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Ten Myths That Perpetuate
Corporal Punishment

hapter 1 pointed out that hitting children is legal in every state
C of the United States and that 84 percent of a survey of Ameri-
cans agreed that it is sometimes necessary to give a child a good
hard spanking. Chapter 2 noted that almost all parents of toddlers
act on these beliefs. Study after study shows that almest 100 per-
cent of parents with toddlers hit their children. There are many
reasons for the strong support of spanking. Most of them are
myths.

Myth 1: Spanking Works Better

There has been a huge amount of research on the effectiveness of
corporal punishment of animals, but remarkably little on the effec-
tiveness of spanking children. That may be because almost no one,
including psychologists, feels a need to study it because it is as-
sumed that spanking is effective. In fact, what little research there is
on the cffectiveness of corporal punishment of children agrees with
the research on animals. Studies of both animals and children show
that punishment is zof more effective than other methods of teach-
ing and controlling behavior. Some studies show it is less effective.
Elien Cohn and I asked 270 students at two New England col-
leges to tell us about the year they experienced the most corporal
punishment. Their average age that year was eight, and they re-
called having been hit an average of six times that year.! We also
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asked them about the percent of the time they thought that the cor-
poral punishment was effective. It averaged a little more than half
of the times (53 percent). Of course, 53 percent also means that
corporal punishment was 7ot perceived as effective about half the
time it was used.

LaVoie (1974) compared the use of a loud noise (in place of
corporal punishment) with withdrawal of affection and verbal

_explanation in a study of first- and second-grade children. He
wanted to find out which was more effective in getting the chil-
dren to stop touching certain prohibited toys. Although the loud
noise was more effective initially, there was no difference over a
longer period of time. Just explaining was as effective as the other
methods. '

A problem with LaVoie’s study is that it used a loud noise rather
than actual corporal punishment. That problem does not apply to
an experiment by Day and Roberts (1983). They studied three-
year-old children who had been given “time out” (sitting in a cor-
ner). Half of the mothers were assigned to use spanking as the
mode of correction if their child did not comply and left the cor-
ner. The other half put their non-complying child behind a low ply-
-wood barrier and physically enforced the child staying there. Keep-
ing the child behind the barrier was just as effective as the spanking
in correcting the misbehavior that led to the time out.

A study by Larzelere (in press) also found that a combination of
non-corporal punishment and reasoning was as effective as corpo-
ral punishment and reasoning in correcting disobedience.

Crozier and Katz (1979), Patterson (1982), and Webster-Strat-
ton et al. (1988, 1990) all studied children with serious conduct
problems. Part of the treatment used in all three experiments was
to get parents to stop spanking. In all three, the behavior of the
children improved after spanking ended. Of course, many other
things in addition to no spanking were part of the intervention.
But, as you will see, parents who on their own accord do not
spank also do many other things to manage their children’s behav-
ior. It is these other things, such as setting clear standards for what
is expected, providing lots of love and affection, explaining things
to the child, and recognizing and rewarding good behavior, that
account for why children of non-spanking parents tend to be easy
to manage and well-behaved. What about parents who do these



Ten Myths That Perpetuate Corporal Punishment 151

things and also spank? Their children also tend to be well-be-
haved, but it is illogical to attribute that to spanking since the same
or bettet results are achieved without spanking, and also without
adverse side effects.

Such experiments are extremely important, but more experi-
ments are needed to really understand what is going on when par-
ents spank. Still, what Day and Roberts found can be observed in
almost any household. Let’s look at two examples.

In a typical American family there are many instances when a
parent might say, “Mary! You did that again! 'm going to have to
send you to your room again.” This is just one example of a non-

spanking method that did not work.

The second example is simifar: A parent might say, “Mary! You
did that again! 'm going to have to spank you again.” This is an ex-
ample of spanking that did rot work.

The difference between these two examples is that when spank-
ing does not work, parents tend to forget the incident because it
contradicts the almost-universal American belief that spanking is
something that works when all else fails. On the other hand, they
tend to remember when a non-spanking method did not work. The
reality is that nothing works all the time with a toddler. Parents .
think that spanking is a magic charm that will cure the child’s mis-
behavior. It is not. There is no magic charm. It takes many interac-
tions and many repetitions to bring up children. Some things work
better with some children than with others. _

Parents who favor spanking can turn this around and ask, If
spanking doesn’t work any better, isn’t that the same as saying that
it works just as well? So what's wrong with a quick slap on the
wrist or bottom? There are at least three things that are wrong:

« Spanking becomes less and less effective over time and when
children get bigger, it becomes difficult or impossible.

« For some children, the lessons learned through spanking include
the idea that they only need to be good if Mommy or Daddy is
watching or will know about it.

* As the preceding chapters show, there are a number of very
harmful side effects, such as a greater chance that the child will
grow up to be depressed or violent. Parents don’t perceive these
side effects because they usually show up only in the long run.
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Myth 2: Spanking Is Needed as a Last Resort

Even parents and social scientists who are opposed to spanking
tend to think that it may be necded when all else fails. There is no
scientific evidence supporting this belicf, however. It is myth that
grows out of our cultural and psychological commitment to corpo- -
ral punishment. You can prove this to yourself by a simple exercise
with two other people. Each of the three should, in turn, think of
- the most extreme situation where spanking is necessary. The other
two should try to think of alternatives. Experience has shown that
it is very difficult to come up with a situation for which the alterna-
tives are not as good as spanking. In fact, they are usually better.

Take the example of a child running out into the street. Almost
everyone thinks that spanking is appropriate then because of the
extreme danger. Although spanking in that situation may help par-
ents relieve their own tension and anxiety, it is DOt necessary or ap-
propriate for teaching the child. It is not necessary because spank-
ing does not work better than other methods, and it is not
appropriate because of the harmful side effects of spanking. The
only physical force needed is to pick up the child and get hiin or
her out of danger, and, while hugging the child, explain the danger.

Ironically, if spanking is to be done at all, the “last resort” may be
the worst. The problem is that parents are usually very angry by that
time -and act impulsively. Because of their anger, if the child rebels
and calls the parent a name or kicks the parent, the episode can esca-
late into physical abuse. Indeed, most episodes of physical abuse
started as physical punishment and got out of hand (see Chapter 3,
and Kadushin and Martin, 1981). Of course, the reverse is not true,
that is, most instances of spanking do not escalate into abuse. Still,
the danger of abuse is there, and so is the risk of psychological harm.

The second problem with spanking as a Jast resort is that, in ad-
dition to teaching that hitting is the way to correct wrongs, hitting
a child impulsively teaches another incorrect lesson—that being ex-
tremely angry justifies hirting.

Myth 3: Spanking Is Harmless

When someone says, I was spanked and I'm OK, he or she is argu-
ing that spanking does no harm. This is contrary to almost all the
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available research. One reason the harmful effects are ignored is be-
cause many of us (including those of us who are social scientists)
are reluctant to admit that their own parents did something wrong
and even more reluctant to admit that we have been doing some-
thing wrong with our own children. But the most important reason
may be that it is difficult to see the harm. Most of the harmful ef-
fects do not become visible right away, often not for years. In addi-
tion, only a relatively small percentage of spanked children experi-
ence obviously harmful effects.

The delayed reaction and the small proportion seriously hurt are
the same reasons the harmful effects of smoking were not per-
ceived for so long. In the case of smoking, the research shows that a
third of very heavy smokers die of lung cancer or some other smok-
ing-induced disease. That, of course, means that two-thirds of
heavy smokers do not die of these diseases (Mattson et al., 1987).
So most heavy smokers can say, I've smoked more than a pack a
day for 30 years and I'm OK. Similarly, most people who were
spanked can say, My parents spanked me, and I’'m not a wife beater
or depressed.

Another argument in defense of spanking is that it is not harmful
if the parents are loving and explain why they are spanking. The re-
search does show that the harmful effects of spanking are reduced if
it is done by loving parents who explain their actions. However,
chapters 8 and 9 and a study by Larzelere (1986) show that al-
though the harmful effects are reduced, they are not eliminated. The
chapters in Part I have shown that the harmful side effects include
an increased risk of delinquency as a child and crime as an adult,
wife beating, depression, masochistic sex, and lowered earnings.

In addition to having harmful psychological effects on children,
hitting children also makes life more difficult for parents, Hitting a
child to stop misbehavior may be the easy way in the short run, but
in the slightly longer run, it makes the job of being a parent more
difficult. This is because spanking reduces the ability of parents to
influence their children, especially in adolescence when they are
too big to control by physical force. Children are more likely to do
what the parents want if there is a strong bond of affection with the
parent. In short, being able to influence a child depends in consid-
erable part on the bond between parent and child (Hirschi, 1969).
An experiment by Redd, Morris, and Martin (1975) shows that
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CHART 10-1. Few children of parents who use a lot of corporal
punishment have a well-developed conscience.

35—

30—

25

20 [~

Percentage high consclence

15 |—

10 ‘ '
Low High

Corporal punishment

children tend to avoid caretaking adults who use punishment. In
the natural setting, of course, there are many things that tie chil-
dren to their parents. I suggest that each spanking chips away at the
bond between parent and child.

Part of the process by which corporal punishment eats away at
the parent-child bond is shown in the study of 270 students men-
tioned earlier. We asked the students for their reactions to “the first
time you can remember being hit by one of your parents” and the
most recent instance. We used a check list of 33 items, one of
which was “hated him or her.” That item was checked by 42 per-
cent for both the first and the most recent instance of corporal pun-
ishment they could remember. The large percentage who hated
their parents for hitting them is important because it is evidence
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that corporal punishment does chip away at the bond between
child and parent.

Contrary to the “spoiled child” myth, children of non-spanking
parents are likely to be easier to manage and better behaved than
the children of parents who spank. This is partly because they tend
to control their own behavior on the basts of what their own con-
science tells them is right and wrong rather than to avoid being hit
(see Chart 10-1).2 This is ironic because almost everyone thinks
that spanking “when necessary” makes for better behavior.

Myth 4: One or Two Times Won’t Cause Any Damage

The evidence in this book indicates that the greatest risk of harmful
effects occurs when spanking is very frequent. However, that does
not necessarily mean that spanking just once or twice is harmless.
Unfortunately, the connection between spanking once or twice and
psychological damage has not been addressed by most of the avail-
able research. This is because the studies seem to be based on this
myth. They generally cluster children into “low” and “high” groups
in terms of the frequency they were hit. This prevents the “once or
twice is harmless” myth from being tested scientifically because the
Jow group may include parents who spank once a year or as often as
once a month. The few studies that did classify children according to
the number of times they were hit by their parents are illustrated in
chapters 5, 6, and 7. They show that even one or two instances of
corporal punishment are associated with a slightly higher probability
of later physically abusing your own child, slightly more depressive
symptoms, and a greater probability of violence and other crime later
in life. The increase in these harmful side effects when parents use
only moderate corporal punishment (hit only occasionally) may be
small, but why run even that small risk when the evidence shows that
corporal punishment is no more effective than other forms of disci-
pline in the short run, and less effective in the long run.

Myth 5: Parents Can’t Stop Without Training

Although everyone can use additional skills in child management,
there is no evidence that it takes some extraordinary training to be
able to stop spanking. The most basic step in eliminating corporal
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punishment is for parent educators, psychologists, and pediatri-
cians to make a simple and unambiguous statement that hitting a
child is wrong and that a child never, ever, under any circumstances
except literal physical self-defense, should be hit.

That idea has been rejected almost without exception everytime
[ suggest it to parent educators or social scientists. They believe it
would turn off parents and it could even be harmful because par-
. ents don’t know what else to do. T think that belief is an uncon-
scious defense of corporal punishment. I say that because I have
never heard a parent educator say that before we can tell parents to
never verbally attack a child, parents need training in alternatives.
Some do need training, but everyone agrees that parents who use
psychological pain as a method of discipline, such as insulting or
demeaning, the child, should stop immediately. But when it comes
to causing physical pain by spanking, all but a small minority of
parent educators say that before parents are told to stop spanking,
they need to learn alternative modes of discipline. 1 believe they
should come right out, as they do for verbal attacks, and say with-
out qualification that a child should never be hit.

This is not to say that parent education programs arc unneces-
sary, just that they should notbe a precondition for ending corporal
punishment. Most parents can benefit from parent education pro-
grams such as The Nurturing Program {Bavolek, 1983 to 1992),
STEP (Dinkmeyer and McKay, 1989), Parent Effectiveness Training
(Gordon, 1975), Effective Black Parenting (Alvy and Marigna,
1987), and Los Ninos Bien Educado Program (Tannatt and Alvy,
1989). However, even without such programs, most parents al-
ready use a wide range of non-spanking methods, such as explain-
ing, reasoning, and rewarding. The problem is that they also spank.
Given the fact that parents already know and use many methods of
teaching and controlling, the solution is amazingly simple. In most
cases, parents only need the patience to keep on doing what they
were doing to correct misbehavior. Just Jeave out the spanking!
Rather than arguing that parents need to learn certain skills before
they can stop using corporal punishment, | believe that parents are
more likely to use and cultivate those skills if they decide or are re-
quired to stop spanking. ‘

This can be illustrated by looking at one situation that almost
everyone thinks calls for spanking: when a toddler who runs out
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into the street. A typical parent will scream in terror, rush out and
grab the child, and run to safety, telling the child, No! No! and ex-
plaining the danger—all of this accompanied by one or more slaps
to the legs or behind.

The same sequence is as effective or more effective without the
spanking. The spanking is not needed because even tiny children
can sense the terror in the parent and understand, No! No! New-
born infants can tell the difference between when a mother is re-
laxed and when she is tense (Stern, 1977). Nevertheless, the fact
that a child understands that something is wrong does not guaran-
tee never again running ifito the street; just as spanking does not
guarantce the child will not run into the street again.

If the child runs out again, nonspanking parents should use one of
the same strategies as spanking parents—repetition. Just as spanking
parents will spank as many times as necessary until the child learns,
parents who don’t spank should continue to monitor the child, hold
the child’s hand, and take whatever other means are needed to protect
the child until the lesson is learned. Unfortunately, when non-spank-
ing methods do not work, some parents quickly turn to spanking be-
cause they lose patience and believe it is more effective: But spanking
parents seldom question its effectiveness, they just keep on spanking.

Of course, when the child misbehaves again, most spanking par-
ents do more than just repeat the spanking or spank harder. They
usually also do things such as explain the danger to the child before
Jetting the child go out again or warn the child that if it happens
again, he or she will have to stay in the house for the afternoon,
and so on. The irony is that when the child finally does learn, the
parent attributes the success to the spanking, not the explanation.

Myth 6: If You Don’t Spank, Your Children
Will Be Spoiled or Run Wild

It is true that some non-spanked children run wild. But when that
happens it is not because the parent didn’t spank. It is because some
parents think the alternative to spanking is to ignore a child’s mis-
behavior or to replace spanking with verbal attacks such as, Only a
dummy like you can’t learn to keep your toys where T won't trip
over them. The best alternative is to take firm action to correct the
misbehavior without hitting. Firmly condemning what the child has
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CHART 10-2. Children of parents who use a lot of corporal pun-
ishment tend to be aggressive, especially if the parents ignore their
aggression.
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done and explaining why it is wrong are usually enough. When
they are not, there are a host of other things to do, such as requir-
ing a time out or depriving the child of a privilege, neither of which
involves hitting the child.

Suppose the child hits another child. Parents need to express
outrage at this or the child may think it is acceptable behavior. The
expression of outrage and a clear statement explaining why the
child should never hit another person, except in self defense, will
do the trick in most cases. That does not mean one such warning
will do the trick, any more than a single spanking will do the trick.
It takes most children a while to learn such things, whatever meth-
ods the parents use.
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The importance of how parents go about teaching children is
clear from a classic study of American parenting—Patterns of Child
Rearing by Sears, Maccoby, and Levin (1957). This study found
two actions by parents that are linked to a high level of aggression
by the child: permissiveness of the child’s aggression, namely ignor-
ing it when the child hits them or another child, and spanking to
correct misbehavior. The most aggressive children in Chart 10-2
are those at the upper right. They are children of parents who per-
mitted aggression by the child and who also hit them for a variety
of misbehavior. The least aggressive children are at the lower left.
They are children of parents who clearly condemned acts of aggres-
sion and who, by not spanking, acted in a2 way that demonstrated
the principle that hitting is wrong.

There are other reasons why, on the average, the children of par-
ents who do not spank are better behaved than children of parents
who spank:

* Non-spanking parents pay more attention to their children’s be-
havior, both good and bad, than parents who spank. Conse-
quently, they are more likely to reward good behavior and less
likely to ignore misbehavior.

* Their children have fewer opportunities to get into trouble be-
cause they are more likely to child-proof the home. For older
children, they have clear rules about where they can go and who
they can be with.

» Non-spanking parents tend to do more explaining and reason-
ing. This teaches the child how to use these essential tools to
monitor his or her own behavior, whereas children who are
spanked get less training in thinking things through.

* Non-spanking parents treat the child in ways that tend to bond
the child to them and avoid acts that weaken the bond. They
tend to use more rewards for good behavior, greater warmth and
affection, and fewer verbal assaults on the child {see Myth 9}. By
not spanking, they avoid anger and resentment over spanking.
When there is a strong bond, children identify with the parent
and want to avoid doing things the parent says are wrong. The
child develops a conscience and lets that direct his or her behav-
tor. That is exactly what Sears et al. found (see Chart 10-1).
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Myth 7: Parents Spank Rarely or
Only for Serious Problems

Contrary to this myth, parents who spank tend to use this method
of discipline for almost any misbehavior. Many do not even give
the child a warning. They spank before trying other things. Some
advocates of spanking even recommend this. At any supermarket
or other public place, you can see examples of a child doing
. something wrong, such as taking a can of food off the shelf. The
parent then slaps the child’s hand and puts back the can, some-
times without saying a word to the child. John Rosemond, the au-
thor of Parent Power (1981), says, “For me, spanking is a first re-
sort. I seldom spank, but when I decide ... I do it, and that’s the
end of it.”

The high frequency of spanking also shows up among the par-
ents described in this book. The typical parent of a toddler told us
of about 15 instances in which he or she had hit the child during
the previous 12 months. That is surely a minimum estimate be-
cause spanking a child is generally such a routine and unrematrk-
able event that most instances are forgotten. Other studies, such
as Newson and Newson (1963), report much more chronic hit-
ting of children. My tabulations for mothers of three- to five-
year-old children in the National Longitudinal Study of Youth
found that almost two-thirds hit their children during the week of
the interview, and they did it more then three times in just that
one week. As high as that figure may seem, I think that daily
spanking is not at all uncommon. It has not been documented be-
cause the parents who do it usually don’t realize how often they
are hitting their children.

Myth 8: By the Time a Child Is a Teenager,
Parents Have Stopped

As we have seen, parents of children in their carly teens are also
heavy users of corporal punishment, although at that age it is more
likely to be a slap on the face than on the behind. The charts in
Chapter 3 show that more than half of the parents of 13 to 14-
year-old children in our two national surveys hit their children in
the previous 12 months. The percentage drops each year as chil-
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dren get older, but even at age 17, one out of five parents is still hit-
ting. To make matters worse, these are minimum estimares.

Of the parents of teenagers who told us about using corporal
punishment, 84 percent did it more than once in the previous 12
months. For boys, the average was seven times and for girls, five
times. These are minimum figures because we interviewed the
mother in half the families and the father in the other half. The
number of times would be greater if we had information on what
the parent who was not interviewed did.

Myth 9: If Parents Don’t Spank, They will
Verbally Abuse Their Child

The scientific evidence is exactly the opposite. Among the national-
ly representative samples of parents in this book, those who did the
least spanking also engaged in the least verbal aggression.

It must be pointed out that non-spanking parents arc an excep-
tional minority. They are defying the cultural prescription that says
a good parent should spank if necessary. The depth of their involve-
ment with their children probably results from the same underlying
characteristics that led them to reject spanking., There is a danger
that if more ordinary parents are told to never spank, they might re-
place spanking by ignoring misbehavior or by verbal attacks. Conse-
guently, a campaign to end spanking must also stress the importance
of avoiding verbal attacks as well as physical attacks, and also the
importance of paying attention to misbehavior.

Myth 10: It Is Unrealistic to Expect Parents
to Never Spank '

It is no more unrealistic to expect parents to never hit a child than
to expect that husbands should never hit their wives, or that no one
should go through a stop sign, or that a supervisor should never hit
an employee. Despite the legal prohibition, some husbands hit their
wives, just as some drivers go through stop signs, and a supervisor
occasionally may hit an employee.

If we were to prohibit spanking, as is the law in Sweden (see
Chapter 11: Deley, 1988; and Hacuser, 1990}, there still would be
parents who would continue to spank. But that is not a reason to
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avoid passing such a law here. Some people kill even though mur-
der has been a crime since the dawn of history. Some husbands
continue to hit their wives even though it has been more than a
century since the courts stopped recognizing the common law
right of a husband to “physically chastise an errant wife” (Cal-
vert, 1974).

A law prohibiting spanking is unrealistic only because spanking is
. such an accepted part of American culture. That also was true of
smoking. Yet in less than a generation we have made tremendous
progress toward eliminating smoking. We can make similar progress
toward eliminating spanking by showing parents that spanking is
dangerous, that their children will be easier to bring up if they do
not spank, and by clearly saying that a child should never, under any
circumstances, be spanked.

Why Do These Myths Persist?

Some of the myths we just presented are grounded in society’s be-
liefs that spanking is effective and relatively harmless, Let’s tun to
some of the reasons these two types of myths persist.

The Myth of Effectiveness

There are a number of reasons why almost everyone overesti-
mates the effectiveness of spanking, but 2 central reason is what
has been called “selective inattention.” This occurs when people
do not remember the times when spanking fails because it contra-
dicts what they believe to be true, namely, that spanking works.
On the other hand if someone knows that the parents do not
spank, it is assumed that the child must be spoiled or wild. So
there is a tendency to overlook the good behavior of the child
and to attribute the inevitable instances of misbehavior to the lack
of spanking, This provides the evidence that parents who don’t
spank “when necessary” have spoiled children. These all-too-
human errors in information processing create the perception
that spanking is much more effective than it really is. This error
may be the main reason for the persistence of the effectiveness
myth. The reality is that although all children misbehave, the be-
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havior of children who are not spanked, although far from per-
fect, is on the average better than the behavior of children whose
parents spank.

The idea of selective inattention raises the question of why the
“necessity” of spanking is such a deeply held belief. Why do most
Americans have a vested interest in defending spanking? The fol-
lowing are some of the possible reasons:

* Almost all have been spanked as children, so it is part of their
normal life experience.

* Even if someone is suffering from one of the harmful side ef-
fects, such as depression, he or she may not realize that having
been spanked may be one of the reasons why. He or she contin-
ues to believe that spanking is harmless.

*» Almost all parents slap or spank toddlers. So, if a parent accepts
the idea that spanking is wrong, it implies that he or she is a bad
parent, at least in this respect. That is difficult to admit.

» Almost everyone has been hit by his or her parents. So, to say
corporal punishment is wrong is to condemn your own parents.
Few people are comfortable doing that. ‘

* These beliefs and attitudes have been crystallized as part of
Armerican culture and the American view of what a good parent
owes a child. There is abundant evidence that people tend to
misperceive things that are contrary to basic tenants of their cul-
ture and beliefs (Higgins and Bargh, 1987).

* Most spanking occurs when parents are frustrated and angry. In
that context parents tend to get emotional release and satisfac-
tion from spanking, which is confused with effectiveness in
changing the child’s behavior.

There is almost always a kernel of truth behind myths and
stereotypes. The belief in the usefulniess of spanking is no excep-
tion. The truth is that some parents who do not spank also do not
attempt to correct misbehavior. As explained earlier, children of
these extremely permissive or neglectful parents do tend to be out
of control. However, such parents are a minority of non-spanking
parents. Their children tend to be difficult to deal with or some-
times even to be around. These few and unrepresentative cases get
burned into memory.
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The Myth of Harmlessness

Probably the most important reasons for the myth of harmlessness
are because the harmful effects do not become visible right away,
often not for years, and because only a relatively small percentage
of spanked children experience obviously harmful effects.

It is now widely accepted that smoking causes jung cancer, but
that fact was hotly disputed only a generation ago. The research on
spanking children associates it with delinquency, wife beating, de-
pression, and other problems later in life. But just as the research
on smoking a generation ago, the evidence is not conclusive. Those
favoring spanking can dismiss it, just as those favoring smoking dis-
missed the early inconclusive evidence.

When there is more conclusive evidence on the harmful effects
of spanking, it may be harder to get people to give up spanking
than it was for them to give up smoking. Spanking may be more
firmly entrenched because almost everyone was spanked or s a
+ spanker, but not everyone was a smoker. '

Another reason spanking will be hard to eliminate is because
the chance of falling victim to one of the harmful effects of
spanking is much lower than the risk of experiencing the harmful
effects of smoking. For example, Chapter 7 shows that spanked
children are about four times more likely to be highly aggressive
and about twice as likely to hit their spouses later in life. These
are large risks, but the effects of smoking are much larger. A high
rate of smoking tends to increase the chances of lung cancer by
34 times, even though two-thirds of very heavy smokers do not
die of a smoking-related disease (Mattson et al., 1987).

Spanking is associated with a two-to-four-times greater rate of
harmful behavior, whereas smoking increases the lung cancer rate by
34 times. Therefore, it can be argued that smoking is a much more se-
rious problem. On the other hand, it also can be argued that spanking
is the more serious problem of the two because almost all parents
spank, and spanking puts entire generations at risk of harm. There is
no need to decide if spanking is worse than smoking. Both are harm-
ful, both need to be eliminated, and both can be eliminated. In the
case of spanking, even though it may increase the probability of harm
“only” two to four times, it is an unnecessary risk because children are
more likely to be weli-behaved if parents do not spank.
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