Parental Punishment

A Longitudinal Analysis of Effects
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a We investigated the relation between parental reports ol

punishment adgministered to their 8-year-old children and the
reports of these children obilained ten years later concerning
their hypothetical use of punishment on their own children.
Based on the modeling hypoihesis, il was predicted that
punishing parents wlill produce punishing children. Also hypoth-
esized was that parental punishment could be related to other
kinds of aggressive behavior manifested by their chiidren. Data,
on the use of punishment and on other variabies, were obtained
as part of a larger study trom 185 mothers and 144 fathers. At the
same time dala were coliected from the children of these parents
on still other variables. Appreximately ten years later these
children, now young adults, were reinterviewed and the identical

T‘ne purpese of the present study is to provide some
information on the long-term outcome of the use of
punishment during early childhood. Specifically, two ques-
tions have been investigated: the transmission of
punishing behavior from parents o offspring and the
effect of parenta! punishment on later aggressive behavier
of their offspring. Modeling theory as developed by
‘ABandura and his colleagues'™ suggests that children would

earn and repeat such punitiveness when they, themselves,
become parents. Simply stated, children of punitive
/ﬁarents learn to behave punitively by modeling their
behavior on that of their parents.

Another position® is that punishment, particulariy phys-
ical punishment, is on a continuum with child abuse. Being
- the recipients of abuse, such children, the argument goes,
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instrument to which their parents responded was used to collect
data on their punishment proclivities. Concomitantly, peer and
seH-ratings of aggressive behavior and other data were oblained.
Punishment appears o have intergenerational effects and is alse
related to aggressive behavior of male recipients ten years later.
Sociocultural variables and 1Q, however, play an overriding role
in the long-term analysis. Hypothetically, a iower iG consiricts a
child’'s learning ‘ofz!ions due, perhaps, to limitations in verbal
comprehension and concept formation. Direct, salient behavior,
such as punitiveness and aggressiveness may be easier ta fearn
than the motre subtie and wider variely of social behaviors of
which brighter children can avail themselves.
(Arch Gen Psychiatry 35:186-191, 19878}

develop inte delinquent and aggressively antisocial adoles-
cents®™ and grow up to be batterers and even kiliers.” Stark
in its import. this point of view, however. rests on a paucity
of research.

Much more data are available bearing on the relationship
between parental punitiveness and aggressive behavior.
Generally, the results indicate that parental power asser-
tion in the socialization process is positively associated
with the expression of aggressive behavior in children. >
Some evidence to the contrary, that punishment may
indeed have an inhibiting effect on the manifestation of
aggressive behavior, is alse extant.’"”

Viost of the research on punishment and its effects deals
with variables measured contemporaneously. The current
research, however, explores the long-term consequences of
the use of punishment in the socialization of children.
Certain hypotheses are suggested by the theory of
hehavior modeling as propounded by Bandura® which lend
themselves to longitudinal analysis. If children copy the
hehavior of significant models, then we would predict that
parents’ punitive behavier would be alse imitated. Thus,

 the first hvpothesis states that punitive parenis will

produce children who potentialiy will be punitive parenis.

Parental Punishmeni—Letkowitz et al
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“until he eries.”

If parental punishment is associated with aggression in
childhood and if aggression is a stable characteristic, then a

second hypothesis is that punitive parents will produce

aggressive young adulis.
SUBJECTS AND METHODS

- The present study is one aspect of a larger longitudinal research
project on -aggressive behavior reported elsewhere.” In the first
wave, data were gathered during 1959 to 1980 from an entire
third-grade population of 75 boys and girls. Ten years later, in the
second wave termed the 13th grade, one year after high schocl,
data were collected from 427 of these subjects {211 male subjects
and 215 female subjeets) who could be located.® In the third and
13th grades the modal ages of this sample of 427 were 8 2nd 19
years, respectively. The mean 1Q of this sample in the third grage
was 107,10 = 13.66. Based on fathers’ occupation, the sample may
be deseribed as predominantly middle class. For the current study,
depending on the particular variables, data reqnirements were
fulfilled for numbers of subjects ranging from 135 to 187 of the 211
male subjects and from 146 to 186 of the 218 female subjects.
The basic research plan was longitudinal. The objective was to
obtain data on each subject at two points in time separated by
approximately ten years. Thus, in the first wave the subjects were
third-grade school children znd in the second wave they were
roung adults, one year out of high school, The procedures used in
beth waves were carefuliv designed and pretested to aveid intro-
ducing experimenter bias =
~In the first wave, data were abtained on each subject from four
independent sources: his classmates, his mother, his father, and
himself. Classmates of each subject provided peer nominations on
aggressive behavior. In this modified version of the "guess whe"
format developed by Hartshorne and May in 1929 each child could
be nominated by every other child in his class on such aggression
ftems as “Who pushes or shoves children” or "Who starts a fight
over nothing?” Various other measures were administered to all
classrooms of children including an assessment of 1Q.* Mothers -
and fathers. in a face-to-face situation were independently inter-
viewed with an objective. pre-coded, child-rearing schedule
vielding 2%6 items of information. It was from this schedule that

data pertaining to parents' use of unishment zs well 43 sociceti—
; & ks il -

turel information was obtained. The punishment seale presented

i Table T consizted 57 28 jtems pertaining to parenis’ probable

{responses to four kinds of aggressive behavior manifested by their
{c‘nildren: two dealing with aggression toward the parent, and two
i

] L. . . ;

tgraded in intensity as low, medium, or high and the type of
!punishment inciuded physical injury, love withdrawal, restraint,

with aggression wward other children. Each punishment itern was

isolation, shame, threat, and corrective reasoning. An example of g
high intensity punishment for rudeness to the parent iz “spanking
For aggression toward another child, a low
intensity example is “Tell him in a mice way to act differently.”

The derivation and psychometric properties of thiz scale are ./
- described elsewhere,

In the second wave, the subjects, 5i6i voung adults, were
Feinterviewed and administered the identical 24-item punishmen:
stale to which their parents responded mere than a decade past.
They were told to imagine that they had an &vear oid son or
Zaughter (same sex) and then asked to indicate the punishment
they would use for each offense. Thus, the subjects” own proclivity
for the use of punishment as a child-rearing technique could be
assessed by determining how he would punish a hypothetical ¢hild
of his own for committing identieal offenses to which his cwn
Parents responded for him. Once again, the subjects during the
reinterview rendered peer nominations of their schooimatey'
reeent aggressive behavior by responding to items similar to those
ther responded 1o in the third grade. Theae items were worded in
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the past tense because they pertained to behavier that securreq
when the subjects were still together in high school classrooms.
Also In the second wave, a seli-report of subjects’ zntisocial
behavior, physically aggressive behavior, and venting of hostility
was obtained” Coritaining 32 items, the composite rmessure of
these self-reports was termed Total Aggressive Habit. Examples
¢f the items and format are presented in Table 2 and the
development of the measure described elsewhere, ?5

During the reinterview the Minnesots Multiphasic Personality
Inventory (MMPI) was administered to all subjects.> Thig general
test of psychopathology provides a measure of the propensity for
antisocial aggressive behavior obtained from the sum of the -
scores on scale 4 {psychepathic deviate) and scale § (hypomania).
High elevation on these scales has been consistently found ameng
delinquent youths, .

RESULTS

Because of the finding of sex differences in aggression
in this and other studies, each hypothesis was tested
separately for male subjects and female subjects. For male
subjects, the first hypothesis that punifive parents produce
children whe, potentially, will also become punitive parents
was initially substantiated when tested with bivariate
statistics. Table 3 shows that whan parental punishment is
categerized into low, medium. and high leveis as the
independent variable and the 18-year-old male subjeet’s
mean potentizl punishment scores serve zs the dependent
variable, a one-way analysis of variance produces results
that are statisticaliv significant (£ [2/184] = 3.596,
P = 03). However, these significant bivariate relation-
ships were tempered by introducing statistieal contrels for
the effects of third variables. For example, it was also

iscovered that occupational status and educational level of
the father were very significantly and inversely related to
levels of punishment. je, low occupational status and low
educational level were related to use of more severe
punishment (r = .26, F < 01;r = 33, P << 001, respective-
). Alse, the subject’s IQ at age B was significantly
correlated inversely with parental punishment (r = .19,
P < .05). The lower 1§ child incurred more severe punish-
ment for offenses. Consequently, it was decided to contro)
for the possible efects of two of these variabies, fathers’
occupation—a geod index of sociceconomic status—and
subjects’ 1Q, on the longitudinal relationship between the
twe punishment variables. Serving as covariates in an
anaiysis covariznce design, occupation and 1§ were
controlled for the variance they contributed to the relation-

‘ship. As a resalt of this analysis no main effects were

* found for parental punishment on their children’s potential

use of punishment ten years later. Thus, for mazle suhiects,
the hypothesis, after the effects ofmd_l_@gggg,
dovaried L. was undupported | cating that these two
variabl oa 3

es probabiy contributed the significant ariance 1o
the longitudinal relationship between the punishment
variables,

For female subjects, no support for the frst hypothesis
was found atf the bivariate level of analysis as seen in Tabie
4. But, similar to the male subjects. father's occupation
was, marginally, negatively reiated 1o parental punish-
ment [F(2/154) = 2881, P = 06] as was suhject's IQ [F (27
175) = 4874, P = 0051 In addition. fathers education WaS
inversely and very significantly correiated with parental
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- Table 1.—Punishment Scale -

,,,,,,,,,,,, _ o Mean Jp—
Hems T el inlensity Rating Weighting
If . were rude to You, wouid you;
Telt him: "'t wili give you something you like If you act differently’? 1.4 1
Wash out his mouth with scap? 7.7 3
Remind of what others will think af him? 4.6 2
Say: "Get on that chair and don't move until you apologizre?” 57 2
Tell ___ that young men (ladies} con't do this sort of thing? 3.4 1
Spank untit he cries? 7.8 e
Ifyousaw ______ grab things from angther child, would you:
Tell him that young men (ladies) don't do this sort of thing? 3.4 1
Say: “'l would like to be proud of you'? 3.5 1
Make ______ apologize? 58 2
Tell you don't tove him? 7.7 3
" Point out how some ciose friends of his behave better than does? 4.8 2
Not iet him piay with his friends for two days? 7.7 3
It _____ got very mad at You, would you:
Get very angry at him? . 4.4 2
Siap him in the tace? 7.8 3 H
Say: “That isn't a nice thing to go0"'? 3.5 1 —§
Tell _____ you don't love him? 7.7 3 !
Ted in a nice way how to act differentiy? 2.8 1 !
Send him 1o another room where he would be alone and without toys? &0 2 R
4 you neard say mean things to anatner child, would you: t
Tell nim in a nice way 1o act difterently? 2.5 1 i
Sav: "Get on that charr 2nd ¢on't move until you apoiogize™? 5.7 2 i
Not e play with his friends for two dave? 7.7 a ]
Point gut how some close fnengs of his behave better than aoes? 4.5 2
Wash out his mouth with soap? 7.7 3
Say: "'l would like to be proud of you''? 3.5 1

Tabie 2.—-Exampies of ltems Comprising the Measure of

Tota! Aggressive Habit

Antisocial Behavior {26 Hems)

Here are a numver of things which YOUu might go that could get you into trouble. Pleas

three years. For each question, check the answer thatl is true,

¢ tell us how many times you have done these things in the ias:

In the last three years how many times have you
done this?

No. Times

Sor

More

Taken something no! belongng 1o you
worth under §507

Went onto someone’s land or intc some
house or building when vou weren't
supposed to be there?

Hurt someone badty enough 16 neesd
bandages or a doclor?

Taken a car that didn't belong to
someone in your family without
permission of the owner?

Fhysically Aggressive Behavior (3 Hems)
Have you ever sfapped or kicked another persan? It yes: How many times would you estimate that ¥ou have done this?

8—no or not sure

1—once

2—twice

J—three times

4—four or more times
883—not sure how many tmes

¥Yenling of Hostility (3 Hems)

Please check sash sialement that pest cescripes haw you act.
I get angry and smash things:

4—2iMost aways frue

3—often true

Z—sometimes true

T—geidom true

C—never wrue

188
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Table 3.—Total Aggression Mean Scores for Male Subjects on Variables in the 13th Grade as a Function of Parental
Punishment in the Third Grade

Minnasota Muiliphaslc

Comee— el ... - - Personallty inventory
Punishment 13 Habit “Aggression 13 4435
~ A ~ e e— : i,
Punishment 3 N Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
Low &0 10.54 5403 29.27 15.47 84.27 108.26 1323.80 20.27
Medium a2 11.80 8.42 30.60* 14.63 73.58 B7.21 123.11 19.28
High 45 13.73 7.8 36.91 15.28 54.40 102.28 124.40 19.15
Total 187 11.83 5.3C 31.69 15.27 81.87 97.80 123.67 19.47
F 3.596 3.702 683 .068
< 03 .03 .51 .83

*N = 83.

Table 4.—Total Aggression Mean Scores for Female Subjects on Variabies in the 13th Grade as a Function of Parental
Punishment in the Third Grade

Minnesota Multiphasic
Parsonality inventory

Punishmen! 13 Hablt Aggression 13 4+ 9
~ - ~ o % — —_———
Punisiiment 3 M Mean sD Meaan 5D Mean SD Mean 5D
Low &5 10.33 5.82 20.52* 9.50 26.89* 40.56 115.68% 16.40
Medium as 1218 572 21.48 10.66 24.82 22.20 118.37 18.88
High 43 12.23 7.53 21.34% 10.15 28737 48.E3 122.74 15.62
Total 184 11.82 €.35 2113 1017 2E.28 2788 115.04 15.24
F 1.664 150 158 18686
4 18 .86 .88 18
*N = 56
TN o= 44

Table 5.—Multiple Regression Prediction From Childhood Variabies td "Adult Use of Punishment

Prediclion to Punishment

Y
.

Male Subjects

Female Subjects
A

Standardized Standardized
Childhood Predictors Coeficient, r B Coetficient, 7 4
12 —.33 <.01 —-.35 <.01
Peer-raie aggression A8 <01 - NS
Faibers’ educaton 18 <.01 .02 NS
Punishment .09 NS a7 < .01
Mothers’ education -.03 NE . -
Fatners' occupation —.02 NS 08 NS
Multiple corretation A1 <01 38 <.01

punishment {r = .37, P < .001). However, an analysis of
covariance with fathers’ occupation and subjects’ IQ as the
covariates produced no significant main effects for punish-
ment,

Because of the equivocal nature of the results with
respect to the first hypothesis and because third variables
seemed to affect the longitudinal relationshin (for male
subjects) between the punishment variables, the question
of what were the best predictors of the hy pothetica* use of
pURTERment was Studisd~Pordose; g §tép-wise ‘multiple

ragression &ndly e 10;' each sex was performed with
subject’s potential punishment scores as the dependent
variable and child’s 1. child’s third grade peer-nominated
aggression, parents’ punishment, parents’ educatien, and
fathers' cecupation as the independent variables.

For male SJbEECLa. Table 5 shows that the best W

of D\ nishment acros ”"f &”" sxLalospan

Arch Gen Psychiatry—Ve! 35, Feb 1978

were low 1Q, hlgh peer-nommated aggression in the third
grade, 2Ad low education for fathers. The three corre-
sponding standardized regression coefficients were all
statistically significant and according to the multiple
correlation account for 17% of the variance in predicting
the potential use of punishment by these subjects.

For femzle subjects. two variables significantly
predicted the severity of punishment these subjects would
use, hypothetically, when they were voung adults, These
were low 1Q and high parenta} punishment. Both standard-
ized regression coefficients were’ statistically a}’gm; iLan
and accounted for 15% of the variance in the longitudinal
reiationship.

The second hypothesis, that punitive parents would
produce aggressive young adults was supported in part for
male su%sjectt: and not at all for female subjects. Examina-
tion of Tuble 3 shows that male subjecty” Total Aggressive

Parental Punishmeni—Lefkowitz et al 188
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Habit Scores increase concomitantly with the increase of
parental use of punishment wher these subjects were third
graders. A one-way analysis of variance shows that these
mean Total Aggressive—HabitScores were ‘significantly
different {F (2/185) = 3702, P = 03].

To investigate the effects of pertinent third variabies on
this longitudinal relationship, fathers’ ocecupation and
subjeets’ IQ again served as covariates in an analysis of
covariance design. Significant main effects of parentsl
punishment on Total Aggressive Hahit occurred [F (2/
133) = 3.206, P = .04] demonstrating that these third
variables were not producing the relationship between
parental punishment and later aggression. Nene of the
other measures of aggressive behavior—peer nominations
or the MMP] index of the propensity for antisocial behav-
ior—was related, longitudinally to parental punishment.

COMMENT

The results show some modeling of the child on parents’
punishing behavior especially as reflected in the bivariate
analysis. But multivariate analyses show that the effects
of aggression, fathers’ education, and subjects’ IQ are even
stronger in predicting to the potential use of punishment,
particularly for boye. Thus when conditions of lower 1@,
high aggression, 2nd low edueztior for Tat TS coalesc at
thétime a boy is about 8 years old, this child is likel¥ 1o be
the oneé to use forms 6f more severe punishment in the
socialization of ‘his own ' children. The combination of
events for §-¥&areld girls thaz predict the potentizbuss of
harsher forms of punishinent on their own children are
lower IQ and the presence of punitive parents. Modeling of

unitive parents’ behavior rather than social class

variables appears to play a stronger role for female

subjects than for male subjects in determining the later
use of punishment. Te account for this diffsrence, one
plausible explanation is in terms of same-sex modeling.

During early childhood development, mothers are the chief
disciplinary agents especially for giris. Thus. 2 salient
Same-sex model of punishing hehavior is provided for girls
and not for boys. Also there is a fair amount of research to
support the proposition that individuals tend te mode)
after the same sex ™ The hypothesis that same-sex
modeling has an effect for girls but not for bovs is
meaningful when viewed. in the context of other research
findings that boys consistently receive harsher and more
physical punishiment than girls.** Such punishment also
tends to be more vivid and the motor behavior of the
punishing agent more expressive. But seemingly these
factors are not as important for boys as a model of the
same sex is for girls in predicting the use of harsher forms
of punishment in raising their own children.

- The second hxpothesis that punishment during chilghood
has a long-term, positive association with the expression of
aggressive behavior in young aduithcod proved 1o have
some substance for male subjects but none for female
subjects. Inasmuch as the preponderance of studies indi-

iy, are more aggressive than
girls** the present finding falls into place with other
research. Differential socialization of the sexes, part of
which involves harsner purishment for hoys may, in part.
aceount for this difference, A moiety may also be attribyi-

o
al
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able to genetic and neurophysiological components. Boys
are known to be at greater risk than girls for minimal
brain dysfunction and hyperactivity. Frequently gsso.

- . clated with aggressive behavior,031 thege conditions are

thought to be manifestations of the continuam of repro-
ductive casualty.” Some support for a neurophysiological
contribution to aggressive behavior has been adduced for
the subjects ir the present study. Male subjects born of
mothers who were older than 35 years at parturition were
significantly more aggressive than males whose mothers
were between the ages of 18 and 35 vears old at parturi-
tion.” Competing explanations to account for the variance
in aggressive behavior of their offspring are either insufs-
ciency of the intrauterine environment of the older
mothers or their different child-rearing practices. The fact
that other birth defects such as cerebral palsy and Down's
syndrome as well a3 perinatal complications are associated
in the general population with children born of older
mothers lends support to the neurophysiological hypothesis
in the present insiance, buz, of course, does not preciude
the effect of chilg rearing. Irrespective of the weight given

" to -either of these expianations for maie subjects, the

opprobrium with which the overt expression of aggression
by voung adult women is viewed by society probabiy tends
10 suppress such behavior on their part.

The consisteney with which 2 ¢hild's IQ entered into the
longritudinalFelBHSHShIps  between ~the~ 5y
variablés dnd aggression riables suggests thatin
gence may be viewed as a condition thai 1w

n that imifs"
ability to learn a variety of socially acceptable behaviors.

“Such 2 ¢hild’s Fépertory of behavior imay be constricted in

comparison with that of a child of average or high intellj-
gence. The low I child simply has more difficalty learning
0 behave in a nonaggressive manner, or in a nonpunitive
manner in z hypothetical child-rearing situation. Sueh &
child, due perhaps to limitations in verbal comprehension
and concept formation, finds jt easier to learn concrete and
salient behaviors such as aggressiveness or punitiveness,
The child with a higher IQ has more learning options
available enabling him 1o learn 2 wider variety of social
behaviors. The finding that an inverse relationship
obtained between 1Q a: age 8 vears and severity of
parental punishment deserves further comment. Behaviors
of low IQ children may in fact incur more severe forms of
punishment from their parents because of Lhe anger and
frustration these behaviors engender. In this manner,
children (bovs) themselves may contribute to the punish-
ment-aggression relationship that occurred in this stody
conlemporanecusly and longitudinally.

The fact that some of the hypothesized reiationships did
oceur s noteworthy for two reasons: one is the span of time
over which the variables of punishment and aggression
were measured. The other is that the measurements across
time were independent: in the frst Wwave measures of the
independent variables were obtained from parents and in
the second wave measures of the dependent variables were
obtained from their offspring.

At the bivariste level of starigzica! anzalysis, modeling,
per se. has an apparent effect on later behaviors such as
potential use of punishment. However. more sophisticated
muitivariate  anaivsis  illystirates that  seciocultiral

Parentai Punishment-Lefkowitz et al
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sariables and 1Q play an overriding role. Thus, these data
semonstrate the necessity of analyzing complex variables
such as punishment and its effectsin a multivariate design
to mitigate the likelihood of Teaching spurious conclusions
.bout child gevelopment when sc many variables can
contribute to the outcome over a ten-year period. Finaliy,
interpretation of the results should be tempered by the

limitation that assessment was made of proclivities for the
use of punishment and not of actual punishing behaviors.
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"Mental ‘Health, by Contract No. HSM 42-70-6 from the Surgeon General's
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State Department of Mental Hygiene.
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CORRECTION ‘

Inaccurate Figures.—In the article titled “Increase in Suicide Attempts by Drug
ES (34:1165-1169, 1977}, the fourth line of the
second paragraph in the abstract should have read: “(1872) suicide atiempt rate of 377/
100.000. .. . The 12th line of column two on page 1167 should have begun “2,752" instead

Ingestion,” published in the October ARCH
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