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It�rrRoDucrIoN TO CONSENUS STATEMENTS

In preparation for the conference, invitees were

asked to suggest summary statements regarding dis-

cipline that would then be considered as potential

consensus statements by all in attendance. Before the

conference those statements that had been suggested

were compiled into a draft document. This draft

document was reviewed and amended at the confer-

ence by a subcommittee of five attendees. A revised

draft was then brought to the entire conference for

discussion, debate, amendment, and finally, a vote.

Only those statements that received an affirmative

vote of 75% of the attendees were accepted as con-

sensus statements.

The selection of 75% as the necessary plurality for

consensus is obviously somewhat arbitrary. In atten-
dance at the conference were individuals who saw

no role for spanking or other forms of corporal pun-
ishment in the discipline of children. In contrast,

others believed that spanking had a role, in particu-
lar to reinforce other systems of discipline. In con-
vening the conference an effort was made to assure

that both perspectives were adequately represented.

However, equal representation of contrasting per-
spectives could not be assured. The 75% plurality
was chosen to be certain that no statement with a

bare majority of support would emerge as represent-
ing a consensus. Many of the consensus statements
received unanimous or near unanimous support; but

at a minimum they were supported by 18 of the 24
attendees.
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CONSENSUS STATEMENTS

Discipline refers to systems of teaching, learning,

and nurturing for child rearing. These systems in-

dude procedures that encourage appropriate behav-

ior and deter misbehavior according to the child’s

developmental abilities. Their ultimate goals are for

the child to achieve competence, self-control, and

self-direction.

Because many of the statements that follow refer to

spanking, it is necessary to define the term. For the

purposes of this consensus statement, spanking is

defined as:

a. physically non-injurious;

b. intended to modify behavior; and

c. administered with an opened hand to the extrem-

ities or buttocks.

Corporal punishment, defined as bodily punish-

ment of any kind, is a form of discipline, and spank-

ing is a form of corporal punishment. Because care

givers use spanking as a method of discipline, and

controversy persists regarding any benefits or ad-

verse consequences of spanking, a number of the

consensus statements relate to spanking. The 13 con-

sensus statements are as follows:

1. Recommendations concerning the discipline of

children should be based on a reasoned interpre-

tation of currently available data regarding the

short- and long-term effectiveness and conse-

quences of differing parts of a system of discipline.

2. Any disciplinary technique, including spanking,

should be endorsed only if research demon-

strates that the short- and long-term benefits out-

weigh the short- and long-term harm to the child

or the care giver (parent).

3. Spanking a child should not be the primary or

only response to a misbehavior used by a care

giver.

4. Escalation from spanking to abusive levels of

punishment may occur when care givers have

uncontrolled anger. Spanking should be avoided

under these circumstances because of the risk of

significant injury.

5. Spanking is not recommended in infants and

children under 2 years of age because escalation,

should it occur, carries a greatly increased risk of

causing physical injury.

6. There are no data bearing on the effectiveness of

spanking to control misbehavior short-term in
the average family. Limited data on preschool-
children with behavior problems suggest that
spanking may increase the effectiveness of less
aversive disciplinary techniques. Data relative to
the long-term consequences of spanking of pre-
school children are inconclusive.

7. Noncorporal methods of discipline of children

have been shown to be effective in children of all

ages, including reasoning, modeling, positive re-
inforcement of desired behaviors, and aversive
consequences for misbehavior. Correct imple-
mentation of these procedures, especially time-

out, is important to their effectiveness. Family
education and support have also been shown to
help prevent behavior problems and should be
recommended.

8. Currently available data indicate that corporal
punishment, as previously defined, when com-
pared with other methods of punishment, of
older children and adolescents is not effective
and is associated with increased risk for dysfunc-
tion and aggression later in life.

9. Corporal punishment is one of many risk factors
for poor outcomes in children. Characteristics of
the child, parent, family, and community includ-
ing temperament, stress, and resources may in-
crease or decrease the risk.

10. Efforts aimed at reducing the use of corporal pun-
ishment through family, school, and community-
wide programs should be culturally-sensitive and
coupled with efforts to teach the many alternative
methods of discipline shown to be effective.

11 . Findings relative to parental discipline are not

applicable to the school setting. Data indicate
that corporal punishment within the schools is
not an effective technique for producing a sus-

tamed, desired behavioral change and is associ-
ated with the potential for harm including phys-

ical injury, psychological trauma, and inhibition
of school participation.

12. Concerning forms of corporal punishment more

severe than spanking in infants, toddlers, and
adolescents, the data suggest that the risk of
psychological or physical harm outweigh any

potential benefits.
13. Although sufficient data currently exist to allow

for these consensus statements, and much is
known about effective disciplinary strategies, ad-
ditional research is still needed to clarify issues
relative to optimal disciplinary approaches to
children. Our conclusions should be viewed as
subject to revision and clarification as data con-
tinue to accumulate.



QUALIFYING STATEMENTS

Following the conference, all participants were invited to “qualify” the definition of “spanking” and the

consensus statements developed during our 1#{189}day meeting. The “qualifying statements” represent subse-

quent reflection on the outcome of the conference. The names under each statement are those who chose to

endorse the point initially made by one of the participants. Bold indicates corresponding consensus statement.

Italics indicate the participant who initiated the qualifying statement.

Definition

A more standard and simpler definition of the disciplinary encounter is that it is the aspect of the socialization

process intended by the care giver to control the child’s behavior by persuasion or power, so that the child

conforms to the care giver’s wishes even when those wishes conflict with the child’s own.

Diana Baumrind
Patricia Cohen Kenneth Polite

Leonard D. Eron Den A. Trumbull

Robert E. Larzelere

The statement would profit from the addition of the word “caring” after “competence” in the sentence. “Their
ultimate goals are for the child to achieve competence, (caring), self-control and self-direction.” A caring

person is an equally important goal of child rearing.

Robert W. Chamberlin

Diana Baumrind Robert E. Larzelere
Patricia Cohen Rebecca Socolar

Anthony M. Graziano Martin Stein
Barbara J. Howard Den A. Trumbull
Irwin A. Hyman

Statement One

A thorough search of the medical and psychosocial literature found little quality research specifically

addressing spanking (as defined in this statement) of young children.

Den A. Trumbull
Diana Baumrind Robert E. Larzelere
Robert W. Chamberlin Kenneth Polite
Patricia Cohen Den A. Trumbull

Statement Three

A care giver’s use of affectionate and cognitively stimulating types of interaction with a child is more

predictive of positive developmental outcomes than whether or not he or she uses spanking as previously

defined.

Robert W. Chamberlin

Diana Baumrind Rebecca Socolar
Leonard D. Eron Martin Stein
Barbara J. Howard Lawrence S. Wissow

Irwin A. Hyman

Studies indicate that a parent’s corrective efforts with a child’s problem behavior are strengthened by the

consistent but flexible use of a variety of responses, not by exclusive reliance on any one response.

Den A. Trumbull

Diana Baumrind Kenneth Polite
Robert W. Chamberlin Rebecca Socolar
Anthony M. Graziano Martin Stein
Robert E. Larzelere Den A. Trumbull
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Statement Four

If spanking is used, it should always be a planned action by the parent with a forewarned child and never

an impulsive reaction to misbehavior.

Den A. Trumbull
Diana Baumrind Robert E. Larzelere
Leonard D. Eron Kenneth Polite

Statement Five

The only study focusing on spanking under 2 years of age suggests that its occasional use between the ages

of 18 and 24 months can be effective and not developmentally harmful as long as parents rely primarily on less

aversive corrective responses (Power and Chapieski, 1986).

Den A. Trumbull
Diana Baumrind Robert E. Larzelere

Robert W. Chamberlin Rebecca Socolar
Patricia Cohen

Eighteen months is more developmentally appropriate than 2 years of age as the minimum age to spank the
child.

Diana Baumrind

Robert E. Larzelere Den A. Trumbull

Statement Six

There are considerable data bearing on the effectiveness of spanking to control misbehavior short-term in the

average family. The data include the studies by Larzelere, Roberts, and others that Larzelere cites.

Diana Baumrind
Robert E. Larzelere Rebecca Socolar
Kenneth Polite Den A. Trumbull

Statement Eight

Longitudinal studies have shown that the developmental outcome of child-rearing is determined by the total

pattern of the disciplinary approach and the overall quality of the parent-child relationship, not whether or not

a child was spanked.

Den A. Trumbull
Diana Baumrind Kenneth Polite
Robert W. Chamberlin Rebecca Socolar
Robert E. Larzelere

Statement Twelve

The effects of any discipline method, including spanking, are related to the way in which the discipline is

administered, and not solely dependent on the method of discipline used. The frequency, severity, and
chronicity of spanking, as well as the consistency, follow-through, and demeanor of the parent are known to
affect the consequences of spanking.

Rebecca Socolar

Diana Baumrind Robert E. Larzelere
Robert W. Chamberlin Kenneth Polite
Patricia Cohen Den A. Trumbull
Leonard D. Eron Lawrence S. Wissow

In general, the harsher the punishment, the more frequent its use, and the longer duration it is continued (as
into adolescence), the more likely the child will display aggressive and antisocial behavior as a teenager and

adult.
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Robert W. Chamberlin

Diana Baumrind Robert E. Larzelere
Patricia Cohen Kenneth Polite

Leonard D. Eron Rebecca Socolar

Anthony M. Graziano Martin Stein
Barbara J. Howard Den A. Trumbull
Irwin A. Hyman Lawrence S. Wissow

Generic Comments

Parents who spank 2- to 6-year-olds should do so primarily to back-up alternative discipline responses such
as time-out or reasoning. This can increase the subsequent effectiveness of those alternatives, thereby

rendering spanking less necessary later on.

Robert E. Larzelere

Robert W. Chamberlin Kenneth Polite
Patricia Cohen Den A. Trumbull

Efforts at reducing the use of corporal punishment by people of color need to proceed sensitively, given the

complete lack of relevant research and the distinctive contexts, meanings, pressures, and resources for parental
discipline in ethnic communities.

Robert E. Larzelere

Diana Baumrind Kenneth Polite
Patricia Cohen Rebecca Socolar
Leonard D. Eron Martin Stein
Anthony M. Graziano Den A. Trumbull

As alternatives to increasing the intensity of spanking or other forms of punishments, parents should
understand children’s motivations better, explore alternative positive and negative consequences, and seek
outside help from relatives, friends, and counselors.

Robert E. Larzelere

Diana Baumrind Kenneth Polite
Robert W. Chamberlin Rebecca Socolar

Patricia Cohen Den A. Trumbull
Leonard D. Eron Lawrence S. Wissow
Anthony M. Graziano

There were very few adequate studies relevant to conclusions about spanking, other than six studies showing

beneficial outcomes in 2- to 6-year-olds. Only one study found a detrimental outcome of nonabusive corporal

punishment of children under 13, and it was causally ambiguous.

Robert E. Larzelere
Diana Baumrind Den A. Trumbull

Kenneth Polite

The crucial factor in appropriate implementation of both positive and negative consequences is their contin-
gent usage following appropriate or inappropriate child behavior, respectively.

Robert E. Larzelere

Diana Baumrind Barbara J. Howard
Robert W. Chamberlin Kenneth Polite

Patricia Cohen Martin Stein
Leonard D. Eron Den A. Trumbull
Anthony M. Graziano Lawrence S. Wissow

One theory of parental discipline is unlikely to fit all children, given their genetic and environmental

differences.

Robert E. Larzelere

Diana Baumrind Martin Stein
Leonard D. Eron Den A. Trumbull
Anthony M. Graziano Lawrence S. Wissow
Kenneth Polite
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