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1. Introduction 

Corporal punishment of children is widely socially and legally accepted in the 
ASEAN member states, and in the rest of the region.  

It is lawful in nearly all countries for parents to be physically and emotionally 
violent towards their children in the name of “discipline” or “correction”.  

In many it is also lawful in schools, penal institutions and alternative care 
settings, and in some countries children convicted of an offence can still be 
sentenced to corporal punishment by the courts.  

 
States without a clear commitment to law reform1: The following table lists 
the eight states that have yet to make a clear commitment to prohibiting all 
corporal punishment.  

State Prohibited 
in the home 

Prohibited in 
alternative 

care settings 

Prohibited 
in day care 

Prohibited 
in schools 

Prohibited 
in penal 

institutions 

Prohibited as 
sentence for 

crime 
Brunei Darussalam2 NO NO SOME3 NO NO NO 
Cambodia NO NO NO YES YES YES 
Indonesia NO NO4 NO NO YES5 SOME6 
Lao PDR NO NO SOME7 YES YES8 YES 
Malaysia NO NO NO NO NO NO9 
Myanmar NO NO NO [NO]10 NO YES11 
Singapore NO NO SOME12 NO NO NO 
Viet Nam NO NO NO YES YES YES 

 

																																																								
1This information has been compiled from many sources, including reports to and by the United Nations 
human rights treaty bodies. Information in square brackets is unconfirmed. We are very grateful to 
government officials, UNICEF and other UN agencies, NGOs and human rights institutions, and many 
individuals who have helped to provide and check information. Please let us know if you believe any of the 
information to be incorrect: info@endcorporalpunishment.org. For further details on all states see the 
individual state reports at www.endcorporalpunishment.org. 
2 Government accepted some UPR recommendations to prohibit but rejected others (2009) 
3 Prohibited in childcare centres 
4 National Standards of Care for Child Welfare Institutions state corporal punishment should not be used 
but no prohibition in law 
5 But no explicit prohibition 
6 Lawful under Shari'a law in Aceh province and in regional regulations based on Shari'a law in other areas 
7 Unlawful in early childhood education settings 
8 But no explicit prohibition 
9 Government committed to prohibition of judicial caning for persons under 18 (2007) 
10 Government directive advises against corporal punishment but not prohibition in law 
11 But some legislation still to be repealed 
12 Prohibited in childcare centres 
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2. Corporal punishment is a severe violation of children’s rights  

Corporal punishment of children is a blatant violation of children’s right under the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child and other international human rights law to 
protection from all forms of violence.  

The legality of corporal punishment also violates children’s right to equal 
protection under the law because adults are legally protected from assault.  

Legalized violence against children is highly symbolic of children’s low status in 
societies, and is out of keeping with a view of children as human beings and as 
holders of human rights.  

 
3. Corporal punishment of children defined 
 
The Committee on the Rights of the Child defines “corporal” or “physical” 
punishment as any punishment in which physical force is used and intended to 
cause some degree of pain or discomfort, however light.  

Most involves hitting (“smacking”, “slapping”, “spanking”) children, with the hand 
or with an implement – whip, stick, belt, shoe, wooden spoon, etc. But it can also 
involve, for example, kicking, shaking or throwing children, scratching, pinching, 
biting, pulling hair or boxing ears, forcing children to stay in uncomfortable 
positions, burning, scalding or forced ingestion (for example, washing children’s 
mouths out with soap or forcing them to swallow hot spices).  

In the view of the Committee, corporal punishment is invariably degrading.  

In addition, there are other non-physical forms of punishment which are also 
cruel and degrading and thus incompatible with the Convention. These include, 
for example, punishment which belittles, humiliates, denigrates, scapegoats, 
threatens, scares or ridicules the child.  

 

4. In which ways is corporal punishment violating children’s rights? 

The adoption of the Convention on the Rights of the Child in 1989 signaled 
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consensus that, as human beings, children have human rights, and it is 
governments’ responsibility to ensure that those rights are realized.  

Many governments and the societies they govern continue to resist the fact that 
this means all corporal punishment of children should be prohibited, reflecting the 
deeply embedded social attitudes that authorize and approve it and which ensure 
that, without challenge, this form of violence will continue to be a daily experience 
in children’s lives.  

Corporal punishment is not just deliberate violence to smaller people on a 
gigantic scale. It is also legalized violence. 

The hypocrisy of adults in facing up to this issue and taking the necessary action 
is extraordinary. In too many countries, people, including politicians and those 
involved in child protection, keep child “abuse” and corporal punishment in two 
separate boxes. Yet the “abuse” that globally kills thousands of children and 
maims and injures countless thousands more is done in the name of discipline – 
is corporal punishment.  

When abuse is defined to exclude some arbitrary level of deliberate violence 
against children, it is a flawed and incomplete concept, which has not helped 
children. 

Children in most states are still waiting for the full protection of their human 
dignity and physical integrity, which we as adults take for granted.  It should be 
shaming to all of us that children should be the ones singled out in our laws for 
less protection from assaults on their fragile bodies, minds and dignity. 

Children’s vulnerability, their developmental status, their dependence on adults 
and the huge difficulties they face in seeking protection for themselves: all these 
differences suggest that they should have more, not less protection from being 
hit and hurt. 

The idea that breaching a child’s human dignity and physical integrity is 
acceptable, normal, or even “in their best interests”, perpetuates children’s status 
as objects or possessions, and makes every other sort of extreme abuse and 
exploitation more likely.  
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5. What does the Convention on the Rights of the Child say about corporal 
punishment? 

The Convention of the Rights of the Child unambiguously rejects all corporal 
punishment of children.   

Before the adoption of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, the 
International Bill of Human Rights – the Universal Declaration and the two 
International Covenants on Civil and Political Rights and Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights – upheld “everyone’s” right to respect for his/her human dignity 
and physical integrity and to equal protection under the law.  

In asserting States’ obligation to prohibit and eliminate all corporal punishment 
and all other degrading forms of punishment, the Committee on the Rights of the 
Child notes that the Convention on the Rights of the Child builds on this 
foundation. The dignity of each and every individual is the fundamental guiding 
principle of international human rights law.  

The Preamble to the Convention on the Rights of the Child affirms, in 
accordance with the principles in the Charter of the United Nations, repeated in 
the Preamble to the Universal Declaration, that “recognition of the inherent 
dignity and of the equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human family 
is the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world”. The Preamble also 
recalls that in the Universal Declaration, the United Nations “has proclaimed that 
childhood is entitled to special care and assistance”.  

Article 37 of the Convention requires States to ensure that: “No child shall be 
subjected to torture or other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or 
punishment”.  

This is complemented and extended by article 19, which requires States to “take 
all appropriate legislative, administrative, social and educational measures to 
protect the child from all forms of physical or mental violence, injury or abuse, 
neglect or negligent treatment, maltreatment or exploitation, including sexual 
abuse, while in the care of parent(s), legal guardian(s) or any other person who 
has the care of the child.”  
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There is no ambiguity: “all forms of physical or mental violence” does not leave 
room for any level of legalized violence against children. Corporal punishment 
and other cruel or degrading forms of punishment are forms of violence.  

In addition, article 28(2) of the Convention refers to school discipline and 
requires States parties to “take all appropriate measures to ensure that school 
discipline is administered in a manner consistent with the child’s human dignity 
and in conformity with the present Convention”.  

Article 19 and article 28(2) do not refer explicitly to corporal punishment. The 
‘travaux preparatoires’ for the Convention do not record any discussion of 
corporal punishment during the drafting sessions. But the Convention, like all 
human rights instruments, must be regarded as a living instrument, whose 
interpretation develops over time. In the 16 years since the Convention was 
adopted, the prevalence of corporal punishment of children in their homes, 
schools and other institutions has become more visible, through the reporting 
process under the Convention and through research and advocacy by, among 
others, national human rights institutions and NGOs.  

The wording of article 19 builds upon article 4 and makes clear that legislative as 
well as other measures are required to fulfill States’ obligations to protect children 
from all forms of violence.  

Article 5 requires States to respect the responsibilities, rights and duties of 
parents “to provide, in a manner consistent with the evolving capacities of the 
child, appropriate direction and guidance in the exercise by the child of the rights 
recognized in the present Convention”. Here again, interpretation of “appropriate” 
direction and guidance must be consistent with the whole Convention and leaves 
no room for justification of violent or other cruel or degrading forms of discipline.  

Article 39 requires States to take all appropriate measures to promote physical 
and psychological recovery and social reintegration of a child victim of “any form 
of neglect, exploitation, or abuse; torture or any other form of cruel, inhuman or 
degrading treatment or punishment...”  

Article 12 underlines the importance of giving due consideration to children’s 
views on the development and implementation of educational and other 
measures to eradicate corporal punishment and other cruel or degrading forms of 
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punishment. Under article 12, States are required to assure children the right to 
express their views freely “in all matters affecting the child”, with the views of the 
child being given due weight in accordance with age and maturity. This 
emphasizes the need for styles of parenting, caring and teaching which respect 
children’s participation rights. 

Comprehensive awareness raising of children’s right to protection and of the laws 
which reflect this right is required. Under article 42 of the Convention, States 
undertake to make the principles and provisions of the Convention widely known, 
by appropriate and active means, to adults and children alike.  

The Convention asserts the status of the child as an individual person and holder 
of human rights. The child is not a possession of parents, nor of the State, nor 
simply an object of concern. In this spirit, article 5 requires parents (or, where 
applicable, members of the extended family or community) to provide the child 
with appropriate direction and guidance, in a manner consistent with his/her 
evolving capacities, in the exercise by the child of the rights recognized in the 
Convention.  

Article 18, which underlines the primary responsibility of parents, or legal 
guardians, for the upbringing and development of the child, states “The best 
interests of the child will be their basic concern”.  

 

6. What do other international human rights instruments say? 

Other UN human rights treaty monitoring bodies have recommended prohibition 
of corporal punishment of children in order to fulfill obligations under their 
respective human rights instruments, including: 

• the Committee Against Torture 
• the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights  
• the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women 
• the Human Rights Committee.   

Regional human rights bodies have also confirmed that governments must 
prohibit all corporal punishment of children, including:  
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• the European Committee of Social Rights; 
• the Inter-American Court of Human Rights  
• the African Committee of Experts on the Rights and Welfare of the Child.   

The final report of the UN Study on Violence against Children, presented to the 
General Assembly in 2006, recommended that states should prohibit all forms of 
violence, including all corporal punishment, by the end of 2009.   

 

7. What does research on the effects of corporal punishment say? 

A 2013 review13 including more than 150 studies showing associations between 
corporal punishment and a wide range of negative outcomes presents an 
overwhelmingly convincing case that corporal punishment is harmful for children, 
adults and societies.  

The review illuminates how corporal punishment violates not just children’s right 
to freedom from all violence, but also their rights to health, development and 
education.  

Direct physical harm 

Corporal punishment kills thousands of children every year, injures many more 
and is the direct cause of many children’s physical impairments.14 Research in 
countries in all regions attests to the severity of the physical violence which 
children experience in the name of “discipline”. For example, in research carried 
out in Cambodia, China (Hong Kong), Fiji, Indonesia, the Republic of Korea, 
Mongolia, the Philippines and Viet Nam, children reported that the most 
common type of punishment was being hit with hands and objects including 
whips, belts and chains, with words used to describe this including “beating”, 
“whacking”, “lashed” and “punched”. Other punishments included being 
electrocuted, having their heads submerged in water, having their joints twisted, 
being forced to the ground, being pinched, having their hair pulled, being 

																																																								
13 Global Initiative to End all Corporal Punishment of Children (2013), Review of research on the effects of 
corporal punishment: working paper, London, Global Initiative to End all Corporal Punishment of 
Children 
14 Krug E. G. et al. (eds) (2002), World Report on Violence and Health, Geneva: World Health 
Organization 
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scratched and having adults stomp on their stomachs.15 In a study in New 
Zealand which asked 80 children aged 7-14 about their views on physical 
punishment, they described being hit on the face and head, hit with implements 
including belts and tennis rackets and being forced to ingest soap and mustard. 
The children who took part had no known or alleged history of child abuse or 
neglect.16  

Physical punishment is intended to hurt, and in studies from around the world, 
which ask children their views of physical punishment, children consistently state 
that it is physically painful.  

Most “child abuse” is corporal punishment – adults using violence to control and 
punish children. Research has consistently found that the majority of incidents 
substantiated by authorities as abuse occur in a punitive context.17  

The purported distinction between “ordinary” physical punishment and “abuse” is 
meaningless 18 : no line can or should be drawn between “acceptable” and 
“unacceptable” violence against children. However, some researchers have 
distinguished between “punishment” and “abuse” in order to study the links 
between more and less socially accepted forms of violence against children. In 
Gershoff’s meta-analysis, all ten of the studies on the topic of child protection 
found that corporal punishment was significantly associated with physical 
“abuse”.19  

All physical punishment, however “mild” and “light”, carries an inbuilt risk of 
escalation: its effectiveness in controlling children’s behavior decreases over 
time, encouraging the punisher to increase the intensity of the punishment.20 The 
risk of escalation of physical punishment is increased by the fact that adults who 
																																																								
15 Beazley, H. et al (2006), What Children Say: results of comparative research on the physical and 
emotional punishment of children in Southeast Asia and the Pacific, 2005, Bangkok, Thailand: Save the 
Children Sweden 
16 Dobbs, T. (2007), “What Do Children Tell Us About Physical Punishment As A Risk Factor For Child 
Abuse?”, Social Policy Journal of New Zealand, 30:145-162  
17 Gil D. G. (1979), Unraveling child abuse. In D. G. Gil (Ed.), Child abuse and violence, New York: AMS 
Press 
18 Durrant, J. E. (2008), “Physical Punishment, Culture and Rights: Current Issues for Professionals”, 
Journal of Developmental and Behavioral Pediatrics 29: 55-66 
19 See note Error! Bookmark not defined. 
20 See note Error! Bookmark not defined.; Strauss M. & Douglas E (2008), “Research on spanking by 
parents: Implications for public policy”, The Family Psychologist: Bulletin of the Division of Family 
Psychology (43) 24: 18-20 
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inflict physical punishment are often angry:21 their anger can increase the level of 
force used beyond what was intended, and their intent may be retaliatory as well 
as punitive.22  

That corporal punishment and “abuse” are not two separate phenomena is 
further evidenced by studies, which show that their effects are similar, varying 
only in degree.  

Increased aggression in children 

There is abundant evidence that corporal punishment is associated with 
increased aggression in children. All 27 studies on the topic included in 
Gershoff’s meta-analysis found an association,23 and this has been confirmed by 
numerous other studies. Research consistently suggests that experiencing 
physical punishment directly causes children’s levels of aggression to increase.24 
The reasons may include that aggression is a reflexive response to experiencing 
pain, that children copy their parents’ behavior and that children learn that 
violence is an appropriate method of getting what you want. Children in a New 
Zealand study described feeling aggressive after being smacked: “[you act] like 
you want payback and revenge” (nine year old boy); “you hurt your sister, like 
you take it out on somebody else” (13 year old boy).25  

Many of the numerous studies, which have found links between corporal 
punishment and aggression, have focused on children’s aggression towards their 
peers.  

Children who experience corporal punishment from their parents are more likely 
to be aggressive towards their parents, as confirmed by a US study of 1,023 
couples with a child aged between three and 17. It found that 40% of the mothers 
who used corporal punishment three or more times in the past year had been hit 

																																																								
21 See note 20 
22 Durrant, J. E. et al (2004), Joint Statement on Physical Punishment of Children and Youth, Ottawa: 
Coalition of Physical Punishment of Children and Youth 
23 See note Error! Bookmark not defined. 
24 Durrant, J. & Ensom, R. (2012), “Physical punishment of children: lessons from 20 years of research”, 
Canadian Medical Association Journal, 6 February 2012 
25 Dobbs, T. (2005), Insights: children & young people speak out about family discipline, Save the Children 
New Zealand 
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by their child in that year and 30% who had used corporal punishment once or 
twice had been hit, compared to only 13% who did not use it at all.26  

Corporal punishment in any setting can create a “culture of violence” where other 
forms of violence can thrive.  

Poor moral internalisation and increased antisocial behaviour 

Research has consistently found that far from teaching children how to behave, 
corporal punishment in fact makes it less likely that they learn the lessons adults 
want them to learn.  

In addition to the links with aggression in children, corporal punishment has been 
implicated in a variety of studies as a factor in behaviors such as bullying, lying, 
cheating, running away, truancy, school behavior problems and involvement in 
crime as a child and young adult. 27  

In Gershoff’s meta-analysis, three of the five studies on the topic found that 
corporal punishment is associated with immediate compliance. This, ironically, 
may be its most harmful attribute, because 13 of 15 studies found that corporal 
punishment does not contribute to the child’s long-term compliance to the desired 
behavior.28  

Corporal punishment does not teach children how to behave or help them 
understand how their behavior affects others. Instead of helping children to 
develop the desire and motivation to behave well of their own accord, corporal 
punishment teaches children that it is desirable not to get caught: rather than 
behaving differently next time, they are therefore likely to repeat the undesired 
behavior and use strategies to avoid being caught.  

Corporal punishment may also decrease long-term compliance through its effects 
on children’s cognitive development – for example, by making children less able 
to regulate their own behavior29 – and by damaging adult-child relationships, 

																																																								
26 Ulman, A. & Straus, M. A. (2003), “Violence by children against mothers in relation to violence between 
parents and corporal punishment by parents”, Journal of Comparative Family Studies 34: 41-60 
27 See note Error! Bookmark not defined. 
28 See note Error! Bookmark not defined. 
29 Talwar, V. et al (2011), “Effects of a Punitive Environment on Children’s Executive Functioning: A 
Natural Experiment”, Social Development, 20(4):805–824 
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introducing fear and undermining the powerful behavioral motivations of 
children’s love and respect for their parents and other adults involved in their 
care and education.  

Perpetration and experience of violent, antisocial and criminal behaviour in 
adults 

The acceptance of corporal punishment of children increases social tolerance of 
other forms of violence.  

A study of anthropological records of 186 cultural groups from all world regions 
found that societies, which made more frequent use of corporal punishment, 
endorsed other forms of violence more. Societies in which corporal punishment 
was used more frequently also deliberately educated children to be aggressive to 
a greater extent and engaged more in warfare. The study controlled for 
demographic and socioeconomic factors. The researchers noted that “the 
findings are consistent with theories that adult violence  becomes  more  
prevalent  in  contexts  in  which  corporal punishment  is  frequent,  that  the  use  
of  corporal  punishment  increases  the probability that children will engage in 
violent behaviors during adulthood, and that violence in one social domain tends 
to influence behavior in other domains” (p. 257).30 This is confirmed by Gershoff’s 
meta-analysis: all four studies on aggression in adulthood found a significant 
association with childhood experience of corporal punishment and four of the five 
studies on corporal punishment and criminal and antisocial behavior in adulthood 
found an association.31 

Corporal punishment is particularly closely related to intimate partner violence 
against women: the two kinds of violence often coexist and experiencing corporal 
punishment as a child increases the chance of both being a victim of and 
perpetrating intimate partner violence as an adult.  

A major study involving men in Brazil, Chile, Croatia, India, Mexico and 
Rwanda found that those who had experienced violence, including corporal 

																																																								
30 Lansford, J. E. & Dodge, K. A. (2008), “Cultural Norms for Adult Corporal Punishment of Children and 
Societal Rates of Endorsement and Use of Violence”, Parenting: Science and Practice 8: 257–270 
31 See note Error! Bookmark not defined. 
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punishment, during childhood, were more likely to perpetrate intimate partner 
violence, hold inequitable gender attitudes, be involved in fights outside the home 
or robberies, pay for sex and experience low self-esteem and depression, and 
were less likely to participate in domestic duties, communicate openly with their 
partners, attend pre-natal visits with a pregnant partner and/or take paternity 
leave.32  

The effects of corporal punishment can last long into adulthood and affect the 
next generation of children. In a study in New Zealand, an 11 year old girl said “It 
teaches them, when they get children, to smack their kids”.33  

Mental harm and indirect physical harm 

Corporal punishment is not only physically but also emotionally painful, as 
children describe. A ten-year old boy taking part in a New Zealand study said, 
“The thing that makes you cry is that if you don’t see them and they go ‘whack’. 
That’s what makes you cry, even if it’s a light one you can just get scared cause 
you never know when it’s going to come”.34  

An 18 year longitudinal study of 1,025 New Zealand born children found that the 
more physical punishment they experienced during childhood, the more likely 
they were at age 18 to have had a psychiatric disorder, attempted suicide, been 
dependent on alcohol or cannabis, been a victim of assault aged 16-18 and 
committed criminal offences. Young people who had been exposed to frequent, 
severe punishment during their childhood had rates of these outcomes that were 
1.5 to 3.9 times higher than those rates for young people who reported that their 
parents had never used physical punishment.35  

Another New Zealand study, of 42 children aged 8-12 and their families, 
examined the kinds of punishment parents used: “mild” (slapping a child on the 
																																																								
32 Contreras, M. et al (2012), Bridges to Adulthood: Understanding the Lifelong Influence of Men's 
Childhood Experiences of Violence, Analyzing Data from the International Men and Gender Equality 
Survey, Washington DC: International Center for Research on Women (ICRW) and Rio de Janeiro: 
Instituto Promundo 
33 See note 25 
34 See note 16  
35 Fergusson, D.M. and Lynskey, M.T. (1997), “Physical punishment/maltreatment during childhood and 
adjustment in young adulthood”, Child Abuse and Neglect 21: 617-30 
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hand or poking them), “moderate” (spanking a child or pulling them up by the 
arm) and “borderline abusive” (hitting a child with an object such as a belt or 
wooden spoon). Children who experienced more severe punishments were more 
likely to report feeling anxious and depressed.36  

A study of 12-year olds in Sri Lanka found that the level of corporal punishment 
the young people experienced was significantly associated with their level of 
psychological maladjustment, including low self-esteem, hostility and aggression 
and emotional instability. Experiencing violence at school – including corporal 
punishment by teachers – in the community and from peers impacted this 
relationship.37 

Experiencing corporal punishment may also have a negative impact on physical 
health in children and adults.  

A study of 3,355 13- to 19-year-old students in Hong Kong, China found that 
those who had experienced corporal punishment in the past three months were 
more likely to feel that their health was poor and to experience physical illnesses 
(for example asthma), injuries and accidents, as well as anxiety and stress. 
Those who had experienced corporal punishment in the past three months were 
more than twice as likely to have stayed in hospital in the past three months as 
those who had not (6.2% compared to 2.7%). Seventeen per cent of those who 
had experienced corporal punishment in the past three months “thought of 
themselves as a worthless person” compared to 10% of those who had not been 
corporally punished in the past three months. Students who had experienced 
corporal punishment were more likely to take up habits, which put their health at 
risk, such as smoking, alcohol consumption, and fighting with others.38  

Impaired cognitive development 

																																																								
36 Rodriguez, C. M. (2003), “Parental Discipline and Abuse Potential Affects on Child Depression, 
Anxiety, and Attributions”, Journal of Marriage and Family 65:809–817 
37 de Zoysa, P. et al (2008), “Corporal Punishment in the Sri Lankan Context: Psychological Outcomes for 
Our Children”, in Devore, D. M. (2006), New Developments in Parent-Child Relations, Nova Science 
Publishers Inc 
38 Lau, J. T. F. et al (1999), “ Prevalence and correlates of physical abuse in Hong Kong Chinese 
adolescents: A population-based approach”, Child Abuse & Neglect, 23: 549-557 
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Several studies suggest that corporal punishment can have a negative impact on 
children’s cognitive development. This may be due to the effect of early 
experiences of fear and stress on the developing brain. 39  Results from 
neuroimaging studies suggest that experiencing harsh physical punishment may 
reduce the volume of the brain’s grey matter in areas associated with 
performance on a scale used to measure intelligence in adolescence and 
adulthood.40 

There is evidence that most hunter/gatherer societies use little or no corporal 
punishment; this may be one factor which contributes to the healthy development 
of children in these societies: infants spend less time crying, children develop 
social skills faster, children are more emotionally secure, self-confident, curious 
and autonomous and adolescents are less likely to experience “identity crises” 
than in other societies.41 

School corporal punishment clearly violates children’s right to education, 
including by creating a violent and intimidating environment in which children are 
less able to learn. Research also shows that it can have similar effects to 
parental corporal punishment on children’s cognitive abilities. A study, which 
examined the effects of school corporal punishment, found that children who 
experienced and witnessed corporal punishment regularly scored worse on 
various cognitive tests than their peers. The study involved 63 children aged 3-6, 
who attended two private schools in a country in West Africa. In one of the 
schools (“the punitive school”), corporal punishment, including beating children 
with a stick, slapping their heads and pinching them, was administered routinely; 
in the other (“the-non punitive school”) children were disciplined with time-outs 
and verbal reprimands. Children’s verbal ability, ability to delay gratification and 
ability to sort cards according to various criteria were tested. In kindergarten, 
children’s abilities were similar in the two schools, but in grade 1, children in the 

																																																								
39 Fox, N. A. & Shonkoff, J. P. (2011), “How persistent fear and anxiety can affect young children’s 
learning, behaviour and health”, Early Childhood Matters 116, The Hague: Bernard van Leer Foundation 
40 Tomoda A. et al (2009), “Reduced prefrontal cortical gray matter volume in young adults exposed to 
harsh corporal punishment”, Neuroimage 47:66-71 
41 Diamond, J. (2012), The World Until Yesterday, London: Allen Lane  
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non-punitive school performed better on all the tasks than children in the punitive 
school.42  

Damage to the parent-child relationship 

Corporal punishment inflicted on a child by her or his parents can cause damage 
to the parent-child relationship. In Gershoff’s meta-analysis, all 13 studies on the 
topic found an association between corporal punishment and a decrease in the 
quality of the parent-child relationship. One of the studies included found that two 
year olds who experienced physical punishment from their mothers were more 
likely to distance themselves from their mothers than two year olds who were not 
physically punished.43  

Studies suggest that the damage to the relationship is due to the association of 
the feelings of fear, anxiety and anger created by corporal punishment with the 
parent, leading to fear and avoidance of the parent. In studies of their experience 
of corporal punishment, children confirm this: they report feeling hurt, angry and 
frightened of their parents after experiencing physical punishment. Children in 
New Zealand said that “It feels like they [parents] don’t love you anymore” (nine-
year-old girl) and “You feel real upset because they are hurting you and you love 
them so much and then all of a sudden they hit you and hurt you and you feel like 
as though they don’t care about you because they are hurting you” (13-year-old 
girl). They described trying to avoid their parents: “You go to your room and 
never talk to them. And if… your parents come and talk to you, you push them 
away” (13 year old girl).44  

A similar effect is evident in adolescence: a study of 3,355 13- to 19-year-old 
students in Hong Kong, China found that those who had experienced corporal 
punishment in the past three months were more likely to have poor familial 
relations and coping skills: twenty-eight per cent of them felt that they “did not 
know how to handle their emotional problems” compared to 20% of those who 
were not corporally punished, and 25.5% said they had “a bad relationship with 

																																																								
42 See note 29 
43 See note Error! Bookmark not defined. 
44 See note 25 
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family members”, compared to 14% of those who were not corporally punished. 
45 

A study carried out in Afghanistan, Bangladesh, India, Nepal and Pakistan 
involved nearly 400 disadvantaged 8-16 year olds, including children from poor 
rural homes, children with disabilities, survivors of trafficking, homeless children, 
working children, children in conflict with the law and children engaged in or 
affected by armed conflict. Challenging the myth that children end up in 
vulnerable situations only because of poverty, the study found that physical and 
psychological punishment was one of the main reasons for some children to 
leave home and drop out of school, which eventually led to them doing sex work, 
being jailed and/or living on the streets.46 

 
8. The main steps to eliminate corporal punishment and towards effective 
care and development practices for children 
 
Prohibit corporal punishment in all settings 

The particular task of the Convention on the Rights of the Child has been to 
confirm that children, too, are holders of human rights. The Convention requires 
the protection of children from “all forms” of physical or mental violence, in article 
19.  

The process of elimination of corporal punishment in individual states has tended 
to start by prohibiting corporal punishment in penal systems for young offenders; 
then in schools and other institutions and finally in the home. But from a human 
rights perspective, or a child’s perspective, there is no logic in that. Once the 
plain breach of children’s rights is recognized, there should be consistent 
prohibition in all settings. 

All states have laws on assault, making it a criminal offence to deliberately cause 
some degree of pain or discomfort to another person. On the face of it, such laws 
should prohibit corporal punishment of children. But in many states there are 

																																																								
45 Lau, J. T. F. et al (1999), “ Prevalence and correlates of physical abuse in Hong Kong Chinese 
adolescents: A population-based approach”, Child Abuse & Neglect, 23: 549-557 
46 Choudhury, I. & Jabeen, S.F. (2008), Perception of Children on Parenting Practices, Save the Children 
Sweden, Regional Office for South and Central Asia 
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defences for parents, other carers and teachers, allowing them to assault 
children provided the assault is judged to come within the arbitrary bounds of 
“reasonable punishment” or “lawful correction”.   

In order to prohibit all corporal punishment, all such defences must be removed, 
whether they form part of common (case) law, or statute, or both. Once this has 
been achieved, the criminal law on assault will apply equally to so-called 
“disciplinary” assaults on children, by their parents, other carers, teachers or 
anyone else. It will protect children, as it does adults, wherever they are and 
whoever the perpetrator. 

Awareness raising and public education 

Law reform must be accompanied by long-term awareness-raising and public 
education in order to 

• Ensure knowledge of children’s rights amongst all children and adults, 
including children’s equal right to respect for their human dignity and physical 
integrity, to protection from all forms of violence including all corporal 
punishment; 

• Ensure knowledge of the law prohibiting all corporal punishment; 

• Ensure knowledge about child development, about how children think and 
feel; 

• Promote non-violent childrearing, and education. 

Governments need to consider how all the points of contact between the state 
and parents and future parents can be used to deliver clear messages about 
children’s rights and non-violent child-rearing. For example: 

• Ante- and post-natal care 

• Birth registration 

• Routine health checks/visits including home visits and general practitioners 

• Any existing parenting education and support 
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• Immunization (immunizing children against violence by protecting them from 
violence) 

• Health promotion and all public health services 

• Pre-school provision 

• School entry 

• School curriculum 

Also, the messages need to be built into initial and in-service training of all those 
who work with or for children and families, in health, education, social services 
and so on. 

The other essential is to ensure opportunities for small groups of parents or 
future parents to talk together about the issues and ways forward; parents – even 
parents who at the moment use a lot of corporal punishment – can quickly think 
of ways of being with their children that encourage acceptable behavior and the 
development of self-discipline. 

Promote positive discipline at scale in homes and in schools 

The Convention on the Rights of the Child recognizes that parents have the right 
to assistance in carrying out their important role (articles 18 and 19).  

Positive discipline provides a foundation for parents. It is a set of principles that 
can be applied in a wide range of situations. Positive discipline brings together 
what we know about children’s healthy development, findings of research on 
effective parenting, and child rights principles.  

Positive discipline is  

• about long-term solutions that develop your child’s own self-discipline 
 

• clear communication of your expectations, rules and limits 
 

• about building a mutually respectful relationship with your child 
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• about teaching your child life-long skills. Positive discipline is about 
increasing your child’s competence and confidence to handle challenging 
situations 
 

• about teaching courtesy, non-violence, empathy, self-respect, human 
rights and respect for others.  

Positive discipline is not  

• permissive parenting 
 

• letting your child do whatever he wants 
 

• about having no rules, limits or expectations 
 

• about short-term reactions or alternative punishments to slapping and 
hitting47.  

Many excellent programmes have been developed to promote positive discipline 
and should be seen as pilots. But only government has the access and the 
resources to create a sustainable effort at scale, of the kind that is needed. 

 

9. Concluding messages 

The evidence that corporal punishment is harmful to children, adults and 
societies is overwhelming. 

Corporal punishment causes direct physical harm to children and impacts 
negatively in the short- and long-term on their mental and physical health, 
education and cognitive development.  

Far from teaching children how to behave, it impairs moral internalization, 
increases antisocial behavior and damages family relationships. It increases 
aggression in children, is linked to intimate partner violence and inequitable 

																																																								
47 Durrant, J.E. (2013), Positive discipline in everyday parenting, Save the Children Sweden 
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gender attitudes and increases the likelihood of perpetrating and experiencing 
violence as an adult.  

Respect for children’s rights to protection, health, development and education 
requires that all corporal punishment of children be prohibited in law and 
eliminated in practice.   

The imperative to end all corporal punishment of children is one of human rights.  

Seeking to prohibit and eliminate corporal punishment challenges not just one 
particular category of violence, but the whole idea that some arbitrary degree of 
violence against children should, uniquely, be legal and socially approved.  

Children have equal right to respect for their human dignity and physical integrity. 
This is fundamental to improve children’s status and gaining recognition and 
respect for children as rights holders alongside the rest of us.  

The idea that breaching a child’s human dignity and physical integrity is 
acceptable, normal, or even as some still suggest “in their best interests”, 
perpetuates their status as objects or property, and makes every other sort of 
extreme abuse and exploitation, including sexual exploitation and trafficking and 
forced labor, more likely and easier. 

It is obvious that ending the legality of punitive violence against children is an 
essential strategy for ending all forms of violence against them. And without 
prohibition of all corporal punishment, no country can claim to be meeting its 
obligations to children under human rights law.  

 


