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I. Two major professional societies recently made official statements opposing all spanking. At the 
same time, two new articles documented the inadequacies of the scientific evidence underlying those 
statements. 
 
A. The two official statements that oppose all spanking relied primarily on Gershoff & Grogan-
Kaylor’s3 meta-analytic (quantitative) summary of relevant studies. 

1. American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) in December 20184 
2. American Psychological Association (AAP) in February 20195 

a. APA’s resolution was supported by a task force that claimed sufficient causal evidence to 
oppose all spanking.6 

3. If opposing all spanking was supported by scientific evidence and was therefore best for the 
welfare of all children, we would support those position statements. 

4. One of us (Larzelere) has been doing research on physical discipline for 40 years to: 
a. find more-effective alternate tactics to spanking, and 
b. study whether spanking causes any adverse outcomes it is correlated with 

 
B. Two articles published in November and December 2018 documented the inadequacy of the 
scientific evidence used to oppose all spanking. 

1. A new meta-analytic summary of the most relevant studies showed that the evidence against 
customary spanking disappears when more-appropriate analytical methods are used.7 

a. The new meta-analysis8 only included studies that (1) measured the outcome after the 
spanking (which 55% of Gershoff & Grogan-Kaylor’s studies failed to do9),  (2) adjusted 
statistically for preexisting child differences on the outcome variable (in contrast to 
Gershoff & Grogan-Kaylor, who used “only bivariate comparisons or correlations”10), and 
(3) investigated only customary or open-handed spanking. 

b. The new meta-analysis replicated the results of two previous meta-analyses 
i. The new meta-analysis replicates the correlation-based results from Gershoff & 

Grogan-Kaylor, whose effect sizes were based mostly on cross-sectional 
correlations (55%) and whose strongest evidence against spanking came from 
retrospective (21%) and longitudinal (21%) correlations;11 but such correlations are 
especially misleading to make causal conclusions about corrective actions. 

1. Cross-sectional correlations cannot tell whether spanking occurred before or 
after the child outcome. 

2. Cross-sectional correlations make even the most effective corrective actions 
look harmful, because the problems being corrected (“outcomes”) are 
measured during the same time period the corrective action was used.  The 
following corrective actions would thus look harmful according to cross-
sectional correlations: 

a. Medical treatments, because patients are sicker when treated 
compared to other people in the community 

b. Psychotherapy, because clients have worse symptoms when treated 
than other people in the community 

c. Home furnaces, because home temperatures are cooler when they 
run (e.g., 61oF in my Omaha home) than when they do not run 
(mean 67oF throughout the year) 
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d. Sprinkler systems in public buildings, because there is more water 

and fire damage when they turn on than in other buildings where 
sprinkler systems do not turn on. 

3. Cross-sectional correlations are never used as scientific evidence against 
corrective actions by professionals, so why were they 55% of the evidence 
against spanking in the meta-analysis relied on by AAP & APA? 

a. A well-intentioned, preexisting bias against spanking seems to be 
the most plausible explanation 

ii. The new meta-analysis12 also replicated Ferguson’s (2013)13 “trivial” average 
effect of spanking from the same data. These results are preferred to the 
correlation-based meta-analysis relied on by the AAP and APA, because causally 
relevant conclusions should (1) require studies to measure the child outcome after 
the spanking and (2) adjust for preexisting child differences on the child outcome 
variable. 

iii. In addition, the new meta-analysis14 showed that an alternative method to adjust for 
preexisting child differences resulted in the trivial effects of spanking being 
beneficial, not harmful. 

1. Recent statistical books and articles have shown that the previous way to 
adjust for preexisting differences is biased.15 One of those articles16 
illustrates a corrected analysis, which results in beneficial outcomes of 
spanking, consistent with the new meta-analysis’s beneficial trivial 
effects.17 

2. At a minimum, the new meta-analysis indicates that the average causal 
effect of customary spanking is so close to zero that it requires a bias either 
for or against it to get significant effects in either direction (whether 
harmful or helpful). 

 
2. The second late-2018 publication showed that the strongest causal evidence against customary 

spanking (i.e., the trivial adverse-average effect, above) fits a pattern of evidence typical of all 
corrective actions, whether by parents or professionals.18 

a. The following corrective actions by parents showed trivial, harmful-looking effects similar 
to spanking (mean β = .08), when analyzed the same way:19 

i. Other disciplinary responses 
1. Privilege removal (mean β = .09)20 
2. Grounding (β = .12)21 
3. Send to room (mean β = .08)22 

ii. Corrective actions for other problems 
1. Helping with homework (mean harmful β = .13)23 
2. Warning adolescents of the risks of premature sex (β = .03)24 
3. Talking to adolescents about the dangers of smoking (β = .13)25 
4. Forbidding associating with deviant peers (β = .11)26 

b. The following corrective actions by professionals showed similar trivial or larger harmful-
looking effects, when analyzed the same way:27 

i. Psychotherapy for children (mean β = .15)28 
ii. Ritalin (β = .06)29 

iii. Medications for depression (β = .07)30 
iv. Therapy for depression (β = .06)31 
v. Medications for physical-health problems (β = .08)32 

vi. Emergency-room treatment or hospitalization (β = .05)33 
vii. Out-of-home placements for youths (mean β = .05)34 
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1. Note that the causal evidence for out-of-home placements looks harmful, 

just like the strongest causal evidence against customary spanking.   
2. This study is one of the three least-biased evaluations of outcomes of out-

of-home care for maltreated children, according to a meta-analysis with 
rigorous criteria.35 

3. Similar pattern of results as for customary spanking 
a. Analyses of residualized change produces a trivial but statistically 

significant  harmful effect from out-of-home placement on 
internalizing problems, but that harmful effect disappears in 
analyses of simple change.36 

b. The only meta-analysis37 and studies38 that analyzed both 
residualized change and simple change for customary spanking 
obtained the same pattern of disappearing adverse effects as was 
found for out-of-home placements. 

viii. Child-care subsidies39 
ix. Job-training programs for the unemployed40 

c. Why is this evidence (along with weaker unadjusted correlations) sufficient to oppose all 
spanking, when identical analyses make almost all corrective actions seem just as harmful? 

  
II. Most published meta-analyses of child outcomes of physical punishment do not oppose all 
spanking 
 
A. Only Gershoff’s meta-analyses have been used to oppose all spanking 
 

1. Gershoff & Grogan-Kaylor (2016),41 updating Gershoff (2002)42 
a. Primary authority on which the APA43 and AAP44 rely to oppose all spanking. See critiques of 

both position statements and rejoinders.45 
b. As indicated above, all their meta-analytic evidence against spanking was based on unadjusted 

correlations, mostly cross-sectional (61 of 111 effect sizes; 55%) plus some retrospective (n = 
23; 21%) and some longitudinal (n = 23; 21%) correlations.46 

 
B. None of the other four published meta-analyses opposed all spanking. Here are quotes from their 
abstracts: 
 

1. Paolucci & Violato (2004) 
“The results of the present meta-analysis suggest that exposure to corporal punishment does not 
substantially increase the risk to youth of developing affective, cognitive, or behavioral 
pathologies.”47 

2. Larzelere & Kuhn (2005) 
“The results indicated that effect sizes significantly favored conditional spanking over 10 of 13 
alternative disciplinary tactics for reducing child noncompliance or antisocial behavior. Customary 
physical punishment yielded effect sizes equal to alternative tactics, except for one large study 
favoring physical punishment. Only overly severe or predominant use of physical punishment 
compared unfavorably with alternative disciplinary tactics” (emphasis in original).48 

3. Ferguson (2013) 
“[T]he impact of spanking and [corporal punishment] on the negative outcomes evaluated here 
(externalizing, internalizing behavior and low cognitive performance) are minimal.”49 

4. Larzelere, Gunnoe, & Ferguson (2018) 
“Significant results indicated a small risk or a small benefit of spanking depending on the 
adjustment method” (emphasis in original).50 
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C. Are the Gershoff meta-analyses better than the other meta-analyses? How do they compare to 
the other meta-analyses in going beyond correlational evidence to approximate causal evidence 
from predominantly correlational studies? 
 

1. Unlike Gershoff’s meta-analyses, two other meta-analyses used only longitudinal studies to ensure 
that spanking preceded the child outcome, emphasizing ones that adjusted statistically for 
preexisting differences to the child outcome 

a. Ferguson (2013),51 Larzelere et al. (2018)52 
2. Another meta-analysis is the only one to compare child outcomes of physical discipline with the 

outcomes of alternate disciplinary tactics in studies that use the same statistical analyses on the 
same sample. This strategy approximates valid causal evidence to the extent that the selection bias 
due to persistent defiance affects both disciplinary responses similarly and, therefore, cancels each 
other out in direct comparisons of the outcomes of the two disciplinary responses: 

a. Larzelere & Kuhn (2005)53 
3. The other meta-analyses made no attempt to improve causal evidence beyond simple unadjusted 

correlations 
a. Gershoff (2002)54: cross-sectional correlations (59%), retrospective (25%), longitudinal 

correlations (13%), randomized (3% with no adverse results) 
b. Gershoff & Grogan-Kaylor (2016)55: cross-sectional correlations (55%), retrospective 

(21%), longitudinal correlations (21%), randomized (4% with no adverse results) 
c. Paolucci & Violato (2004):56 cross-sectional (39%), retrospective (22%), longitudinal 

(27%), other (12%) 
 
D. Why then did the APA and AAP position statements rely on Gershoff & Grogan-Kaylor’s meta-
analysis more than the other meta-analyses? It is likely that the decision makers merely preferred 
its conclusion rather than the conclusions of the other three available meta-analyses (plus the fourth 
meta-analysis from 2018). Evidence: 
 

1. The AAP prominently cited an advocacy group, the Global Initiative to End Corporal 
Punishment,57  

 
2. The APA Task Force on Physical Punishment of Children was formed in 2015 with the explicit 

goal to “disseminate information about its dangers,”58 and several members were already 
disseminating that viewpoint to the media even before they started reviewing the literature.59 
 

3. Robert Larzelere contacted the co-chairs of the APA Task Force on April 10, 2015 and Junly 17, 
2015, requesting them to add “some members whose relevant research supports a more balanced 
perspective” (mentioning Larzelere, Gunnoe, & Ferguson specifically) than seemed to be 
represented among the members of the  Task Force. Cindy Miller-Perrin replied on April 13, 2015 
that “we will seek external reviews and input on any reports resulting from the task force, 
including input and reviews from a diverse group of scholars with diverse points of view (e.g., 
additional individuals who have published specifically in the area of physical punishment of 
children).” To my knowledge, the Task Force never sought information from published 
researchers who supported a more balanced perspective, at least none of the three or four 
recommended to the Task Force. 
 

4. The two Gershoff meta-analyses are cited more (2564 & 370 citations) than all the other meta-
analyses combined (269, 206, 197, and 3 citations in Google Scholar, 10/8/19). The Task Force 
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was aware of the other meta-analyses from 2004 to 2016, because they cited most or all of them.60 
But they based their conclusion only on Gershoff et al. (2018). 

 
III. Even though Gershoff et al. (2018)61 claimed that the causal evidence is sufficient to oppose all 
spanking, the pattern of evidence they cite would qualify back-up spanking for the 2nd strongest 
evidence of beneficial effectiveness (“probably efficacious”), according to the criteria for empirical 
support used by the APA’s clinical psychology divisions.62 
 
A. The only evidence they cite that would count as relevant by the APA’s clinical divisions are the 
four randomized comparisons of the traditional two-swat spank enforcement for timeout with two 
alternate enforcements and a control condition (letting the child decide when to end timeout).63 
 

1. Best practices in meta-analyses64 require distinguishing comparisons with a control condition from 
comparisons with another treatment considered effective, rather than combining those 
comparisons as Gershoff & Grogan-Kaylor did. 

2. The traditional spank enforcement for timeout was more effective than a control condition (letting 
the child decide when to end timeout) in two randomized studies, meeting the clinical criteria for a 
probably efficacious treatment. 

a. Bean and Roberts (1981) found that the spank enforcement was significantly more 
effective than the child-determined release at improving compliance and achieving the 
criterion for compliance with significantly fewer timeouts required (p < .01).65 In contrast 
to Gershoff & Grogan-Kaylor’s66 claim that the effect sizes were insignificant after 
controlling for baseline compliance, the baseline compliances for the two groups were 
23.4% and 23.3%, respectively. 

b. Roberts and Powers (1990) found that children never required more than 6 timeouts to 
achieve the compliance criterion when timeout was enforced with spanking, but 56% of 
children in the control condition (child-determined release) required more than six 
timeouts (and, to achieve treatment success, required a switch to spanking as the timeout 
enforcement). This was a significant difference (p < .05).67 

c. Combining both studies, the spank backup was more effective than the control condition 
by d = .74, p < .05.68 

3. A brief room isolation was the only timeout enforcement that was equally effective to the 
traditional spank enforcement, approximating a 2d criterion for probably efficacious. 

a. Three randomized studies69 showed that a 1-minute forced room isolation was the only 
timeout enforcement as effective as the spank enforcement, which had been the preferred 
enforcement70 in the two most-effective treatments for oppositional-defiance disorder in 
young children.71 

b. A literature review of variations in training parents to use timeout concluded from the 
above studies that spanking and the brief room isolation (the “barrier” method) were the 
two most effective enforcements for timeout.72 

c. This falls short of the probably efficacious criterion only because neither enforcement met 
the top criteria (well-supported) and the sample sizes were too small. Nonetheless, being 
tied as the most effective enforcement for timeout is better evidence for the use of 
spanking than against the use of spanking. 

4. Larzelere and Baumrind (2010)73 summarized why these four randomized studies show that 
spanking, as a timeout enforcement with defiant 2- to 6-year-olds, is effective and should be 
retained as a disciplinary option for parents. 
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B. All other evidence cited against spanking by Gershoff et al. (2018) are irrelevant under the 
criteria for empirical support of clinical treatments, because they were not randomized 
comparisons. 
 
C. Most other evidence against spanking is typical of corrective actions, whether implemented by 
parents or professionals, as summarized above. 
 
D. Gershoff et al. (2018) cite four other studies in their section “Ruling out Spurious Factors.” The 
following critiques the adequacy of the causal evidence from those studies: 
 

1. Beauchaine et al. (2005)  
a. Slap/spank/hit was 1 of 6 items on their Harsh Parenting measure;74  
b. Initial Harsh Parenting predicted significantly greater reductions in Externalizing problems 

(path b, pp. 383–4), confirmed by Beauchaine via email.75 
2. Breitenstein et al. (2012) 

a. By the 1-year follow up, the treatment group improved more than the controls on some 
outcomes and reduced their corporal punishment more (e.g., hitting with object); but the 
study did not look at whether either one depended on the other.76 

3. Grogan-Kaylor (2004) fixed-effects regression 
a. If the family was above their own average in spanking during the past week, they tended to 

be above their own average in antisocial behavior during the past 3 months. Thus, 92% 
(12/13) of the temporal sequence was the wrong direction.77 

4. Gershoff et al. (2018) propensity-score matching 
a. Propensity-score matching depends on including all relevant confounding variables. 

Steiner et al. (2010)78 showed that one of the two most-important variables to control are 
those that are integral to the process by which parents select spanking (such as the child’s 
oppositional defiance at home). Instead, Gershoff et al. controlled for many demographic 
variables,79 which failed to reduce bias according to Steiner et al.  Steiner et al. also 
showed that propensity-score methods give the same results as statistically controlled 
longitudinal analyses, consistent with Gershoff et al.’s results. 

 
E. There is evidence of positive outcomes of the most appropriate ways to use spanking, in contrast 
to Gershoff et al.’s (2019) title.80  

1. Backup (“conditional”) spanking is associated with less noncompliance or aggression than 10 of 
13 disciplinary tactics to which it has been directly compared.81 

a. Backup spanking is non-abusive (e.g., two open-handed swats to the buttocks82 when the 
administrator is not out of control due to anger83) 

b. Used to backup milder disciplinary tactics, such as timeout84 or reasoning.85 
c. In response to defiance,86 not milder types of noncompliance. 

2. Children who have been spanked have better outcomes than never-spanked children, if spanking is 
phased out by age 9 or 11, especially in subcultures that view spanking as normative. 

a. Adolescents with age-delimited spanking (i.e., stopped by age 11) had higher academic 
rank and more volunteer work and optimism than never-spanked adolescents.87 

b. Children who were spanked near age 3 but not near age 9 had less antisocial behavior at 
age 9 than never-spanked children among conservative Protestant families, and they were 
no different in antisocial behavior from other families.88 

c. Backup spanking enhances cooperation with milder tactics, such as timeout and reasoning, 
so that spanking can be phased out. 
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3. Austrian and German parents who thought (incorrectly) that mild spanking was still legal were 

more likely to use mild spanking and (therefore?) less likely to resort to severe physical 
punishment.89 

a. Apparently, the availability of mild spanking helps conclude the most-frustrating discipline 
episodes before parental frustration escalates toward eruption with verbal or physical 
abuse. 

b. This is similar to Baumrind’s observation about overly permissive parents, who admitted 
more often than other parents to “explosive attacks of rage in which they inflicted more 
pain or injury upon the child than they had intended . . . because they felt that they could 
neither control the child’s behavior nor tolerate its effect upon themselves.”90 

F. Although leading anti-spanking advocates denigrate spanking for having no demonstrated 
beneficial effects,91 they have not shown beneficial effects of any other disciplinary response to 
noncompliance that could replace spanking. 

1. Anti-spanking researchers have investigated 14 disciplinary tactics with the correlational methods 
used to oppose spanking, but they have yet to find one that is significantly related to reductions in 
behavior problems.92 

2. We suspect that is because the correlational methods they use to oppose spanking make all 
corrective disciplinary responses to noncompliance look more harmful than they are.93 

 
For Presentation on “Is Spanking a Victim of Scholar Advocacy Bias?” at the Conference of the Association of Family and 
Conciliation Courts, Nov. 1, 2019, Pittsburgh. Robert.larzelere@okstate.edu  law.fuller@gmail.com  
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