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This study examined whether the longitudinal links between mothers’ use of spanking and children’s exter-
nalizing behaviors are moderated by family race ⁄ ethnicity, as would be predicted by cultural normativeness
theory, once mean differences in frequency of use are controlled. A nationally representative sample of White,
Black, Hispanic, and Asian American families (n = 11,044) was used to test a cross-lagged path model from 5
to 8 years old. While race ⁄ ethnic differences were observed in the frequency of spanking, no differences were
found in the associations of spanking and externalizing over time: Early spanking predicted increases in chil-
dren’s externalizing while early child externalizing elicited more spanking over time across all race ⁄ ethnic
groups.

A large body of research has demonstrated that
parents’ use of spanking or other forms of physical
punishment is associated with high rates of chil-
dren’s externalizing behavior problems, including
aggression and antisocial behaviors (Gershoff,
2002). Much of this research has been based on
middle-class White American families, and thus the
generalizability of its conclusions to other cultures,
particularly to other race ⁄ ethnic groups within the
United States, has been questioned. Deater-Deckard
and Dodge (1997) have proposed that the cultural
context in which spanking occurs will alter the
meaning of discipline to the child, which in turn
determines whether positive or negative outcomes
result. Spanking, they argued, may have less detri-
mental effects on child behavior in cultural contexts
within which it is normative, and thus more fre-
quent, and to have more detrimental effects on

child behavior in cultures within which spanking is
less normative.

Race ⁄ ethnic group differences in how frequently
parents use spanking have indeed been docu-
mented. Compared with White parents, Black par-
ents believe spanking to be more appropriate and
effective (Flynn, 1998) and report spanking more
often than White parents (Grogan-Kaylor & Otis,
2007; Slade & Wissow, 2004). Hispanic parents
report spanking at rates similar to White parents
and less than Black parents (Grogan-Kaylor & Otis,
2007; Slade & Wissow, 2004). These differences in
usage suggest that normative beliefs about spank-
ing are more positive among Black families than
among White or Hispanic families.

In addition to these observed differences in fre-
quency of spanking, several studies have reported
differences in the extent to which spanking or other
forms of physical punishment are associated with
child behavior. Two studies of children in middle
childhood found that spanking was associated with
more externalizing among White children but asso-
ciated with less externalizing, or not associated
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significantly with externalizing, among Black chil-
dren (Gunnoe & Mariner, 1997; McLeod, Krutt-
schnitt, & Dornfield, 1994); two articles (from the
same research study) found similar results across
the ages of 5–13 years using a composite measure
that included spanking, slapping, and hitting (Deat-
er-Deckard, Dodge, Bates, & Pettit, 1996; Lansford,
Deater-Deckard, Dodge, Bates, & Pettit, 2004). Yet
other research has found negative child behaviors
associated with a measure of spanking or a physical
punishment composite (including spanking, slap-
ping, and hitting) across White and Black families
with children in elementary or high school (Lau,
Litrownik, Newton, Black, & Everson, 2006; Pardi-
ni, Fite, & Burke, 2008) as well as across White,
Black, and Hispanic families with children in ele-
mentary or middle school (Grogan-Kaylor, 2005).
The contradictory nature of these findings has
meant that the question of whether one’s ethnicity
moderates the effects of spanking remains unre-
solved. Indeed, whether race ⁄ ethnic differences
moderate the impact of spanking on children
remains central to discussions about the acceptabil-
ity of spanking as a means of disciplining children
(Durrant, 2008).

The present study aims to examine whether
there are race ⁄ ethnic group differences in how
often parents spank and the extent to which
spanking is associated with children’s externaliz-
ing behaviors when examined in a large and
nationally representative sample of American chil-
dren. We first hypothesize that Black parents will
report the highest rates of spanking. Second, we
hypothesize that once we have accounted for
group differences in mean rates, there will be no
differences among Blacks, Whites, Hispanics, and
Asians in the extent to which spanking is associ-
ated with increased child externalizing behavior
over time.

This study builds on the previous literature in
several ways. First, the study expands the race ⁄ eth-
nic groups considered beyond Black and White to
also include Hispanic and Asian American families.
Spanking among Hispanics and Asian Americans
has been significantly understudied and thus this
project contributes to the field’s very limited knowl-
edge about these families. Second, the cross-lagged
model tested in this article incorporates the transac-
tional nature (Sameroff, 2009) of the associations
between spanking and externalizing over time. The
model takes into account initial levels of externaliz-
ing and spanking and thus focuses on change in
the longitudinal associations. Third, the focus of
this study is on parents’ use of spanking and not of

their use of harsher methods of physical punish-
ment (e.g., using an object, beating) that may vary
more across race ⁄ ethnic groups in their acceptabil-
ity. Fourth, this study uses ratings of spanking from
mothers and ratings of externalizing from teachers
in order to avoid problems of shared method vari-
ance. Finally, the model controls for several impor-
tant indicators of a family’s socioeconomic status
that might be confounded with race ⁄ ethnicity in the
United States.

Method

Sample

The Early Childhood Longitudinal Study’s Kin-
dergarten Cohort of 1998–1999 (ECLS–K) followed
a nationally representative sample of 21,260 chil-
dren who were enrolled in 944 kindergarten pro-
grams during the 1998–1999 school year (West,
Denton, & Reaney, 2000). For the analyses reported
here, we used data from the spring waves of the
kindergarten (1999) and third-grade (2002) school
years (Rathbun & West, 2004). We restricted the
sample to children who: (a) were uniquely identi-
fied as being in one of the four main race and eth-
nic groups of the study, (b) had mothers as the
parent respondents for the study, (c) did not have a
twin in the sample, and (d) had a third-grade
school identifier for clustering purposes. These
restrictions resulted in a sample of 11,044 children
and families. The excluded sample differed signifi-
cantly from the included sample on levels of parent
education, family income ⁄ income-to-needs, father’s
employment status, and parent’s marital status at
both kindergarten and third grade. The excluded
sample had a significantly higher mean for exter-
nalizing behavior at kindergarten but there were no
differences in third grade; they did not differ in
levels of spanking at kindergarten or at third grade.
Additionally, there were significantly more Whites
and Hispanics and fewer Blacks and Asians in the
included versus the excluded sample. To adjust for
these differences, we used a longitudinal non-
response weight, clustered by third-grade school
ID, and incorporated time-varying covariates,
including those significantly different between the
samples.

At the kindergarten spring assessment, the mean
age of the children in the sample was 6 years and
2 months, SD = 4 months; 49% of the children were
female. A total of 64% of the children were White ⁄
Non-Hispanic (n = 7,057), 19% were Hispanic (n =
2,096), 12% were Black ⁄ Non-Hispanic (n = 1,352),
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and 5% were Asian (n = 539). Eighty-one percent of
the children came from two-parent families. The
average age of the mothers at the kindergarten
wave was 33 years (SD = 6 years). Ninety-five per-
cent of mothers’ race ⁄ ethnicity was accurately cap-
tured by using child race ⁄ ethnicity as a marker;
thus, we used child race ⁄ ethnicity to indicate family
race ⁄ ethnicity.

Measures of Key Constructs

Spanking.. At both waves, mothers were asked
whether they had ever spanked the child, and,
‘‘About how many times, if any, have you spanked
{CHILD} in the past week?’’ Responses to this latter
question ranged from 0 to 30 times per week. A
scale was created such that those mothers who
never spanked were coded as 0, those who spanked
but had not in the last week were coded as 1,
and those who had spanked in the last week
were coded with their stated frequency of spanking
plus 1. Responses above five times per week
(approximately 1% of the sample) were top-coded
at 6.

Child externalizing behavior. Teachers provided
ratings of children’s externalizing behavior prob-
lems in the spring of each school year using an
adapted version of the Social Skills Rating Scale
(Gresham & Elliott, 1990). Teachers were asked to
report how frequently the child does such things as
argue, fight, or get angry on a scale of 1–4, with 1
indicating never and 4 indicating most of the time.
The scale had strong split-half reliability across
waves (as = .90 in kindergarten and .89 in third
grade; Pollack, Atkins-Burnett, Rock, & Weiss,
2005).

Measures of Control Variables

Family income-to-needs. Families’ income-to-needs
ratios from the spring of kindergarten were
included as a continuous control variable; 18% of
families had income-to-needs ratios that fell below
the poverty thresholds for 1998 (e.g., $16,530 for a
family of two adults and two children), nearly iden-
tical to the national poverty rate for children of
18.9% in 1998 (Dalaker, 1999). Income-to-needs
ratios were not available at third grade; to approxi-
mate the ratio, we included both the categorical
family income measure and family size (range =
2–14, M = 4.55, SD = 1.29) at the time of the third-
grade assessment.

Parent education. At both waves, the highest level
of education attained by either of the child’s par-

ents, or by the child’s custodial parent, was
reported by mothers according to the following
ranked categories: 1 = 8th grade or below, 2 = 9th–
12th grade, 3 = high school diploma ⁄ GED, 4 =
vocational school, 5 = some college, 6 = bachelor’s
degree, 7 = some graduate or professional school,
8 = master’s degree, 9 = doctorate or professional
degree. The kindergarten mean (4.85, SD = 1.94)
was between 4 = vocational or technical program
and 5 = some college; the third grade mean (5.13,
SD = 1.94) was at 5 = some college.

Parents’ marital status. Mothers reported their
own marital status at each assessment as married,
separated, divorced, widowed, or never married. A
dichotomous variable of married (75% at kindergar-
ten, 77% at third) versus not married (25% at kin-
dergarten, 23% at third) was derived for each wave.

Parents’ employment status. At kindergarten,
mothers reported their own and the child’s father’s
work status: not in the labor force (mothers: 29%;
fathers: 2%), looking for work (3% and 1%), work-
ing part time (less than 35 hr ⁄ week: 24% and 3%),
and working full time (35 or more hours per week:
45% and 93%). At third grade, the distribution was,
for mothers and fathers respectively: not in the
labor force (23% and 3%), looking for work (3%
and 2%), working part time (26% and 4%), and
working full time (49% and 91%). For two-parent
families, both parents’ work statuses were included
as separate covariates at each wave.

Analyses

Our analyses were conducted using the Mplus
6.1 software (Muthén & Muthén, 2010). All models
controlled for a set of covariates, namely, child gen-
der, child age (in years), family income-to-needs (or
family income and family size), highest parents’
education, parents’ marital status, mother’s and
father’s employment status, and race ⁄ ethnicity. Of
these, the time-varying covariates for each wave
(child’s age, parent’s education, income-to-needs,
marital status, and employment statuses) were also
allowed to covary. Missing data were accounted for
through full information maximum likelihood esti-
mation. Robust maximum likelihood estimation
was used to account for possible bias in estimates,
and the Satorra–Bentler scaled chi-square difference
test (Satorra, 2000) was used for model compari-
sons. To adjust for unequal selection probabilities
at both school level and individual child level as
well as for nonresponse rates, we used the longitu-
dinal weight C245PW0, which is the base-year par-
ent weight adjusted for nonresponse in third grade
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(Tourangeau et al., 2004). All models nested chil-
dren within their third-grade school to adjust stan-
dard errors to account for shared variance at the
school level.

Results

The majority of mothers in the ECLS–K sample
(80%) reported at the kindergarten wave that they
had used spanking at some point with their chil-
dren, with some variation by race ⁄ ethnic group:
89% of Blacks, 79% of Whites, 80% of Hispanics,
and 73% of Asians reported that they had ever
spanked their child. At the kindergarten wave, 27%
of mothers reported spanking their children in the
previous week (40% of Blacks, 28% of Hispanics,
24% of Whites, and 23% of Asians). Fewer mothers
(15% of the full sample) reported spanking their
children in the previous week at the time of the
third-grade interview (23% of Blacks, 21% of
Asians, 14% of Whites, and 13% of Hispanics).

Race ⁄ ethnic mean differences were found for
spanking and externalizing at each wave (see
Table 1). Black mothers reported significantly more
frequent use of spanking at both kindergarten and
third grade than did mothers in any of the three
other race ⁄ ethnic groups, while Hispanic mothers
reported more spanking than White or Asian moth-
ers at kindergarten. Black children were also rated
by teachers as having the highest levels of external-
izing behavior at kindergarten and third grade.
White and Hispanic children were rated as having
higher levels of externalizing behavior than Asian
children at third grade.

We first tested a cross-lagged path model for the
full sample with all race ⁄ ethnic groups combined

(n = 11,044). This model included mothers’ use of
spanking at kindergarten (hereafter, spankingK)
predicting child externalizing behaviors at third
grade (child externalizing behaviors3rd), child exter-
nalizing behaviorsK predicting mothers’ use of
spanking3rd, the autoregressive paths for spanking
and child externalizing behaviors, and covariances
between the two kindergarten constructs and
between the residual variances of the two third-
grade constructs. A key aspect of this model is that
for each pathway of interest, we have controlled for
the initial levels of the dependent variable, and thus
the focus is on predicting change in the dependent
construct, over and above initial levels.

This model fit data from the full sample well:
comparative fit index (CFI) = .98, root mean square
error of approximation (RMSEA) = .01, standard-
ized root mean square residual (SRMR) = .01, and
v2(df = 26) = 83.36, p < .001. The standardized path

Table 1

Means, Standard Deviations, and Race ⁄ Ethnic Group Comparisons for Spanking and Externalizing Behavior at Each Wave

Family race ⁄ ethnicity

White

(n = 7,057)

Black

(n = 1,352)

Hispanic

(n = 2,096)

Asian

(n = 539)

ANOVA ⁄ chi-square group

comparisonsa

SpankingK 1.14 (0.95) 1.59 (1.21) 1.23 (1.01) 1.08 (0.98) B > W, H, A; H > A, W

Child externalizing behaviorK 1.59 (0.60) 1.84 (0.72) 1.62 (0.59) 1.44 (0.51) B > W, H, A; W, H > A

Spanking3rd 0.96 (0.71) 1.18 (0.91) 0.93 (0.70) 1.03 (0.80) B > W, H, A

Child externalizing behavior3rd 1.64 (0.56) 1.98 (0.74) 1.68 (0.58) 1.46 (0.48) B > W, H, A; W, H > A

Note. Standard deviations are presented in parentheses. K = kindergarten; 3rd = third grade. All post hoc comparison p values have
been adjusted for multiple comparisons by Bonferonni corrections. All comparisons noted are significant at p < .01; results are available
from the first author.
aW = White; B = Black; H = Hispanic; A = Asian.

Spanking 
at Kindergarten 

(R2 = .05***)

Teacher-Rated 
Child

Externalizing
Behavior

at Kindergarten 
(R2 = .10***)

Spanking 
at 3rd Grade 
 (R2 = .06***)

Teacher-Rated 
Child

Externalizing
Behavior

at 3rd Grade 
(R2 = .31***)

.20***

.44***

.03

.06***

.11***

.05***

Figure 1. Results from kindergarten to third-grade cross-lag
model of spanking and child externalizing behavior for the full
sample (N = 11,044).
***p < .001.
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coefficients and R2s for this model are displayed in
Figure 1. Each of the cross-lagged paths was signifi-
cant and were nearly equal to each other in magni-
tude, b spankingK fi child externalizing3rd = .05,
p < .001, and b child externalizingK fi spanking3rd

= .06, p < .001. To determine whether these paths
were statistically equal, we compared this model
with a second model in which the two cross-lagged
paths were constrained to be equal and found no
significant change in v2, indicating that the parent
and child effects could be treated as equal.

We next tested whether the model paths varied
by the race ⁄ ethnic group of the family. We con-
ducted a multigroup analysis of the cross-lag
model, which involved a series of comparative
models whereby the cross-lagged model was fit
separately for each of the four race ⁄ ethnic subsam-
ples and fit with varying numbers of equality con-
straints for the structural paths of the model. We
allowed means and variances to vary freely across
groups so that any significant differences among
models would isolate group differences in the mag-
nitude or direction of the structural paths. None of
the model comparisons was significant, indicating
that freeing any or all of the paths to vary across
race ⁄ ethnic groups did not improve the fit of the
model. The fully constrained model, in which all of
the paths were set to be equal across the four
race ⁄ ethnic groups, was thus accepted as the best
fitting model: CFI = .97, RMSEA = .01, SRMR = .01,
and v2(df = 122) = 173.18, p < .01. Spanking pre-
dicted an increase in externalizing behaviors over
time, and child externalizing elicited more spank-
ing over time, equally across White, Black, His-
panic, and Asian families.

Discussion

It is clear from this sample of 11,040 American fami-
lies with kindergartners that spanking remains a
common practice. A large majority of the mothers in
this study (80%) reported that they had spanked
their children at some point, and 27% of the mothers
reported spanking their kindergartner in the week
before the interview. Consistent with previous stud-
ies (Grogan-Kaylor & Otis, 2007; Slade & Wissow,
2004) and with our first hypothesis, Black mothers
in this study reported the most frequent use of
spanking at both kindergarten and third grade. In
addition, Hispanic mothers spanked more often that
White or Asian mothers, but only at kindergarten.

Yet once these subgroup differences in how often
mothers spank were controlled, early spanking was

associated with increases in children’s externalizing
problem behaviors, and externalizing was associ-
ated with increases in spanking, for all race ⁄ ethnic
groups, thus supporting our second hypothesis.
The processes examined here do not appear to be
bound by race ⁄ ethnic group. Rather, the findings
that children may be negatively reactive to moth-
ers’ spanking and that mothers’ spanking may be
negatively reactive to children’s externalizing sug-
gest that a coercive cycle of parenting (Patterson,
1982) is operating across race ⁄ ethnic groups.

We believe that our results differ from the previ-
ous studies reporting race ⁄ ethnic group differences
for four main reasons. First, we used a nationally
representative sample that included large subsam-
ples of each of the four race ⁄ ethnic groups. Second,
we focused on spanking rather than other, more
harsh methods of physical punishment; this may
account for why our results differ from two studies
frequently cited as evidence of a cultural norma-
tiveness effect (Deater-Deckard et al., 1996; Lans-
ford et al., 2004). Third, we allowed initial levels of
spanking and externalizing to vary across race ⁄ eth-
nic groups so that our test of group differences was
focused on change over time controlling for initial
levels. Fourth, we simultaneously modeled cross-
lagged paths to account for the transactional nature
of parent–child interactions (Sameroff, 2009).

The current study is limited in a few ways. First,
there is likely to be between-family variability in
what is considered to be a ‘‘spanking.’’ Families
differ both in how a spanking is delivered (i.e., by a
hand or by an object) and in when it is delivered
(e.g., regularly and deliberately vs. sporadically
and emotionally). Second, the effects were small in
magnitude and accounted for only a small percent-
age of the variance in spanking and children’s
externalizing behavior. However, from an epidemi-
ological standpoint, small yet significant effects can
have large impacts when extrapolated to the popu-
lation as a whole, as we did in this study using
sampling weights. Third, as with all of the previous
research summarized above, this study focused on
children in middle childhood, beyond the peak age
of spanking (3 years; Holden, Coleman, & Schmidt,
1995). It will be important for future research to
determine if these results replicate with a sample of
preschool-aged children. Finally, this study did not
measure cultural norms directly; doing so will
allow researchers to understand more clearly links
between group norms and parenting behavior.

Using a large nationally representative American
sample, this study found that the longitudinal asso-
ciations between spanking and child externalizing
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behaviors were the same across several racial and
ethnic subgroups. These results suggest that any
efforts to reduce both spanking and externalizing
behaviors would need to target Blacks, Whites, His-
panics, and Asian Americans. While the approaches
would likely vary by cultural group, the message
would be the same—spanking children is not asso-
ciated with better behavior over time.
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