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Executive Summary 
 
Based on over 33 years of research on parental discipline, this submission argues that 
smacking bans do more harm than good. The first part shows that smacking is 
associated with adverse outcomes only because of the persistent defiance that leads 
parents to use smacking, not because of appropriate smacking. The fact that these 
correlations are misleading is shown by the finding that correlations make all other 
parental responses to child defiance look just as harmful as smacking. One of my four 
published summaries of relevant studies of smacking is the only one comparing the 
outcomes of smacking with the outcomes of alternative disciplinary tactics. It found that 
smacking led to worse child outcomes than other disciplinary tactics only if it was too 
severe or used as the primary disciplinary tactic. The most effective type of smacking 
was back-up smacking, which led to less aggression or defiance than 10 of 13 
alternative tactics it has been compared to. Back-up smacking is used when young 
children refuse to cooperate with milder tactics, such as timeout. Children then learn to 
cooperate with the milder tactics, so that smacking can be phased out.  
 
The above results explain why criminal assaults against children escalated so much in 
the first generation raised after Sweden’s mandatory smacking ban. In contrast, 
Canada’s middle-of-the-road solution limited the types of smacking that were protected 
under British common law, but retained the right of parents to use back-up smacking. 
Consequently most trends show that Canada has accomplished the goals of smacking 
bans much better than Sweden, in that parents are using preferred parenting methods 
more often and children are improving on most behavior indicators, especially prosocial 
behavior. Therefore Scotland should adopt Canada’s balanced approach rather than 
risk the escalation in criminal assaults experienced after Sweden’s mandatory smacking 
ban. 
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Background and Qualifications 
Since the 1980s, my research program has been searching for alternative tactics to recommend 
instead of smacking, while investigating whether smacking invariably causes increased behavior 
problems or whether the evidence consists only of misleading correlations.  
 
The crucial distinction between the anti-smacking perspective and the conditional-smacking 
perspective supported by my research is whether smacking can be effective under some non-
trivial conditions. If so, then that way of using smacking should be retained and distinguished 
from types of physical punishment that are detrimental to children. The goal should be to ban 
detrimental types of physical punishment, without banning effective ways parents can use 
smacking.  
 
Does Smacking Cause Adverse Outcomes? 
Research consistently shows that children who were smacked more often last year tend to be a 
little more aggressive this year compared to more cooperative children. But they were smacked 
more often last year because they were defiant more often, which led their parents to use all 
disciplinary responses more often, not just smacking. That is why other disciplinary responses 
are associated with higher rates of aggression just as as much as is smacking. In fact, getting 
professional help for oppositional defiant children (e.g., seeing a therapist or taking Ritalin) looks 
just as harmful as smacking according to the same misleading correlations.1-4  
 
The smacking ban bill relies mostly on the review of the evidence about smacking in Equally 
Protected,5 which recognizes this interpretation problem. It identified several criteria necessary 
to go beyond correlations to get more valid causal evidence. First, smacking has to be 
measured before the child outcome (e.g., longitudinal studies, not cross-sectional studies). Due 
to the scarcity of randomized studies, the best available evidence is from longitudinal studies 
that use an “adjustment for initial levels of the outcome in question.”5, p. 17 But then Equally 
Protected bases its conclusion on a summary of studies that relies mostly on cross-sectional 
studies (55% to 59%) and never adjusts for initial levels of the child outcome.6,7 In contrast, the 
only published summary of longitudinal studies concluded “when better controlled [statistical 
results] were examined, results were statistically significant but trivial for externalizing and 
internalizing behaviors.”8, p. 196 The December 2018 issue of the prestigious journal Child 
Development published a new summary of the best studies that reconciled those two previous 
summaries.9 Yes, smacking is correlated with outcomes such as aggression, but that 
association disappears after adjusting for initial levels of aggression.  
 
Therefore there is no sound causal evidence against smacking as it is typically used in North 
America. The correlational evidence used to oppose smacking looks similar for all other 
responses to children’s defiance, including getting professional help for them. The next section 
summarizes evidence on alternatives that could replace smacking. 
 
Smacking vs. Alternative Tactics 
If Scotland bans smacking, its parents need to know which alternative disciplinary tactics are as 
effective or more effective than smacking. Research by anti-smacking advocates has not 
identified any disciplinary response that is effective in reducing aggression and related behavior 
problems.10,11 That is because correlations are biased against all disciplinary response to 
persistent defiance in children, not just smacking. The only summary of scientific studies of 
smacking that also investigated child outcomes of other disciplinary tactics was co-authored by 
me in 2005.12 It found that physical punishment was associated with worse child outcomes than 
alternative disciplinary tactics only if it was used severely or as the main disciplinary tactic. So 
this is the only type of physical punishment that should be banned. The outcomes of customary 
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smacking were similar to all other disciplinary tactics, except for one retrospective study that 
favored smacking for reducing substance abuse.13 But conditional (or “back-up”) smacking led 
to less aggression or less defiance than almost all alternative tactics it had been compared with, 
and had equivalent outcomes to the other tactics. Back-up smacking is nonabusive (e.g., 2 
open-handed swats to the buttocks), used when young children defiantly refuse to cooperate 
with milder disciplinary tactics, such as timeout. When back-up smacking is used consistently, 
even the most defiant young children learn to cooperate with the milder disciplinary tactic so that 
smacking can be phased out.14 This is the way that the most effective on clinical treatments for 
Oppositional Defiant Disorder trained parents to use smacking from the 1960s through the mid-
1990s.15-18 For example, one expert said “While we basically are opposed to physical 
punishment, we have found a mild spanking to be the most feasible backup for the child leaving 
the timeout chair”18, p. 80 A series of four randomized studies found that a forced 1-minute room 
isolation was the only alternative that was as effective as the smacking back-up to enforce 
cooperation with timeout.14,19  
 
The inadequacy of the evidence against smacking may explain why most objective evidence on 
the effects of mandatory smacking bans indicate that such bans do more harm than good. The 
next section summarizes that evidence.  
 
Effects of Smacking Bans 
I assume that Scotland plans to impose a mandatory smacking ban like Sweden rather than a 
discretionary ban, like Austria and Germany.20 In 1999 criminologist Byron Johnson and I 
summarized all available evidence on whether Sweden’s smacking ban had reduced physical 
child abuse and other violence there.21 In 2013, we updated the evidence from Swedish criminal 
assault statistics.22 Table 1 summarizes our findings. 
 
From 1981 to 1994, the rates of physical child abuse of children under the age of 7 and of 
criminal assaults by minors against minors both increased by around 500% (i.e., 6 times as 
often). Some claimed that these increases occurred because minor assaults were reported 
more often in Sweden,23 but no objective evidence adequately supported that explanation.24,25 
Our update in 201322 tested this possibility by comparing the first two criminal statistics in Table 
1 with trends in completed and attempted rapes during the same time period.  
 
Table 1 
Number of Alleged Criminal Assaults Against Minors in Sweden, 1981-2010 
_____________________________________________________________________Crime
 1981 1994 2010 % Increase (1981-2010) 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
Physical child abusea 99 583 2157 2078.8% (21.8 times as often) 
Assaults by minorsb 93 718 2194 2259.1% (23.6 times as often) 
Rapes of minorsc 24 264 1762 7241.7% (73.4 times as often) 
Attempted rapes  
of minorsc 24 45 68 183.3% (2.8 times as often) 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
Sources: Wittrock 21,22,26,27 and the annual Swedish criminal statistics those reports were based 
on from 1981 to 2010. 
aCriminal assaults indoors against a child 0 to 6 years old by a perpetrator known to the victim. 
bCriminal assaults by minors (< 15 years old) against 7- to 14-year-old victims. 
cMinors are less than 15 years old in Sweden. 
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If the escalating trend in criminal assaults can be explained by decreasing tolerance of minor 
assaults, then attempted rape reports should have increased more than completed rape reports 
during this time period. The results were the complete opposite: Alleged rapes of children under 
the age of 15 increased from 24 in 1981 to 1,762 in 2010, more than a 73-fold increase. In 
contrast, allegations of attempted rapes of children that young increased “only” 2.8 times (24 in 
1981 to 68 in 2010). Although increased willingness to report rapes may have accounted for 
part of these increases, some of this 73-fold increase is likely because a small, but increasing 
number of boys never learn to accept “No” from their mothers28, p. 74 or from others objecting to 
what they want. I have yet to see any explanation of these rape statistics from smacking-ban 
advocates, much less a convincing explanation.  

One unbiased evaluation of smacking bans is from Bussmann et al.’s 2007 survey of 5000 
parents in five European countries, three that had banned smacking and two that had not done 
so at that time.20 The first surprising result is how many parents still used physical punishment in 
Sweden (24.1% of parents) and in Germany and Austria (70.1). Smacking bans are unrealistic 
for many parents. 
 
Fewer than 1/3 of German and Austrian parents were even aware that mild smacking had been 
banned, 7 and 18 years after those countries had banned smacking. The other 68% of parents 
thought that their laws were similar to Scotland’s current laws against overly severe corporal 
punishment. Because of that, their Table 2 (24.2 in Durrant and Smith’s book) contrasts parents 
who thought that mild smacking was banned from those who thought that only severe corporal 
punishment was banned. As expected, both sets of parents were less likely to use the type of 

-.26 & -.21, p < .001). The most 
important finding was that those who thought mild smacking had been banned were more likely 
to resort to severe co p < .001). When parents retain the option of 
mild smacking, they are less likely to become so frustrated that they resort to overly severe 
corporal punishment. In contrast, when parents no longer have mild smacking as a legal option 
to use, they are more likely to get increasingly frustrated until they are likely to explode with 
severe verbal or physical violence. This evidence supports the wisdom of the 2003 law that 
limited the types of smacking that are considered permissible in Scotland. Canada adopted 
similar limitations on legally permitted types of smacking, which has led to much better results 
than in Sweden. 
 
Canada’s Middle-of-the-Road Solution 
I served as one of three social scientific expert witnesses for Canada’s Attorney General’s office 
on a court case attempting to ban smacking there. Three levels of the Canadian court system 
reviewed the scientific and legal evidence on both sides more thoroughly than any government 
has done before or since.29 Accordingly, Canada narrowed the definition of reasonable force 
that was legal for parents to use to correct their children’s behavior. In contrast to subsequent 
Swedish trends, most child outcomes and parenting methods have improved (comparing 1994 
to 2008 national data). Surprisingly, the prevalence of physical punishment has decreased in 
Canada as much as in Sweden and far more than in countries with discretionary bans, such as 
Germany and Austria. Apparently Canada’s balanced response on legal smacking has 
accomplished the goals of smacking bans more effectively than either mandatory or 
discretionary bans elsewhere. That optimal outcome is consistent with my decades of research, 
because it retains the parental option of using the most effective type of smacking when 
needed, but bans overly severe types of physical punishment shown to lead to worse outcomes 
than alternatives to physical punishment.12 
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Prosocial behavior showed a particularly large increase in 6- and 7-year-olds from 1994 
(average score = 12.4) to 2008 (average score = 14.8). Young Canadian children also 
decreased significantly from 1994 to 2008 in hyperactivity (2- to 3-year-olds only), physical 
aggression, separation anxiety (only asked of 2- to 3-year-olds), and indirect aggression (only 
asked of 4- to 7-year-olds). Of nine child outcome scales, only emotional disorders got 
significantly worse from 1994 to 2008, and then only by a tiny amount in 4- to 7-year-olds.  
 
Furthermore, appropriate parenting methods all increased in usage, including positive 
interactions and nonphysical punishments such as privilege removal and putting children in their 
room. At the same time, inappropriate parenting methods such as including scolding/yelling and 
ignoring show decreases in use.  
 
Verbal and physical abuse have also decreased in Canada from before to after the 2004 
Supreme Court decision.30 For example, Trocme et al. reported that physical child abuse 
throughout Canada had decreased from 5.31 cases per 1000 children in 2003 to 3.19 cases per 
1000 in 2008.31 
 
Thus Canada seems to have found an appropriate balance on the long-term pendulum swing 
from overly punitive parenting around World War II to overly permissive parenting of today. 
Importantly, the type of back-up smacking that remains legal in Canada enforces cooperation 
with milder disciplinary consequences such as timeout, so that parents can rely on those 
methods rather than continued smacking. In contrast, trends in Sweden since their mandatory 
smacking ban in 1979 show large increases in criminal assaults by and against children and 
eroding support for the types of disciplinary consequences that are especially needed for defiant 
children, such as privilege removal and timeout.32 Therefore, Scotland should emulate Canada, 
not Sweden. 
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