation, more advanced methods, such as cross-lagged panel
models or random intercept cross-lagged models, could account for
stability, bidirectionality, and within-person versus between-person
effects, although these approaches were not used due to the scope of
the current project and the challenges in applying these techniques
to a dataset originally designed for a different purpose. Despite this

limitation, the approach allows for an exploration of immediate and
lagged associations between spanking and externalizing behavior, as
well as the moderating effects of race and gender.

To examine the hypothesis that spanking was used more frequently
in Black households than in White households, we ran a series of
single factors ANCOVAs. For each analysis, the racial composition
of the household (Black/White) served as the independent variable,
and the frequency of spanking at each age served as the dependent
variable. History of allegations of physical abuse was treated as a
covariate in all analyses. Results can be found in Table A3.

-

~

Age White Black Sig F(1,373) n?
m=111) | @=265
1.79 (1.47) 2.60 (1.37) .001 17.41 .047
166(1.42) | 2300152 | .002 9.51 025
8 1.19 (1.22) 0.97 (0.96) .168 1.91 .005
12 2.45(2.75) 1.61 (2.58) .026 4.99 .014

\ Table A3: Use of Spanking in Black Households and White Households )

Note. Means are adjusted for the indicator of records for physical abuse

between the ages of 0 — 12.

2Respondents at this age were asked to indicate the number of times “they
or someone else” had spanked their child within the past six months (as
opposed to a twelve-month time period at the other ages).

Consistent with our hypothesis, significantly more spanking was
reported in Black households than in White households at ages 4 and
6. No significant differences were observed at age 8. Conversely, at
age 12, significantly more spanking was reported in White households
than in Black households.

The Association between Spanking and Externalizing Behavior

To examine the association between spanking and externalizing
behavior, a series of partial correlations were run, controlling for a
history of physical abuse allegations. Results are presented in Table
A4. Significant, though fairly small, correlations were consistently
found between spanking and externalizing behavior (r=.135 to .244).
As seen in Table A4, this finding held true when the association was

examined contemporaneously (e.g., age 4 spanking with age 4
externalizing behavior) and when spanking at earlier ages was
associated with externalizing behavior at later ages. Although small,
all of the correlations were significant, consistent with the hypothesis
that spanking and externalizing behavior are positively associated.

Bivariate correlations between spanking and externalizing
behavior were also examined separately in the Black households and
White households (see Table AS). When this was done, significant
correlations were consistently obtained in the Black households (r =
.220 to .339) but not in the White households where no significant
correlations were obtained (r = .002 to -.185).

-

~

Spanking
Externalizing | Age 4 Age 6 Age 8 Age 12
Behavior
Age4 244%%
Age 6 135% 191
Age 8 159% 145% 197**
Age 12 152% 223%%* .158%* 178%*

K Table A4: Partial Correlations between Spanking and Externalizing Behavior )

Note. * p<.01 ** p<.001
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Spanking
Externalizing White
Behavior
Age4 Age 6 Age 8 Age 12
Age 4 .002
Age 6 -.123 .003
Age 8 -.159 .084 .060
Age 12 -.185 -.096 .043 -.136
Black
Age 4 339%
Age 6 .238%* 264*
Age 8 264* 220%* .280%*

Age 12 267* .343%* 237* 330%
Table AS5: Bivariate Correlations between Spanking and Externalizing
@ehavior in White Households and Black Households )

Note. * p<.01

Does Race of Household or Child Sex Moderate the Association
between Spanking and Externalizing Behavior?

The hypothesis concerning the moderating effects of household
race was examined further. Table A6 presents results pertaining
to hypotheses concerning the moderating effects of race and child
gender on the association between spanking and externalizing
behavior. A regression-based approach to these analyses was used (the
PROCESS macro) [46] by which evidence of moderation takes the
form of a significant (spanking by race) interaction effect. Significant
interaction effects were then probed with simple slopes analysis
where the effect of interest (the association between spanking and
externalizing behavior) was examined at the different levels of the
moderator (White/Black households; male/female child). In each of
the models tested, history of physical abuse was treated as a covariate.

The first series of (4) analyses examined the moderating roles of
household race and child gender in models that matched the age at

which spanking and externalizing behavior were measured. The
second series of (4) analyses were intended to examine longer-
term effects of spanking at younger ages (4 and 6) on externalizing
behavior later in childhood (age 8) and early adolescence (age 12).
As seen in Table A6, significant spanking by race interaction effects
were obtained at ages 4, 8, and 12. Examination of the conditional
effects indicated, further, that the race of the household appeared
to moderate the effects of spanking on externalizing behavior in
essentially the same way across these ages. In each case, there was a
significant, positive association between spanking and externalizing
behavior in the Black households but not in the White households.
For instance, the significant race-by-spanking interaction at age
4 (p < .01) indicates that the relationship between spanking and
externalizing behavior is positive in Black households but not
significant in White households. These conditional effects underscore
the potential moderating role of race in shaping these associations.

N\

Spanking | Externalizing | (Spanking Spanking

Behavior x Race) Conditional Effects® | x Child
Gender®
White Black

Age 4 Age 4 2.32% 0.30 2.62%* -.879

Age 6 Age 6 1.29 NA NA -.643

Age 8 Age 8 2.55% 0.48 3.03%* -1.55

Age12 | Agel2 2.05* -0.70 1.35% 359

Age 4 Age 8 2.85% -0.68 2.17%* 407

Age 4 Age 12 2.99% -0.88 2.11%* .072

Age 6 Age 8 1.62 NA NA -479

Age 6 Age 12 2.63*% -0.25 2.38%* 492

Table A6: The Moderating Effects of Household Race and Child Gender on the
Association between Spanking and Externalizing Behavior

J

Note. * p<.01 ** p<.001

*In this case, the conditional effects refer to the association between spanking and
externalizing behavior in the White households and Black households separately.
®No conditional effects are indicated for child gender because there was no
evidence of moderation (no significant spanking by gender interaction effects).

The second set of (4) analyses were intended to apply a developmental
lens to these data by examining the moderating effects of race on
the association between spanking at younger ages (4 and 6) and

externalizing behavior during later childhood (age 8) and early
adolescence (age 12). Race of the household continued to function
as a moderator of the effects of spanking (at younger ages) on
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externalizing behavior (later in childhood/adolescence). As before,
there were significant, positive associations between early spanking
(ages 4 and 6) and externalizing behavior at ages 8 and 12 in the
Black households but not the White households.

Further analysis was conducted to explore the possible direction
of the relationship between spanking and externalizing behavior and
to aid in our understanding of the moderating effects of household
race that emerged. As already seen, spanking at earlier ages predicted
(was associated with) externalizing behavior at later ages (see
Tables A4 and A5), and this effect appeared to be restricted to Black

households. Because the data are correlational, it is possible that
externalizing behavior at earlier ages also predicts spanking at later
ages. When these correlations are examined, it becomes clear that the
association between earlier externalizing behavior and later spanking
are, once again, restricted to Black households. As seen in Table
A7, in the Black households, externalizing behavior at age 4 was
associated with spanking at ages 6, 8, and 12. Externalizing behavior
at age 6 was associated with spanking at ages 8 and 12, and so on. No
such associations were observed in the White households.

~

N

Externalizing Behavior
Black White
Spanking | Age4 |Age6 |Age8 |Age4 |Age6 | Age8
Age 6 .242% .016
Age 8 201* 257* .045 | .133
Age 12 234%* 248*% 1 .272*% 1-.021 |[-.028 |-.074
Table A7: The Associations Between Early Spanking on Later

Externalizing Behavior Moderated by Household Race

J

Note.* p <.05

When the outcome included only the clinical range (CR) on the
CBCL (T>63), the same pattern was also found. Prevalence of
scores in the clinical range by age cohort were as follows: Age 4 —
62 (16.9%); Age 6 — 69 (18.5%); Age 8 — 70 (18.7%); Age 12 — 70
(18.8%). The link between spanking and externalizing behavior was
found exclusively in Black households. The results closely parallel
those found with the T-scores from the CBCL, particularly when
using spanking at younger ages of 4 and 6 to predict clinical range
externalizing behavior at ages 8 and 12.

A similar set of analyses, treating child biological sex/gender
(female/male) as the moderator revealed no significant spanking by
gender interaction effects. With this targeted sample, there was no
evidence that the association between spanking and externalizing
behavior was different for girls or boys.

Discussion

Our study sought to add to the literature examining race and gender
differences in the association between spanking and problem behavior
in children through cultural and developmental lenses in a sample
of at-risk households. The purpose is to contribute to the existing
literature by providing insights into cultural factors that may shape
disciplinary practices and their consequences for child development.
We aimed to highlight any nuanced relationships between spanking
and child outcomes, emphasizing the importance of understanding
cultural contexts in interpreting disciplinary strategies. The intention
is not to support or condone corporal disciplinary practices. Instead,
we hope to contribute to efforts to promote culturally informed
research and effective and nurturing parenting practices that support
optimal development and positive outcomes for children, considering
the complexities, trends, and diverse perspectives involved in
disciplinary practices.

Our first hypothesis was partially supported in that more spanking
was reported in Black households than in White households at
ages 4 and 6, but no differences were found at age 8. Conversely,
at age 12, more spanking was reported in White households than
in Black households. These findings suggest that cultural norms
and societal expectations surrounding spanking may differentially
influence its prevalence and perception across different stages of
childhood and racial groups. Given these findings, the variations in
spanking reported between Black households and White households
at different ages may be influenced by several factors, including
cultural norms and developmental changes. In Black households,
spanking was more prevalent at ages 4 and 6, potentially as part of a

culturally embedded approach to instill obedience and respect early
in life [47, 48]. Black caregivers might use spanking as a proactive
measure, aiming to equip their children with the discipline necessary
to navigate a society that may judge them more harshly. As these
children grow and gain a better understanding of social expectations,
these findings suggest their parents may shift towards other forms
of discipline, decreasing the reliance on spanking. Conversely, the
increase in spanking reported in White households at age 12 could
reflect a response to the challenges associated with preadolescence,
where children assert more independence and might provoke stricter
disciplinary measures from parents. This shift could also be influenced
by societal expectations and perceptions that evolve as children
grow, with parents adjusting their disciplinary methods in reaction to
changing behaviors and societal pressures. Further research is needed
to confirm and fully understand these relationships.

Our study also found a positive association between reports of
spanking and the child’s externalizing behavior among Black families.
Children who were spanked exhibited more problem behavior,
consistent with prior research, while also underscoring the complex
relationship between disciplinary practices and child outcomes [17,
18]. The directionality of this association remains unclear as to
whether physical discipline is an antecedent to subsequent increases
in aggressive behavior or whether aggressive behavior leads to
increased spanking. Recent research suggests a causal relationship
may exist, but more research is needed to replicate those findings
[49].

There has been a proliferation of research concerning the effects of
physical discipline on early child development. Studies have revealed
that frequent and ongoing physical discipline in early childhood was
positively related to childhood aggression [17-20] Our study added
some support for such with small but significant effects similar to
those found in other studies. The correlation between spanking and
externalizing behavior is intricate and does not suggest causality.
Patterson’s coercion model suggests a cyclical pattern where child
misbehavior may provoke harsher parenting responses, potentially
exacerbating behavior issues [S0]. There is still much to learn to
better understand why some children who are physically disciplined
are particularly vulnerable to negative outcomes and others seem
more resilient.

As hypothesized, the effects of spanking on externalizing behavior
were different depending on race. Our study found that spanking in
Black households, but not White households, was associated with
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more externalizing behavior in children at ages 4, 8, and 12. This
pattern was consistently found, albeit with small effects, when
examining the data in several ways, including at each age period,
as earlier spanking on later problem behavior, and as a predictor
of being in the Clinical Range of externalizing behavior in later
ages. The small effect sizes observed in our study raise questions
about the practical significance of these findings, despite their
statistical significance. These results may indicate that while
spanking contributes to behavioral outcomes, other contextual and
developmental factors could play a more substantial role in shaping
child behavior. Several researchers contend that outcomes regarding
spanking can be moderated by different contextual factors such as
race and gender [18, 20, 22]. These studies that examined racial
disparities in spanking did not comment on the potential reasons
for this [18]. In our study, variations in how spanking is related
to externalizing behaviors suggests differential impacts based on
identity-based cultural factors, although it remains unclear explicitly
why.

It is also critical to consider the potential measurement errors and
limitations inherent in the constructs and items used in this study.
Spanking was assessed using a single self-report item, which likely
does not capture the nuances of this behavior, such as the context,
severity, or intent of the discipline. This limited measure may
introduce error, as caregivers may interpret the term “spanking”
differently based on cultural or individual experiences. Similarly,
race and gender were assessed using single-item measures, with
limited options for self-identification and no inclusion of non-
binary or multi-racial categories. The use of such measures reflects
the structure of the dataset and constraints of the early 1990s, when
the data were first collected, rather than a dismissal of the broader
heterogeneity within and across racial groups, but they do not align
with contemporary understandings of these complex constructs.
For example, the binary categorization of race used in this study
does not capture the full complexity of racial identity, nor does it
account for the broader systemic and historical contexts influencing
these parenting practices. Future research should employ multi-item
measures and more inclusive approaches to ensure greater reliability
and validity of the findings.

Furthermore, caregiver self-reports are susceptible to biases, such
as social desirability bias, particularly in contexts where spanking
may be stigmatized. White caregivers, for example, may underreport
spanking due to cultural norms that discourage physical discipline,
while Black caregivers may overreport spanking, either due to
different cultural attitudes or assumptions about its acceptability.
These potential inaccuracies in reporting highlight the need for caution
when interpreting these findings. The reliance on self-reports for
spanking introduces the possibility that racial differences in spanking
frequency and its association with externalizing behaviors could,
in part, reflect differences in reporting practices rather than actual
behaviors. Future studies should consider incorporating independent
observations or alternative reporting methods to mitigate these
biases. Future research should strive to include diverse perspectives
and avoid confirmation biases that may reinforce existing stereotypes
or overlook alternative interpretations. This is particularly important
in examining the complex interplay of cultural, contextual, and
systemic factors in parenting practices.

As parenting styles are indeed shaped by diverse cultures [26], using
a cultural ecological framework [24] can clarify how culture acts as a
filter that can ease or exacerbate the effects of physical discipline on
child behavior. Focus groups performed by Duong et al. [S1]revealed
that when discussing corporal punishment of their children, Black
parents called on their experiences with corporal punishment as a
child. In contrast, White parents framed their perceptions based on
their peers when spanking was perceived as positive and normative.

These findings are consistent with research suggesting that parental
attitudes toward spanking may influence how children perceive
punishment as unfair versus appropriate [21, 52]. Children’s
perception of discipline may then influence subsequent behaviors.
Future research should continue this exploration and examine
children’s interpretations and meanings attached to disciplinary
practices, an aspect not captured in the LONGSCAN data, to deepen
our understanding of how disciplinary strategies influence child
behavior.

Among the sample in our study, the child’s gender did not moderate
the association between spanking and externalizing behavior. This
finding did not support our hypothesis but was similar to prior
research [21, 40-42]. Thus, this research suggests the relationship
between spanking and problem behavior may not differ based on the
child’s gender and does not add to the support for gender effects.

Our findings highlight associations between spanking and negative
child outcomes and contribute to the growing body of research on
spanking and child development. However, the nuanced relationship
between spanking, children’s current and future problem behaviors,
and how it varies by race calls for a cautious interpretation of our
findings. Furthermore, we do not support or condone spanking as an
effective or harmless parenting strategy. While our study contributes
to the growing body of research on spanking and child development,
it is essential to acknowledge its limitations. This study’s participants
were youth involved with the LONGSCAN study due to high-risk
potential for maltreatment. This factor could potentially affect
external validity and generalizability of the results. Possible
confounding factors in this study could include the at-risk nature of
the participants’ families and unique characteristics of each youth. In
addition, relationships found in the present study are primarily with
low socioeconomic status (SES) and at-risk families.

The sample for our analysis was restricted only to caregivers who
were the biological mother and matched the child’s race. While
this was done to minimize the undue influence of other factors,
it is a limitation to the generalizability of the study. For instance,
households where the biological mother was consistently available
to the child over time could differ from households with other types
of caregivers. Maternal spanking could feasibly produce different
effects than other caregiver spanking, which our study did not
explore.

Furthermore, it should not be assumed that Black households are
a homogeneous group. It is essential to avoid oversimplifying these
complex issues and recognize the historical and social contexts
that influence parenting practices within different communities.
Pathologizing racially diverse parenting strategies and applying a
single cultural lens should be avoided, given the heterogeneity within
cultural groups and the varying intents and contexts of childrearing
practices [20]. To further understand the impact of spanking on Black
children, it might be useful to conduct a within-group investigation
of the general population to explore whether socioeconomic or
social/racial subgroup variability moderates the impact of spanking
on externalizing behavior. Understanding the correlates of cultural
identity that influence these effects would be a useful direction for
future studies. Research that looks at other racial groups is also
warranted.

In our study, spanking was measured based on one parent-report
item. Therefore, the interpretation and reporting of spanking was left
to the interpretation of the caregiver. At age 8, the timeframe for recall
of spanking was reduced from one year to six months. While the
Conflict Tactics Scale — Parent-Child (CTS-PC) is widely used, this
limitation may introduce measurement error, potentially attenuating
observed associations between spanking and child outcomes.
Future research should consider alternative measures or statistical
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techniques, such as latent variable modeling, to account for this
limitation. In addition, there may be individual and cultural differences
in what is perceived and reported as spanking. Independent raters
could be used in future studies to reduce bias. Consistent with prior
research [22], our study controlled for the effects of physical abuse by
treating physical abuse and maltreatment allegations as a covariate.
It is possible that this may have resulted in an underestimation of the
impact of spanking, particularly since research suggests that more
severe forms of punishment are associated with an increased risk of
negative effects [53].

Future research could examine the cumulative effects of spanking
over time to see if race and gender influence the relationship between
spanking and problem behavior in children. Other studies have
identified potential moderators between spanking and externalizing
behaviors, including family cohesion, maternal warmth, and
religiosity [54-56]. Identification of protective factors is another area
for future research. It would also be useful to understand what specific
discipline practices may have the desired effects on improving
functioning in childhood with a consideration of cultural influences
so these childrearing practices can be offered as an alternative to
encourage healthier developmental outcomes.

In conclusion, while acknowledging the complexities of the
subject matter and limitations of our study, the findings underscore
the significance of identity-based cultural factors in shaping the
dynamics of spanking and its consequences for child behavior.
Efforts to promote effective and nurturing parenting practices should
consider these contextual factors and diverse perspectives to support
positive outcomes for children.
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