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Abstract

Objectives—Corporal punishment is still widely practiced around the globe, despite the large
body of child development research that substantiates its short- and long-term consequences.
Within this context, this paper examined the relationship between parental use of corporal
punishment and youth externalizing behavior with a Chilean sample to add to the growing
empirical evidence concerning the potential relationship between increased corporal punishment
and undesirable youth outcomes across cultures.

Methods—Analysis was based on 919 adolescents in Santiago, Chile. Descriptive and
multivariate analyses were conducted to examine the extent to which parents’ use of corporal
punishment and positive family measures were associated with youth externalizing behavior.
Furthermore, the associations between self-reported externalizing behavior and infrequent, as well
as frequent, use of corporal punishment were investigated to contribute to understanding how
varying levels of parental use of corporal punishment were differently related to youth outcomes.

Results—Both mother’s and father’s use of corporal punishment were associated with greater
youth externalizing behavior. Additionally, increases in positive parenting practices, such as
parental warmth and family involvement, were met with decreases in youth externalizing behavior
when controlling for youth demographics, family socioeconomic status, and parents’ use of
corporal punishment. Finally, both infrequent and frequent use of corporal punishment were
positively associated with higher youth problem behaviors, though frequent corporal punishment
had a stronger relationship with externalizing behavior than did infrequent corporal punishment.

Conclusions—Parental use of corporal punishment, even on an occasional basis, is associated
with greater externalizing behavior for youth while a warm and involving family environment may
protect youth from serious problem behaviors. Therefore, findings of this study add to the growing
evidence concerning the negative consequences of corporal punishment for youth outcomes.
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Corporal punishment has been a widely practiced method of child discipline in many parts
of the globe including the United States (Gershoff et al., 2010). However, a large corpus of
child development research supports the idea that there is an association between increased
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parental use of corporal punishment and undesirable children’s outcomes (Gershoff, 2002).
The United Nations’ Committee on the Rights of the Child General Comment No. 8
explicitly stated that “...corporal punishment and other cruel or degrading forms of
punishment are forms of violence and States must take all appropriate legislative,
administrative, social and educational measures to eliminate them.” (United Nations
Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2006, p. 6). With increased public attention to the
harmful effects of corporal punishment, and growing conversations highlighting children’s
universal right to be respected and protected, the number of countries that prohibit corporal
punishment at home has been increasing (Zolotor, Theodore, Runyan, Chang, & Laskey,
2010; Bitensky, 1998).

However, the U.S. (along with Somalia) remains one of two countries that has not ratified
the United Nations’ Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations Children’s Fund,
2006). The use of corporal punishment in the home is legal in all U.S. states, as of 2008
(Global Initiative to End All Corporal Punishment of Children, 2011a). Parental use of
corporal punishment remains high in the U.S., despite controversial public opinion
concerning its positive and negative relationship with children’s development (Bitensky,
1998; Gershoff, 2002). Within the United States, over the past two decades, more than 70%
of U.S. respondents have agreed that spanking is necessary to discipline children (Davis,
Smith, & Marsden, 2009). Furthermore, studies have reported that over 90% of toddlers
have experienced spanking or other forms of corporal punishment (Straus & Kaufman
Kantor, 1994). Approximately 45% of parents have used corporal punishment with their 13
year-old adolescents, with a steady decrease to around 25% by the time their children reach
age 17 (Straus & Stewart, 1999). Although support for, and usage of corporal punishment in
the U.S. have demonstrated a decreasing trend (Benjet & Kazdin, 2003; Zolotor et al.,
2010), corporal punishment is still a widely used and endorsed method of discipline (Davis,
Smith, & Marsden, 2009; Harper, Brown, Arias, & Brody, 2006) that is employed by
parents to encourage compliance of children in American families.

Implications of parental corporal punishment for youth outcomes can be drawn on a
theoretical basis. Social learning theory (or observational learning theory) suggests that, to
motivate children to engage in positive behavior, but to avoid undesirable behavior and
negative consequences, positive and desirable behavior should be reinforced by parents
(Bandura, 1973; Bandura & Walters, 1959). Specially, social learning theory would suggest
that corporal punishment delivers the message to children that violence is an acceptable
form of behavior. Thus, the use of corporal punishment may generate a household
environment in which parental violence and aggression towards children is seen as
legitimate. Furthermore, observing parental use of corporal punishment may teach children
that physical violence is an appropriate and socially acceptable means of correcting
misbehavior, and may have detrimental consequences that carry on onto adulthood (Straus,
Sugarman, & Giles-Sims, 1997).

In fact, evidence of the adverse relationship of corporal punishment with a child’s
developmental outcomes, both short term and long term, is substantial. Empirical research
has indicated that corporal punishment results in greater externalizing behaviors such as
aggression (Cohen, Brook, Cohen, Velez, & Garcia, 1990; Eron, Huesman, & Zelli, 1991,
Welsh, 1978) and antisocial behavior (Grogan-Kaylor, 2005; Straus et al., 1997; Gershoff et
al., 2010) across a wide age range. Furthermore, research has found that when children with
prior experience of corporal punishment become adults, they are more likely to spank their
own children, and to engage in domestic violence, because they have learned to think that
violence is socially appropriate (Straus & Kaufman Kantor, 1994).
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Although a large tradition of literature has reported the deleterious association between
corporal punishment and youth’s development, only a limited number of studies have
examined the effects of varying frequencies of corporal punishment on child outcomes
(Taylor, Manganello, Lee, & Rice, 2010). Measures of the frequency of parental discipline
provide a potentially more detailed account of a youth’s interaction with parents, and allow
one to test the question of whether the harmful relationship between corporal punishment
and youth well-being persists even at the lowest levels. For example, Grogan-Kaylor (2004)
examined the relationship of different levels (never, once, more than once) of corporal
punishment with children’s antisocial behavior, and found that even infrequent use of
corporal punishment predicted increased levels of child antisocial behavior.

Further, it is important to simultaneously consider other aspects of parenting as parental use
of corporal punishment is likely to be nested within an overall context of parenting. Prior
literature has suggested that positive parenting is associated with reductions in externalizing
behavior. In detail, parental support and positive family relationships have been considered
as potential protective factors that may protect children from negative outcomes in the
research on parenting (Harper et al., 2006; Simons, Johnson, & Conger, 1994). Relatedly,
Lansford (2010) suggested that parental warmth may offset the deleterious effects of
corporal punishment.

As seen in the literature cited above, the vast majority of the literature concerning corporal
punishment with some exceptions is based in the U.S. and Canada, with a particular focus
on European American and African American samples (Dasen & Mishra, 2000; Rogoff,
2003; Lansford, 2010). However, because parenting practices are highly affected by cultural
and societal norms, reliance on studies conducted mainly in North America is likely to
constrain our cross-cultural understanding of the consequences of corporal punishment
(Gershoff et al., 2010; Lansford, 2010). Acknowledging possible cultural variations in
parent-youth relationships, recent multi-country studies on corporal punishment have
examined associations between corporal punishment and children’s outcomes (Gershoff et
al., 2010; Lansford, 2010; Runyan et al., 2010). Yet, Latin American populations still
remain understudied in this area of research. The availability of data from a Latin American
sample may represent an opportunity to study corporal punishment in a global context where
investigation is still needed.

Of the 16 Latin American countries in which the use of corporal punishment is legally
allowed (only Costa Rica, Uruguay, and Venezuela legally prohibit the use of corporal
punishment as of 2011; Global Initiative to End All Corporal Punishment of Children,
2011b), Chile may be a particularly important country to examine because of the following
reasons. First, not only is corporal punishment still lawful at home in Chile (Global Initiative
to End All Corporal Punishment of Children, 2011b), research has shown that corporal
punishment is a commonly accepted, and widely used and socially legitimate means for
punishing undesirable behaviors of children in Chile. In a study of parental attitudes and
practices of corporal punishment in Chile,Vargas et al. (1995) reported that more than 80%
of parents in public schools and more than half of parents in private schools used corporal
punishment to discipline their seventh and eighth grade children, suggesting the frequent use
of corporal punishment in Chilean families. Second, there are wide-spread public health
concerns over heightened levels of youth externalizing behaviors. A recent study of
adolescents in Santiago, Chile reported levels of externalizing behaviors, such as bullying
(45%), physical fights (41%), drugs (11%), alcohol (33%), cigarettes (30%), to be
equivalent to those of youth in Europe and North America (Rudatsikira, Muula, & Siziya,
2008). Therefore, given the high prevalence of parental use of corporal punishment as well
as youth externalizing behavior in Chile, a study that examines the link between these two
domains of concern may be valuable.

Child Abuse Negl. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2012 November 08.
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This study hypothesized that increased use of parental corporal punishment would be
associated with greater levels of youth negative developmental outcomes. Also, it was
hypothesized that the positive association between corporal punishment and youth
externalizing behavior would be greater at higher levels of corporal punishment. Finally, the
study hypothesized that parental warmth would be a moderator in the relationship between
parental use of corporal punishment and youth externalizing behavioral problems.

The analyses conducted for this study used cross-sectional data from the first part (2008—
2010) of a two-part assessment, scheduled two years apart (next assessment is to be
completed by the end of 2012), of adolescents participating in the Santiago Longitudinal
Study (SLS). The SLS is a collaborative project between Chilean and United States
institutions with funding from the U.S. National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA). In 2008-
2010, a total of 1,068 youth (mean age = 14.5 years old, 51.5% male), from neighborhoods
of middle to low socioeconomic status (SES), completed a two-hour standardized
questionnaire, in Spanish, that was administered by Chilean psychologists. Participants for
this study were recruited from a community sample of approximately 1,700 families that had
participated in a study of nutrition when the youth were in infancy (Lozoff, De Andraca,
Castillo, & Smith, 2003).

The standardized questionnaire assessed a range of topics, such as individual characteristics
(e.9., age, gender, physical and mental health, behavioral outcomes, substance use, peers),
and familial characteristics (e.g., relationship with parents, parental control and autonomy,
family involvement). Measures were translated and back translated, and measures were then
pilot tested with the population under investigation prior to conducting the study.

The analysis for the present study was based on 919 participants out of the 1,068
interviewed. The vast majority of missing cases consisted of youth (149 adolescents) who
did not have a father or father figure in their lives, and so were not asked the questions
regarding the youth-father relationship, an important variable in our study. Mean
comparisons between the sample used in the analysis (A= 919) and the sample omitted from
the analysis due to missing variables (77 = 149) indicated the two groups were not
significantly different for most variables, except for age and SES. We note that even though
the youth in our analytic sample were younger (mean age = 14.3) than those excluded (mean
age = 15), the actual difference was just over 8 months, which we believe to be a negligible
difference in the context of our study. Both the SES (assessed by the Graffar measure,
described later) of the analytic sample (mean Graffar = 32.84) and omitted sample (mean
Graffar = 37.35) fell into the medium category (27-39) of the Graffar SES level. Therefore,
we suggest that the patterns of missing data in this study provide little reason to be
concerned about selection bias.

Externalizing YSR problem scale—The dependent variable used in this study was a
youth’s externalizing behavior as assessed by the Youth Self Report (YSR) scale
(Achenbach & Rescorla, 2001). The YSR is a widely used standardized assessment of
adolescent’s behavior problems and social competencies (Roussos et al., 2001). The
externalizing problem scale (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.85) was the sum of 15 questions on youth
delinquent behavior and 17 questions on aggressive behavior. Youth were asked whether the
behaviors were “not true” (0), “somewhat or sometimes true” (1) or “very true or often true”
(2). Example questions included “I am mean to others,” “I threaten to hurt people,” “I do not

Child Abuse Negl. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2012 November 08.



1duasnuey Joyiny vd-HIN 1duasnuey Joyiny vd-HIN

1duasnuey Joyiny vd-HIN

Ma et al.

Page 5

feel guilty after misbehaving,” for aggression and “I break rules at home, school or
elsewhere,” “I hang around with kids who get in trouble” for delinquency.

Use of corporal punishment—Three-level dummy variables were created for both
mother’s and father’s use of corporal punishment: “never-use” (0), “infrequent-use” (1), and
“frequent-use” (2). These dummy variables were calculated from responses to a question
(Conger & Ge, 1999; National Institute of Child Health and Human Development, 2008)
that asked youths, “How often does your mother (father) strike or hit you with her hands or
an object?” with four response categories (“never,” “sometimes,” “often,” “always”). In the
present study, “never-use” was the reference category while the response category
“sometimes” was coded as a dummy variable to represent “infrequent-use” of corporal
punishment. Due to the extremely low number of observations in the “always” category, the
“often” and “always” categories were combined as a single dummy variable that indicated
“frequent-use” of corporal punishment by mothers and fathers.

Warmth of parents—Among the 17 item scale that measured the youth’s relationship
with their parents, 9 questions that inquired about the quality of parent-child relationship
were combined to assess the level of warmth of each parent (Conger & Ge, 1999; National
Institute of Child Health and Human Development, 2008). Example items were: “When you
and your mother spend time talking or doing things together, how often does she help you
do something that is important to you?”, “...lets you know she really cares about you” and
“...act supportive and understanding towards you?”, with four options for responses,
“never” (1), “sometimes” (2), “often” (3), “always” (4). Cronbach’s alpha for this 9-item
scale was 0.92 for mothers and 0.93 for fathers.

Family involvement—The level of family involvement was assessed by asking
adolescents five questions that measured the level of positive family relationship (Riley et
al., 1998a; Riley et al., 1998b). Examples of questions were: “Thinking about your family,
about how many days in the past 4 weeks did your parents or other adults in your family
spend time with you doing something fun?” and “...talk with you or listen to your opinions
and ideas?”. Response categories were “no days” (1), “1 to 3 days” (2), “4 to 6 days” (3), “7
to 14 days” (4) and “15 to 28 days” (5). Cronbach’s alpha for this 5-item scale was 0.73.

Demographic characteristics—Youth reported their gender and age. Gender was a
dichotomous variable with males coded as “1” and females as “0”. Age was a continuous
variable that measured a youth’s age at the time of interview in years. Socioeconomic status
of families was assessed using the social classification scale of Graffar (Graffar, 1956) that
was completed by the parents who brought the youth to the interview site. The Graffar scale
generated an index of SES appropriate for developing countries and is commonly used in
research in Chile (Alvarez, Muzzo, & lvanovic, 1985; Gahagan, Yu, Kaciroti, Castillo, &
Lozoff, 2009; Lozoff et al., 2003). Questions such as number of family members,
occupation and highest education of the head of household, characteristics of the house were
used to obtain a composite score of SES (Ivanovic et al., 2004). Example items were: “total
years of parent’s schooling” with response categories ranging from 1 to 20 years; “housing
arrangement” with response categories being “own house”, “mortgaged house”, “renting
house”, “loan or gift” and “backhouse (living in back of the main house).”

Analysis Strategy

We first present descriptive statistics for the study sample. As part of our descriptive
analysis, we used the 7-scores of the YSR externalizing behavior scale because this
transformation allowed us to compare some of our descriptive findings to those of U.S.
adolescents. In our regression analyses, our question of interest revolved around
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understanding the relationship of a continuous dependent variable (raw score for
externalizing behavior) with a number of independent variables. Thus ordinary least squares
regression was an appropriate method of analysis, and was employed in this study. Given
the categorical nature of the independent variable that measured parent’s (both mother and
father) use of corporal punishment, a regression model with three-level dummy variables
(“never-use,” “infrequent-use,”, and “frequent-use” of corporal punishment) was examined
to estimate the varying relationships between multiple levels of corporal punishment used by
the mother and father and youth’s externalizing behavior. These corporal punishment
dummy variables measuring physical discipline by the mother and father were included
simultaneously as a single “corporal punishment” block in the regression model. Similarly,
to understand the effect of positive parenting on youth’s externalizing behavior, warmth of
mother and father measures, and family involvement were represented by a single “positive
parenting” block. To test for the potential moderation effects of parental warmth, we also
examined interactions between parent’s warmth and corporal punishment. In addition,
gender, age, and family SES were included as statistical control variables. Finally, the study
reported both nonstandardized and standardized coefficients. Standardized coefficients were
used to compare the relative contribution of each independent variable in the prediction of
the dependent variable (Woolley & Grogan-Kaylor, 2006). All data analyses were conducted
with STATA 11.0 (StataCorp., 2009).

Descriptive Statistics

Descriptive statistics for the analytic sample (A= 919) are provided in Table 1. The
proportion of male and female youth within the study sample was nearly the same. In this
sample, the average Graffar score was 32.85, with most (81.5%) youth falling into the
“medium” and “medium low” family SES category. Warmth of mother had a statistically
higher (p < 0.0001) mean (3.22) compared to that of the father (2.95).

Achenbach reports “T-scores” for a normative United States sample. 7-scores are generated
from the raw score, with higher scores indicating increased behavior problems (Achenbach,
1991; Achenbach & Rescorla, 2001). 7-score calculation is based on the mean and standard
deviation of the normative U.S. sample and the raw score of each Chilean youth using the
formula: 7=50 + (10*(raw score - mean))/standard deviation. A 7-score of 60 is the
clinical cutpoint on the behavior scales, with scores of 60 to 63 considered to be within the
borderline clinical range and scores of 64 and above to be clearly within the clinical range
(Achenbach, 1991; Achenbach & Rescorla, 2001). Achenbach and Rescorla (2001)
proposed that 7-scores greater than or equal to 64 indicate a need for clinical intervention
for externalizing behavior. Compared to the mean raw score of externalizing YSR problem
scale among non-referred youth in the United States (boys = 9.8, girls = 9.9) (Achenbach &
Rescorla, 2001), our Chilean sample had a higher mean (boys = 13.1, girls = 13.3). In this
sample, 30% (= 142) of the male adolescents and 25% (/7= 110) of the female adolescents
scored above 60 on the externalizing YSR problem scale. If the 64 cutpoint were to be
applied, 17% (n= 154) of youth in this sample, more specifically, 19% (= 88) of the male
adolescents and 15% (/7= 66) of the female adolescents would be categorized within the
clinical range.

Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) and Pearson correlations indicated that the variables
included in this study were not subject to issues of multicollinearity. Specifically, the
Pearson correlation between mother’s and father’s use of corporal punishment was 0.34
while it was 0.55 between mother’s warmth and father’s warmth (Table 3). The mean
difference between fathers’ and mothers’ use of physical punishment was statistically
different at the 1% significance level.

Child Abuse Negl. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2012 November 08.
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Ordinary Least Squares Regression

Results of the OLS analysis underscored the positive association between corporal
punishment with regard to youth externalizing behavior (Table 4). Table 4 contained
information from four regression models that examined the relationship between measures
of parental corporal punishment and positive parenting and youth externalizing behavior,
while holding constant child demographic and family SES variables. The demographic
control variables (age, gender) and family SES measures were not significant in the final
models. Age, however, was statistically significant only in Model 1.

Model 1 indicated that both mother’s and father’s infrequent and frequent use of corporal
punishment were associated with higher externalizing behavior scores than was never using
corporal punishment, while controlling for child demographics and family SES. Model 2
indicated that warmth of parents and family involvement were related to lower levels of
externalizing behavior, when holding constant the age and gender of the youth, and parental
SES. Although both the mother-warmth and father-warmth relationships were negatively
associated with youth externalizing behavioral scores, standardized coefficients suggested
that there was a greater relationship between mother’s warm parenting (-0.096) and the
youth’s positive behavioral scores, than that of fathers (-0.081). Model 3 was a more
comprehensive model, which included both measures of parental use of corporal punishment
and measures of positive parenting. Regression results indicated that both infrequent and
frequent use of parental corporal punishment continued to be associated with greater
externalizing behavioral scores compared to never using corporal punishment, while positive
parenting practices were associated with lower levels of externalizing behavior at a
statistically significant level (father’s use of infrequent corporal punishment and father’s
warmth were significant at a trend). Furthermore, the standardized beta coefficient for
frequent use of corporal punishment was larger than that associated with the infrequent use
for both mothers and fathers.

Model 4 included the interaction between mother’s frequent corporal punishment and
mother’s warmth, and indicated that maternal warmth was a statistically significant
moderator of corporal punishment in this relationship (p < .01). In contrast, the interaction
between mother’s infrequent use of corporal punishment and maternal warmth was not
significant. In the case of fathers, paternal warmth was not a statistically significant
moderator of the relationship between paternal corporal punishment and externalizing
behavior. In order to more thoroughly explore the statistically significant interaction
between maternal use of corporal punishment and maternal warmth, we conducted a simple
slopes analysis as outlined in Preacher (2012). This simple slopes analysis suggested that, at
lower and middle levels of maternal warmth, mother’s frequent use of corporal punishment
was a statistically significant predictor of youth externalizing behavior. However, at the
highest level of maternal warmth, the relationship of frequent use of corporal punishment
with youth externalizing behavior was not statistically distinguishable from zero.

Discussion

Findings of this community study of Chilean adolescents and parents were consistent with
existing literature and confirmed the hypothesis that the use of parental corporal punishment
was associated with higher levels of youth problem behavior. Results thus supported the
emerging literature suggesting potential universality of this significant relationship across
countries (Gershoff et al., 2010; Lansford, 2010). The availability of identical information
on positive and negative parenting of the mother and father, in addition to the information
on the frequency of mothers’ and fathers’ corporal punishment, was a unique aspect of this
Chilean sample.
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Higher externalizing scores and lower prevalence of corporal punishment

Descriptive statistics indicated that the 7-score for externalizing YSR problem scale of our
Chilean sample was higher than that of the non-referred youth in the United States. Whether
this was a result of unique aspects of Chilean culture, or due to the fact that our sample
contained youth mostly from mid- to low-SES families, or due to measurement issues in the
YSR externalizing problem scale warrants further investigation.

The prevalence of corporal punishment in this analysis was lower than that of previous
studies in the U.S. This study reported that 20% of mothers and 10% of fathers use corporal
punishment, whereas Straus and Stewart (1999) reported that one third of American parents
had used one or more types of corporal punishment during the previous 12 months to
discipline their child at age 14, which is around the mean age of this study’s sample.
Frequency of corporal punishment in this study was also low when compared to a study that
examined practices regarding corporal punishment in Santiago, Chile.Vargas et al. (1995)
found that youth-report (average 12 year-olds) of parental use of corporal punishment were
85.7% and 54.1% for youths who attend public schools and a private school, respectively.
The different prevalence rates between Vargas and colleague’s (1995) study and the present
study may be due to differences in the operationalization of corporal punishment. In detail,
the definition of corporate punishment in the present study was restricted to parental
incidents of striking or hitting with hands or an object, whereas the corporal punishment
measure in the Vargas et al.’s (1995) study encompassed broader forms of parental violence,
such as battering, pulling, and shaking. In addition, the fact that the average age of our
study’s respondents was 14.3 years, a higher age than that of theVargas et al. (1995) study,
may explain the difference in prevalence rates. In fact, within U.S. samples, it has been
reported that parental use of corporal punishment diminishes with the child’s age (Straus &
Stewart, 1999) and during adolescence (Giles-Sims, Straus, & Sugarman, 1995). Lastly,
research has provided evidence concerning the decreasing trend in the approval of corporal
punishment as an acceptable method of child discipline (Straus & Mathur, 1996) suggesting
that the lower rates of corporal punishment found in this study could be potentially
attributable to changes in cultural norms and disciplinary practices over time.

Increased corporal punishment associated with increased externalizing behavior

In the present study we examined the relationship between parental use of corporal
punishment and youth’s externalizing behavior using four OLS regression models. Overall,
the results were consistent with the prediction of social learning theory, and numerous
previous studies that have found parental use of corporal punishment to be significantly and
positively associated with youth’s externalizing behaviors such as aggression (Cohen et al.,
1990; Eron et al., 1991; Welsh, 1978) and antisocial behaviors (Gershoff et al., 2010;
Grogan-Kaylor, 2004; Straus et al., 1997).

Frequency of corporal punishment and externalizing behavior

Among the 20% of mothers and 10% of fathers in our sample who were reported to have
used corporal punishment, the majority used it infrequently (mothers = 17.4%, fathers =
8.2%) as opposed to those who used it frequently (mothers = 1.9%, fathers = 1.5%). By
using the frequency of parental use of corporal punishment as the main independent
variable, this study was able to disaggregate the effect of infrequent and frequent corporal
punishment on youth’s externalizing behavior. Results indicated that the frequent use of
both mother’s and father’s corporal punishment had a stronger association (p < 0.01) with
increases in externalizing behavior problem than did infrequent use of corporal punishment.
Furthermore, study results indicated that even infrequent use of parental corporal
punishment was positively associated with higher levels of externalizing behavior in youth.
This finding, along with the previous empirical studies on corporal punishment (Gershoff et
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al., 2010; Grogan-Kaylor, 2004; Taylor et al., 2010), strongly suggest that parental corporal
punishment—even on an occasional basis—can have an adverse relationship with children
and youth developmental outcomes.

Family involvement and parental warmth as protective factors

Throughout our models, positive parenting practices were met with decreases in youth
externalizing behavior even when controlling for youth demographics and parents’ use of
corporal punishment. Both mother’s and father’s warmth were associated with lower levels
of youth externalizing behavior at a significant level. Family involvement was a statistically
significant predictor when holding other independent variables constant, and increases in
family involvement were associated with decreases in externalizing behavior. Additionally,
the negative sign of the interaction between a mother’s frequent use of corporal punishment
and maternal warmth indicated that the association of maternal frequent use of corporal
punishment with child externalizing behavior was less strong when levels of maternal
warmth were higher. In contrast, it is worth remembering that the relationship of mother’s
infrequent use of corporal punishment with youth externalizing behavior was not moderated
by maternal warmth. Further, paternal use of corporal punishment was not moderated by
paternal warmth suggesting that the relationship between paternal use of corporal
punishment and youth externalizing behavior was not different in families with different
levels of paternal warmth. These results were in line with previous literature (Harper et al.,
2006; Simons et al., 1994) that suggested maternal warmth can be a significant moderator of
the relationship between use of corporal punishment and youth’s externalizing behavior.
Notably, despite the presence of some moderation effects, our model suggested that
increased corporal punishment was never associated with decreases in behavior problems.

Limitations

The findings of this study should be interpreted with the following limitations in mind. First,
the operationalization of corporal punishment within this study could be an issue. This study
used information on corporal punishment that relied on a single question that asked about
the frequency of parental use of corporal punishment, which was defined as a parent striking
the youth with his or her hands or an object. The use of a single question to measure the
construct of corporal punishment may to some degree explain why the prevalence of this
construct was lower in our study when compared to other studies. In addition, although the
frequency of using corporal punishment on youth’s development was investigated, this study
was neither able to measure, nor ascertain, the severity of corporal punishment. Therefore,
studies with more comprehensive measures of corporal punishment that are grounded in a
thorough understanding of the parenting practices in Chile are needed to better understand
the potential consequences for Chilean youth.

Second, this study only used a youth’s report on parent’s use of corporal punishment. Thus
single-reporter bias could be a potential problem (Lippold, Greenberg, & Feinberg, 2010).
Future research would contribute to the literature by using information on corporal
punishment from both parents and youth. Nonetheless, despite the potential for under-
estimation of the occurrence of corporal punishment, this study offered several important
findings that clearly point to the deleterious implications of using corporal punishment on
youth well-being.

Third, the cross-sectional design of this analysis makes it impossible to examine causal or
temporal associations among these variables. Given the transactional nature (Sameroff,
2009) of the parent-youth relationship, it is possible that parental and youth behavior have
reciprocal effects (Gershoff et al., 2012). In other words, parent’s use of physical
punishment and warm parenting behaviors may be a “reaction” to a child’s externalizing
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behaviors. Notwithstanding these limitations, this study’s use of extensive family and
parenting characteristics, and various analyses conducted, contributes to the growing cross-
cultural literature on parental discipline, especially in the Latin American context.

Conclusion

This study demonstrated a positive relationship between the use of infrequent and frequent
corporal punishment and externalizing behavior among a community sample of Chilean
youth, even after controlling for demographic characteristics of the youth as well as a
number of other family and parenting variables. The results confirmed the hypothesis that
both infrequent and frequent use of corporal punishment by both mother and father predicted
higher scores on the YSR externalizing problem scale, a finding consistent with the
literature in this field. In contrast, findings from this study also emphasized the importance
of a warm and involving family environment in protecting youth from serious problem
behaviors. Further, the significant interaction between positive parenting measures and
corporal punishment alluded to the protective role of positive parent-youth interactions
amidst negative relationships.

These empirical findings, when grounded firmly in the ideas of social learning theory, may
lend support for using alternative parenting methods to corporal punishment such as verbal
interactions, age appropriate and firm rule setting, parenting with consistency, structure and
predictability (Paintal, 2007) as well as age appropriate and reasonable deprivation of
privilege (Gershoff, 2008). Therefore, findings from this study may suggest that public
officials and professionals make widely available information to parents concerning the
association between corporal punishment and undesirable developmental outcomes of youth
while promoting alternative parenting strategies. Studies that specifically test the
effectiveness of these alternative disciplinary methods in the Chilean youth context are
warranted in the future. With the growing evidence of the association between parental use
of corporal punishment and children’s adverse developmental outcomes, the world-wide
conversation concerning corporal punishment should be continued in countries that currently
recognize corporal punishment as proper and lawful, in order to fully protect and respect
children and youth’s rights.
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Descriptive Statistics (N = 919)

Table 1

Variable Mean Standard Deviation
Use of Corporal Punishment

Mothers 0.21 0.45

Fathers 0.11 0.36
Positive Parenting

Mother’s Warmth 3.23 0.69

Father’s Warmth 2.96 0.82

Family Involvement 18.67 423
Externalizing YSR Problem Scale  13.21 7.24
Socioeconomic Status (Graffar) 32.85 6.69
Child Age (Years) 14.34 1.45
Gender (%)

Boy 51.59

Girl 48.41
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Table 2
Parental Use of Corporal Punishment (N = 919)
Variable Frequency Percent Cumulative
Per cent
Mother’s use of Corporal Punishment
Never 742 80.74 80.74
Infrequent Use 160 17.41 98.15
Frequent Use 17 1.85 100
Father’s use of Corporal Punishment
Never 830 90.32 90.32
Infrequent Use 75 8.16 98.48
Frequent Use 14 1.52 100
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