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ABSTRACT 

Corporal punishment at home has been positively correlated 

with aggression (Cohen & Brook, 1995; Straus, Sugarman, & Giles-

Sims, 1997) and intemalizing disorders (Luby & Morgan, 1997; Tumer 

& Finkelhor, 1996). Corporal punishment at school has also been 

positively associated with post-traumatic stress disorder (Hyman, 1990; 

Krugman & Kmgman, 1984). Ridicule was found to be positively 

related to anti-social behaviors (Egeland & Erickson, 1987) depression 

(Braver, Bumberry, Green, & Rawson, 1992) and PTSD (Krugman & 

Krugman, 1984). The preponderance of the literature addressed the 

association between corporal punishment at home and 

psychopathology in children. 

The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship 

between corporal punishment experienced in childhood and 

psychopathology; specifically, anxiety, depression, phobic anxiety, and 

PTSD evident in adulthood. In addition, positive or negative attitude 

regarding childhood punishment experiences was examined. 

Psychopathology was assessed with the Brief Symptom Inventory 

(Derogatis, 1993) and the Impact of Event Scale-Revised (Weiss & 

Marmar, 1997). Multivariate analysis of variance and t-tests were used 

to examine the data. 
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The results indicated all measures of psychopathology to be 

significantly related to exposure to both corporal punishment and 

ridicule. When those who experienced corporal punishment only at 

home were compared to those who were exposed to corporal 

punishment both at school and at home it was found that the exposure 

to corporal punishment in two environments was more deleterious 

than exposure only at home. Ridicule demonstrated the strongest 

ef ects, including the presence of PTSD in both the school and home 

environments relative to exposure to ridicule at home. These results 

reveal an association between corporal punishment or ridicule in 

childhood and the risk of a negative psychological outcome in 

adulthood. Nonetheless, the participants indicated that exposure to 

corporal punishment had a positive effect on them as adults. 

Implications for counselors include recognition that the effects 

of physical punishment and ridicule experienced during childhood both 

at school and at home may be associated with psychological 

compromise in adulthood. In addition, the counselor must assume that 

clients are not cognizant of the deleterious effects associated with 

corporal punishment. 
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CHAPTERI 

INTRODUCTION 

Even in the United States in the late 20th century, corporal 

punishment is a fact of life for children. In fact, physical punishment is 

a common and accepted form of behavior management for children 

(Flynn, 1996; Graziano, Lindquist, Kunce, & Munjal, 1992; Greven, 

1991; Straus & Mathur, 1996; Straus & Stewart, 1998). Twenty-three 

states and the District of Columbia permit the use of corporal 

punishment in the public schools (Hyman, 1995). During the 1993-

1994 academic year, 478,350 students experienced corporal 

punishment at school on at least one occasion (Offíce of Civil Rights, 

1997). It is at the hands of their parents, however, that most children 

are physically punished (Flynn, 1996; Graziano et al., 1992; Straus, 

1994; Straus & Stewart, 1998). In addition, it is a misconception that 

corporal punishment is used as a last resort after every other 

intervention has been tried. Quite the opposite is true. School 

children are sometimes struck as the first response to misbehavior 

(Hyman, 1990; Shaw & Braden, 1990). 

Most European countries, the United Kingdom, and the 

countries of the former Soviet Union have banned corporal 

punishment in their schools (Hyman, 1990; British Broadcasting 

Corporation, 1998); in addition, some countries have prohibited its use 



by parents (Riak, 1996). In 1989, the United Nations Convention on 

the Rights of the Child issued a position statement calling for a ban on 

the use of corporal punishment. Many American professional 

organizations have also called for a ban on its use (for example, 

American Academy of Pediatrics, 1991, American School Counselor 

Association, 1995, American Psychological Association, 1998). 

Corporal punishment is the intentional infliction of pain for the 

purpose of correcting or controlling a child who has committed an 

offense (H)mian, 1990; Straus, Sugarman, & Giles-Sims, 1997). It is 

important to understand that children may suffer pain as a result of 

care given to them that is not corporal punishment. For example, a 

child experiences pain as a result of the cleansing and disinfecting of a 

wound in which the intention is not to inflict pain, but rather is a 

byproduct of the process of treating a wound. Whereas, in the case of 

corporal punishment, inflicting pain is the goal (McCord, 1991). 

There are several pertinent theories in the examination of 

corporal punishment. Although behavior theory is the basis for using 

punitive measures to control children, a careful reading of the tenets of 

learning theory does not reveal support for its use as a training 

technique (Houston, 1986). Skinner (1979) did not support punishment 

as an efficacious method for teaching children discipline. Bandura and 

his associates (Bandura & Huston, 1961; Bandura, Ross, & Ross 1961, 

1963) demonstrated that modeling aggressive behavior created 



aggressive behavior in the observer. Baumrind's (1967, 1971) work 

with parenting styles found that harsh punitive techniques were not 

conducive to the rearing of competent children. However, she 

promoted the use of mild physical punishment, in addition to the use of 

reasoning, with young children (1966, 1996, 1997). Although physical 

punishment is not supported by theory, there is controversy 

concerning its eíficacy even among the theorists. 

Children are hit at home and at school. Children are struck 

with an open hand, switches, boards, straps, and rods (Dobson, 1987, 

1992; Fugate, 1996; Greven, 1991; Straus, 1994). They are also 

punished in other ways; such as, having their mouths washed out with 

soap or being required to exert themselves physically beyond their 

capability (Hjmian, 1990). 

Far from being a benign punishment for behavior which is 

unacceptable, corporal punishment does result in injuries, both 

psychological and physical. These injuries can be permanent. Sadly, 

in some instances, children have even died (Hyman, 1990). Children 

and adolescents also experience psychological punishment in the form 

of ridicule. Sarcasm, name-calling, and other verbal behaviors aimed 

at denigrating the young person are damaging psychologically 

(Egeland & Erickson, 1987; Krugman & Krugman, 1984). 

Despite its adverse effects, currently in the United States there 

are many proponents of corporal punishment. Some believe that 



faithful practice of their religion requires that children be punished 

using a rod (Fugate, 1997; Greven, 1991) or another implement, such 

as a switch or paddle (Dobson, 1976, 1987, 1992). Others recalUng that 

they were spanked when they were children and believing themselves 

to be responsible people (Straus, 1996) have concluded that being a 

responsible parent requires spanking (Greven, 1991). Many educators 

perceive physical punishment as an expedient and effective method of 

dealing with behavioral problems in the school (Gursky, 1992; 

Kennedy, 1995; Reinholtz, 1979). Furthermore, teachers who 

experienced corporal punishment when they were students are more 

likely to be proponents of its use (Lawrence, 1998; Rust & Kinnard, 

1983). 

Given the prevalence of corporal punishment, an important but 

often overlooked question remains. Regardless of the amount of 

corporal punishment administered to a child, how does the experience 

effect that person when he or she reaches adulthood? Given the fact 

that corporal punishment has been found to have detrimental 

psychological effects on children, it seems logical to question whether 

the psychological sequelae continue into adulthood. Other questions to 

ponder include: 

• Is it t m e that adults who experienced physical punishment as 

children suffer no negative consequences? 

• Does the experience of being belittled continue into adulthood? 


