Conwill 5

Mika Conwill
Mariela Hristova

RHE 306

April 5, 2005

Is spanking child abuse?


Most of us can count some sort of physical punishment as one of our childhood experiences.  Most parents spank their children occasionally because they believe it is an effective means of discipline. Those kids grow up to be productive, caring, and loving adults.  According to a recent Voter/Consumer Research poll commissioned by the Family Research Council, 4 out of every 5 Americans who were actually spanked by their parents said that spanking was an effective form of discipline in their home when they were children (Trumbull).  Recently, the media has put the spotlight on horrifying child abuse cases in which children suffer bruises, broken bones, burns, and even death.  As more and more child abuse cases are becoming prevalent critics are claiming that, “spanking a child is abusive and may contribute to adult dysfunction” (Trumbull).  Although excessive spanking and other forms of punishment are, and should be considered physical child abuse, failure to draw a line where harmless acts of discipline stop and physical child abuse begins leaves the public in a heated debate.  Spanking is defined by the American Academy of Pediatrics as “striking a child with an open hand on the buttocks or extremities with the intention of modifying behavior without causing physical injury” (Tijerino).  How do we differentiate a strike as opposed to a beating?  I believe that spanking by a parent should not be considered physical child abuse unless it is excessive enough to cause physical injury, done with the intentions to hurt the child rather than for discipline, and effects the mental or emotional development of the child. 

For an act of violence to be considered physical child abuse, there should be signs of physical injury.  Based on this criteria, “if a child has been cut or bruised abuse has taken place” (“Child Abuse”).  Other signs of physical abuse may be burn marks and broken bones.  These visible signs of injury may be obtained from “obviously abusive acts such as kicking, punching, beating, face slapping and even starvation” (Trumbull).  Signs of bruising clearly show that maltreatment has occurred, and the parent did not discipline their child under proper control.

Based on this criterion, physical child abuse does not include spanking, because when used with reasonable force, it should not leave any marks.  Spanking is one or two spanks to the buttocks or extremities (such as hand or leg), while physical abuse may include kicking, punching, choking, or striking repeatedly. If visible injury is obtained from spanking, then it can be concluded that the offender went beyond the nature of discipline and crossed the line to physical abuse.  Signs of physical injury should not result from spanking such as bruising clearly show that maltreatment has occurred.

Another criterion for an act to be considered as physical child abuse is the offender’s intent.  If an act of violence is done with the intentions to hurt a child it should be considered to be physical child abuse.  This usually occurs when the parent is angry, irrational, and does not think before they strike their child.  In a national study of all cases of child physical abuse reported during a two-year period in the United States, 63% of the most common type of abuse involved “incidents developing out of disciplinary actions taken by caretakers” (“Guidance”).  Although a parent may not intend to harm the child physically, “their heightened arousal levels of frustration and anger independently act on the intended degree of physical punishment to produce responses involving a dangerous or injurious level of force” (“Guidance”).  In other words, if a parent tries to discipline their child as a result from anger, it could lead to physical abuse.  

According to this criterion of the definition of physical child abuse, spanking enforced with the right intentions can help a parent discipline their child and is not considered to be child abuse.  With the right intentions, spanking a child will give them a sense of respect towards their parent.  Parents who are disciplining their children intend not to harm them, but to teach them.  Parents should not be angry or frustrated when spanking their child, and should let the child know what they are being punished for prior to the spanking.  This gives the parent clear intent to discipline, not harm their child, and also teaches the child wrong from right.  


Another factor that should be considered in the definition of physical child abuse is the negative effects on the emotional health of the child.  A child who suffers physical abuse will suffer some sort of emotional harm.  They may feel sadness, depression, or inability to trust or love others.  They may turn drug or alcohol abuse to help them escape these feelings (Tijerino).  These effects can remain long after the physical bruises and hurt have healed.  Children who experience physical abuse may feel anger and hate toward their parents, but are unable to express their feeling freely for fear of consequences.  Reactive, impulsive hitting after losing control due to anger could result in a back lashing aggressiveness from the child.  For example, research undertaken by Dr. M. Strauss found that,

 “the relationship between abuse and its negative side-effects                                                             
   becomes stronger when the physical punishment is employed in an impulsive,                                                                                                                                                                         
  unrestrained manner” (Tijerino).

Children who have been abused may display “poor self image, inability to trust or love others, aggressive, and disruptive behavior” (“Child Abuse”) and many other side effects.  

 Based on this criterion, because spanking does not leave any negative emotional effects, it is not considered physical child abuse.  Appropriately administered spanking of a forewarned disobedient child is not emotionally harmful when administered in a loving, controlled manner.  It is recommended that the child be forewarned of the spanking consequence for each of the designated problem behaviors, the spanking always be administered in private, consist of one or two spanks to the child’s buttocks, followed by a calm review of the offense and the desired behavior (Trumbull).  It is not carried out of hand, and with a mild spanking the child understands that their parents love them but must suffer the consequences of undesirable behavior.  Making sure that the child being disciplined understands that they are still loved is important so they do not feel a sense of worthlessness or shame. 

Spanking is not child abuse because it does not fit the criteria set in the definition of physical child abuse.   When applied with the right intentions to discipline a child for their wrongdoings, spanking does not leave visible physical injury or emotional harm.  Parents who properly spank their children do not injure or abuse their child.  Because some parents are choosing not to spank their children and lose their parental authority, I believe that the rate of discipline problems among children is increasing.  I believe that being spanked as a child helped me learn right from wrong, and to respect my parents.  Not only does spanking a child teach them wrong from right, but it can also help them learn self-direction and self-control. Spanking should not be confused with harmful, abusive forms of punishment.  The line that distinguishes violent physical abuse and mild spanking should be obvious and easy for everybody to understand.
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