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The Outcomes of Physical Punishment are Typical of All Corrective Actions: 

 A Response to Heilmann et al.’s (2021) Narrative Review 

Abstract 

The reputation of psychological science depends on the adequacy of the science underlying its 

policy recommendations. This commentary raises concerns about the science used by Heilman et 

al. (2021) in their recent narrative (not meta-analytic) review that encourages spanking bans 

worldwide. By reviewing controlled longitudinal studies, Heilmann et al. provided stronger 

causal evidence than the two meta-analyses of unadjusted correlations most frequently cited to 

support spanking bans. However, the two previously published meta-analyses of controlled 

longitudinal studies of spanking do not support spanking bans, due to the trivial size of the 

average adverse-looking effect of customary spanking in those studies. Moreover, several lines 

of evidence indicate that this trivial average effect is likely due to inadequate statistical controls 

rather than an actual adverse causal effect of typical spanking. We need stronger causal evidence 

for policy recommendations for both the welfare of children and the reputation of psychological 

science. 

 

Heilmann et al.1 recently published a narrative review claiming that physical punishment 

was consistently associated with problematic child outcomes in prospective longitudinal studies 

even after controlling statistically for initial differences in those problems. (A narrative review is 

a ”box-score” literature review that counts the number of studies reporting beneficial, 

detrimental, or neutral effects. It differs from a meta-analytic review in that it does not report 

average effect sizes.)  

Heilmann et al.’s narrative review constitutes stronger evidence than the meta-analysis of 

correlations2 that the American Academy of Pediatrics3 and the American Psychological 

Association4 relied on to oppose all physical punishment in 2018 and 2019. Its summaries are 

also consistent with the results of the two known meta-analyses of controlled longitudinal studies 

of physical punishment,5,6 which documented consistent, but “trivial” adverse-looking effects of 

physical punishment on externalizing problems (partial r = .075, equivalent to d = .15, and AOR 

= 1.32). Heilman et al.’s recommendation that spanking be banned worldwide is not consistent 

with the recommendations offered by the authors of these more rigorous meta-analyses.  
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The tiny effect sizes documented in meta-analyses of controlled, longitudinal studies of 

spanking can easily be explained by the effects of confounding variables, which epidemiologists 

recognize as residual confounding7 rather than a true causal effect. Residual confounding is the 

best explanation of the following evidence: 

1. The apparent effect of spanking on externalizing problems becomes non-significant 

when measurement of the primary confound (initial differences) is improved.8 

2. The ANCOVA-type of statistical control used in most longitudinal studies has been 

shown to be biased,9,10 and the pure within-person difference-score analyses that 

are recommended instead show non-significant or beneficial-looking average 

effects of customary spanking.10-12 These contradictory apparent effects derived 

from different types of statistical analyses are shown in Table 1 (“spanking” 

column) where we use data from the Larzelere et al. meta-analysis6 to compare 

effect sizes featured in various meta-analyses of physical punishment.2,5,6 

Externalizing problems actually decreased more from Time 1 to Time 2 in 

children who were spanked at Time 1 than in children who were not spanked then 

(in the average longitudinal study, r = -.04, p < .05).6 That decrease appears to be 

slightly harmful in the usual ANCOVA-type analyses ( = +.07, p < .001) 

because its results are biased by unchanging differences between the children 

being compared, differences already apparent at Time 1.9,10 

3. The bias in ANCOVA-type controls makes all corrective actions appear harmful, even 

ones known to be helpful (e.g., timeout, psychotherapies, hospitalizations, 

prescription medications).13 The common denominator seems to be that 

ANCOVA-type controls reduce, but fail to eliminate, the bias inherent in 

outcomes of any corrective action due to the poor prognosis of the problem being 

corrected.  

This residual confounding also explains why other corrective actions for children’s 

oppositional defiance look as harmful as spanking in the only direct comparisons in ANCOVA-

controlled longitudinal studies, whether implemented by parents (privilege removal, timeout) or 

professionals (therapy, methylphenidate hcl [Ritalin]).8,12 It explains why researchers have yet to 

find an effective replacement for spanking with this type of study.8,12 Although Heilmann et al. 

attempted to address this issue with studies using propensity score matching and fixed-effects 
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models, these methods do not eliminate the remaining bias.  Propensity score methods retain 

residual confounding and thus replicate the results of ANCOVA-type controls when controlling 

for the same variables.14,15 All known fixed-effects models of spanking to date have focused on 

cross-sectional associations and found that spanking and antisocial behavior tend to both be 

higher than that family’s average at some times and below their own average at other times, but 

they cannot determine whether the spanking or the antisocial behavior came first.  When the 

near-equivalent of two-occasion fixed-effects models were used to predict within-person changes 

subsequent to spanking, spanking no longer predicted externalizing problems significantly,10 and 

even predicted decreased externalizing problems when limited in use.11 

 Before opposing a widely-used medical or psychological treatment, most practitioners 

would require reasonable causal evidence that its optimal implementation for appropriate 

presenting problems is consistently less effective than an alternative treatment for those 

problems. Instead, the linear statistics in a typical longitudinal study of physical punishment 

mostly compare its over-usage (median: 4+ times weekly)6 with no use for a limited time 

(median: one week)6 without specifying the presenting problems or showing that any alternative 

disciplinary response is more effective.  

 Other research that distinguishes milder spanking from inappropriate physical 

punishment has found:    

1. Spanking appears effective as a back-up for timeout for the most defiant children. Two 

randomized trials found spanking to be a more effective back-up for timeout than 

a child-release control condition (mean d = -.74, equivalent to  = -.35, p < .05)16; 

three trials found that a brief isolation in an ideal safe room was the only back-up 

as effective as spanking (d = .20 &  = .10, n.s.).16 The spanking back-up is no 

longer taught in clinical programs, but that may help explain why clinical 

treatments for child conduct problems are half as effective now as they were 30 to 

50 years ago, when spanking was the primary back-up for timeout.17 

2. Back-up spanking appears to deter defiance more effectively than most alternatives. In 

direct comparisons using clinical and non-clinical samples, back-up spanking (aka 

“conditional” spanking) resulted in less defiance or aggression than 10 of 13 

alternative tactics.16 Physical punishment led to worse outcomes than alternative 

tactics only when used too severely or as the primary tactic.16  
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3. Adverse-looking effects generally disappear with proper statistical controls for more 

appropriate types of spanking at appropriate ages. The few controlled 

longitudinal studies that have focused explicitly on open-handed11 or phased-out18 

spanking in non-clinical samples have found significant beneficial-looking 

effects. Heilmann et al.’s review misleads by neglecting differential effects by 

how it is implemented and by the child’s age — important discriminations made 

in some of the more rigorous meta-analyses5,6,16 and by parents themselves.  

The effects of spanking also vary by the parent-child context. Some studies have found 

that spanking is not harmful when children perceive it as motivated by love and concern for the 

child19 or as part of an optimal authoritative parenting pattern.20,21 A recent qualitative study of 

African American families found that when and if physical discipline was used, it was rarely a 

stand-alone technique, but was reserved for blatantly defiant behavior and was contingent on 

child age and the disciplinary context.22   

 Although we appreciate Heilmann et al.’s efforts to understand the effects of spanking on 

children’s wellbeing, we are concerned that current evidence does not begin to justify total 

injunctions against spanking. Prohibiting appropriate spanking without providing an alternative 

may do more harm than good. We call for parenting researchers to conduct research that the 

medical and psychological establishments would consider sufficient to prohibit a widely used 

professional practice.   
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Table 1 
Associations of Four Corrective Actions with Externalizing Behavior Problems and 
Hyperactivity with Standardized Regression Coefficients by Type of Evidencea 

Type of Evidence Spanking 

Nonphysical 
Punishment 

Therapy for 
the Child Ritalin 

Cross-sectional 
correlations .20***b .20**c 

 
.12**c .11**d 

Longitudinal 
correlations .16***b .18**c 

 
.13**c .13**d 

ANCOVA-type 
control for 
initial 
differences 

.07***b .08^c 

 
 
 
 

.14^c .06*d 

Subsequent 
within-person 
changes -.04*b -.02^c 

 
 

.01c .02d 

Randomized vs. 
control -.35*e -.64**f 

 

-.18**g -- 

aPositive standardized regression coefficients (’s) indicate harmful-looking associations, 
whereas negative ’s indicate beneficial-looking associations.  = r in first 2 rows. 
bFrom Larzelere, Gunnoe, & Ferguson’s meta-analysis (p. 2044),6 similar to mean effect sizes 
from other meta-analyses of correlations2,23 and of partial correlations for ANCOVA-type 
controls (Ferguson, pp. 201-02).5 
cMean effect sizes from the two known statistically controlled longitudinal analyses of physical 
punishment that also investigated equivalent effect sizes for alternative corrective actions 
(nonphysical punishments, therapy, and methylphenidate hcl [Ritalin] on subsequent 
externalizing behavior problems and hyperactivity (Larzelere, Ferrer et al., 2010,12 pp. 182-85), 

and on subsequent antisocial behavior (Larzelere, Cox, & Smith, 2010,8 pp. 5-8). Both studies 
controlled for an initial Time-1 measure of each outcome). 
dMean effect sizes from Larzelere, Ferrer, et al. (2010),12 pp. 182-185. 
eTwo relevant studies cited in Larzelere, Gunnoe, & Ferguson’s meta-analysis;6 with their mean 
effect size estimated from Larzelere & Kuhn’s meta-analysis.16 
fFrom meta-analysis of timeout.24 
gCurrent effect size from Weisz et al.’s17 meta-analysis of randomized trials of psychosocial 
treatments for conduct problems from the 1960s through 2017 (down from  = -.36 in the 1960s 
and 1970s, when spanking was the preferred back-up for timeout). 
*p < .05 (for at least 2 of the 3 coefficients averaged from the two studies in last three columns). 
**p < .01 for all coefficients that were averaged in the last three columns. ***p < .001. 
 ^Only one of the three standardized coefficients averaged in the last 3 columns was significant 
at p < .05 


