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ABSTRACT

OBJECTIVE: To examine whether the longitudinal associations
between maternal spanking and child externalizing behavior
are moderated by attachment style.

METHODS: This study used data from the Fragile Families
and Child Wellbeing Study (n=2211), a large cohort sample
of low-income urban families. Multiple-group autoregressive
cross-lagged models examined the associations between
maternal spanking and child externalizing behavior when
children were ages 1, 3, and 5. Moderation by attachment
style was examined using structural invariance testing.
REsuLTS: For children with an insecure mother-child attach-
ment style, spanking at age 1 was associated with externalizing
behavior at age 3. However, for children with a secure mother-
child attachment style, the association between maternal spank-
ing at age 1 and child externalizing behavior at age 3 was
absent. Attachment style did not moderate the association

between maternal spanking at age 3 and externalizing behavior
at age 5, suggesting that spanking at age 3 is associated with
deleterious outcomes at age 5, regardless of attachment style.
CONCLUSIONS: Results suggest that even in the context of a
secure attachment style, spanking is associated with adverse
outcomes in early childhood. Findings support the American
Academy of Pediatrics 2018 policy statement, which encour-
ages parents to avoid spanking when disciplining children.
Results suggest that children, regardless of attachment style,
may benefit from policies and services that promote non-vio-
lent forms of discipline.

KEYWORDS: attachment; physical punishment; spanking;
physical discipline; parenting
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WHAT'S NEw

Maternal spanking at age 3 is associated with child
externalizing behavior at age 5, regardless of mother-
child attachment style. Even in the context of a secure
mother-child attachment, spanking is associated with
deleterious outcomes.

WHEN ATTEMPTING TO discipline children, teach chil-
dren proper social conduct, or get children to listen, some
parents choose to use physical punishment, meaning they
smack, slap, or spank their children in response to
unwanted behaviors in an attempt to improve their child-
ren’s behavior in the future. In November 2018, the Amer-
ican Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) released a policy
statement urging parents to avoid physical punishment
when disciplining children." This statement is substan-
tially stronger than the AAP’s 1998 “Guidance for Effec-
tive Discipline” report, which encouraged parents to
develop methods other than spanking when disciplining
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children.” This change in AAP recommendations was sup-
ported by research findings showing physical punishment
to be associated with a host of negative socioemotional
child outcomes.’

Some parents increasingly deem physical punishment
to be an unacceptable form of discipline.®’ At the same
time, the most recent General Social Survey suggests
approximately 70% of American adults agree that it is
sometimes necessary to discipline a child by spanking.®
A representative survey of US parents showed that the
majority of young children are spanked by their parents.
In 2014, approximately 65% of children ages 2 to 4 were
spanked, a decline of only 11% from 1995 when approx-
imately 76% of children ages 2 to 4 were spanked.’
Many parents continue to use physical punishment for a
variety of reasons, for example, believing that, in the
context of an otherwise loving parent-child relationship,
physical punishment is unlikely to be harmful to children.'’
These “conditional corporal punishment” arguments are
based on the premise that there are potential moderators
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of the relationship between physical punishment and
negative child outcomes, in that certain conditions or con-
texts may mitigate the negative consequences of physical
punishment.

In light of the conditional corporal punishment argu-
ments, an argument can be made that a secure attach-
ment style may buffer the adverse impact of spanking on
negative child outcomes. Attachment style refers to the
type of relationship children have with their parent(s)."'
Children with secure attachment styles have parents who
respond promptly and sensitively to their child’s needs,
yet also provide appropriate room for exploration.'”
Thus, these children learn they can rely on their parents
to meet their emotional and physical needs. Children
with insecure attachment styles, on the other hand, have
parents who either do not respond or respond inconsis-
tently to their child’s needs, and may provide too little
or too much room for exploration.'” Consequently, chil-
dren with insecure attachment styles learn they cannot
rely on their parents to consistently meet their emotional
and physical needs and are at higher risk for later malad-
justment.* ™"

From theorizing concerning the conditional effects of
corporal punishment,'’ maternal spanking may be more
problematic in the context of an insecure attachment style,
whereas secure parent-child attachment could buffer chil-
dren from harsh parenting behaviors.'® Even so, other the-
oretical frameworks, such as social learning theory, argue
that the modeling of aggressive behavior (ie, maternal
spanking) would increase children’s aggressive behavior
over the long run.'” Indeed, the associations between
spanking and child externalizing behavior have been
consistently found in the spanking literature.” Empirical
evidence suggests that these associations are largely con-
sistent across multiple contexts,” even when the mother-
child relationship is high in warmth.'®'® Yet, to our
knowledge, no study has simultaneously examined mater-
nal spanking and attachment style and their associations
with child externalizing behavior. The current study
examines whether attachment style moderates the rela-
tionship between spanking and externalizing behavior
over the first 5 years of life among a large, diverse sample
of urban families. Based on prior research'®'® and
acknowledging competing theoretical frameworks regard-
ing the mechanisms linking maternal spanking to child
wellbeing, we hypothesized that spanking would be
related to higher levels of child externalizing behavior,
regardless of mother-child attachment style.

MEeTHODS

PARTICIPANTS

Data came from the Fragile Families and Child Well-
being Study (FFCWS), a population-based birth cohort
study of 4,898 children from 20 US cities with a popula-
tion of 200,000 or more.””?! Nonmarital births were
oversampled. Due to this sampling strategy, FFCWS is
more urban, disadvantaged, and racially diverse than the
overall US population. Parents were first interviewed at
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the time of the focal child’s birth between 1998 and
2000. Subsequent waves of data were collected when the
focal child was age 1, 3, and 5. When the focal child was
age 3 and 5, an In-Home Longitudinal Study of Pre-
School-aged Children (“In-Home study”) was con-
ducted, during which a parent interview, child assess-
ment, and an interviewer observation were conducted.
Child attachment style and externalizing behavior were
measured during the In-Home study at age 3. Only chil-
dren who had their attachment style assessed and lived
with their mother at age 1 were included in the current
study (n=2,211). The Institutional Review Board (IRB)
at Columbia University and Princeton University
approved all participant procedures and data collection
for the FFCWS. The IRB at the University of Michigan
considered our secondary analysis of these data exempt.

MEASURES

INDEPENDENT VARIABLE: MATERNAL SPANKING AT AGES 1, 3,
AND 5

Maternal spanking was measured by asking mothers the
following question: “Sometimes children behave pretty
well and sometimes they don’t. In the past month, have
you spanked (child) because (he/she) was misbehaving or
acting up?” If mothers responded ‘“yes,” a subsequent
question was asked regarding the frequency of spanking.
We collapsed these responses into one predictor variable
measuring the frequency of spanking at ages 1, 3, and 5
(0 = never in the past month, 1 = only once, twice, or a few
times in the past month, 2 =a few times a week or every
day in the past month).

DEePeNDENT VARIABLE: CHILD EXTERNALIZING BEHAVIOR AT
AGES 3anD 5

Child externalizing behavior was measured using the
Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL).>” On a scale from 0 (not
true) to 2 (very true or often true), mothers assessed child
behaviors such as being defiant, disobedient, demanding,
whiny, selfish, throwing temper tantrums, screaming, hitting
others, and getting into fights. When children were 3 years
old, the 15-item CBCL/2-3 was used (« =.86). When chil-
dren were 5 years old, the 20-item CBCL/4-18 was used
(a =.85). We calculated the mean score of the CBCL items
to measure externalizing behavior.

MobpeRATOR: ATTACHMENT AT AGE 3

Mother-child attachment style was measured using an
FFCWS-adapted version of the Attachment Q-Sort™
when the child was 3 years old. The Attachment Q-sort
has shown convergent validity with the Stange Situation
Procedure, the gold standard for measuring mother-child
attachment.”” Although attachment was only measured
at age 3, prior research suggests attachment patterns are
considerably consistent in early childhood.”” The Q-Sort
involved mothers sorting 39 cards with descriptions of
child behavior into 5 piles, ranging from 1 (applies
mostly) to 5 (rarely or hardly ever). Examples of items
on the cards include the child being clingy, rarely going
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to the mother for help, and exploring freely in unfamiliar
places. Cases were classified into 3 categories: secure,
insecure-avoidant, and insecure-resistant. These catego-
ries were dichotomized to reflect whether the child had a
secure or insecure attachment.

MATERNAL SOCIODEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS

A number of maternal characteristics that are associated
with spanking and child externalizing behavior were
included in the analysis. Maternal marital status (0 =not
married, 1 = married) and whether the mother was cohabi-
tating with the child’s biological father (0=no, 1=yes)
were dichotomously coded. Maternal age was measured in
years. Maternal race (Hispanic, White, Black, and other)
was dichotomously coded, and Black was used as the com-
parison category. Each level of maternal education level
(Iess than high school, high school degree, some college,
and college degree) was dichotomously coded, and high
school degree was used as the comparison category.
Mother-reported household income was a continuous vari-
able that assessed the income of all individuals in the
household over the past year. Maternal depression was
measured using the 8-item Composite International Diag-
nostic Interview-Short Form,”® which measures the likeli-
hood of being diagnosed with major depression if
participants would have been given the full Composite
International Interview (0= unlikely, 1= likely). Maternal
parenting stress was measured using a composite of 4 items
rated from 1 (strongly agree) to 4 (strongly disagree). We
reverse-coded responses so that higher values indicated
higher parenting stress. Examples of parenting stress items
include “Being a parent is harder than I thought it would
be” and “I feel trapped by my responsibilities as a parent.”

CHiLD CHARACTERISTICS AT AGE 1

Two child characteristics were controlled for, namely
sex and temperament. Sex was dichotomously coded
(0 =female; 1=male). Child temperament served as an
early measure of child externalizing behavior, and was
measured at age 1 using the 3 externalizing items from the
Emotionality, Activity, and Sociability (EAS) Tempera-
ment Survey for Children.”’ On a scale from 1 (not at all
like my child) to 5 (very much like my child), mothers rated
whether the child gets upset easily, reacts strongly when
upset, and often fusses and cries (o = .60).

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS

Bivariate and descriptive statistics were conducted in
Stata version 15.1. All other statistical analyses were con-
ducted in Mplus version 8.°° We screened for missing
data on our key variables of interest. Less than 1% of data
were missing for child externalizing behavior at age 3,
and 15.1% of data were missing for child externalizing
behavior at age 5. Approximately 3.8%, less than 1%, and
5.7% of data were missing for maternal spanking at ages
1, 3, and 5, respectively. Due to the relatively small
amount of missing data, and in order to use all available
data in analyses, full-information maximum likelihood
estimation was utilized. Full-information maximum
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likelihood has been documented as an appropriate and
generally unbiased method for handling missing data.””

Multiple-group bivariate autoregressive cross-lagged
models were conducted to examine the longitudinal
association between maternal spanking and child exter-
nalizing behavior. The Mplus cluster option was used to
account for participants being clustered within 20 US
cities. To determine whether spanking influenced exter-
nalizing behavior differently for secure and insecure
attachment groups, structural invariance was tested.
More specifically, the cross lagged paths from maternal
spanking at age 1 predicting child externalizing behav-
ior at age 3, and maternal spanking at age 3 predicting
child externalizing behavior at age 5, were constrained
to examine whether there was statistical evidence of
structural invariance across the 2 groups (secure and
insecure attachment). To note, the cross lagged path
from maternal spanking at age 3 to child externalizing
behavior at 5 held child externalizing behavior at age 3
constant; the cross lagged path from maternal spanking
at age 1 to child externalizing behavior at age 3 held
externalizing temperament at age 1 constant.

The comparative fit index (CFI), root mean square error
of approximation (RMSEA), and the x* difference test
(x°A) were used to determine whether the constrained or
unconstrained model better fit the data. CFI values close to
.95 and RMSEA values below .08 indicate good fit.
Because Mplus uses the MLR (maximum likelihood with
robust standard errors) estimator, the chi-square difference
test was conducted by incorporating the difference-test
scaling correction. As explained by Satorra and Bentler,”
when nested models are tested with MLR, the difference
between the 2 models are not distributed as a typical chi-
square distribution and thus need to be adjusted. A signifi-
cant XZA would indicate that the nonnested model (ie, the
unconstrained model) better fit the data.

REesuLTs

At age 1, about 27.45% of children were spanked at
least once in the past month. Spanking peaked at age 3,
when more than half of children (54.82%) were spanked
at least once in the past month. By age 5, spanking
declined slightly, with 47.76% of children spanked in the
past month. There were 542 (24.51%) insecurely attached
and 1,669 (75.49%) securely attached children in this
sample. Bivariate analyses indicated no significant differ-
ences in maternal spanking at ages 1 and 3 based on
attachment style (see Table 1).

Compared to children with insecure attachment styles,
children with secure attachment styles exhibited less
externalizing behavior at ages 3 (P < .001) and 5 (P <
.001). Furthermore, children with secure attachment
styles were more likely to have mothers cohabitating
with their biological fathers (P =.029), were more likely
to have mothers in the “no depression” category
(P =.001), were more likely to be female (P =.017), and
were rated by mothers to have a lower externalizing tem-
perament at age 1 (P < .001).
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Table 1. Bivariate Analyses of Study Variables by Attachment Style
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Total Sample Attachment Style
(N=2211) Insecure (n=542) Secure (n=1669) P
Maternal spanking, age 1, % .270
0 times in the past month 72.45 68.81 72.32
1-3 times in the past month 21.97 24.39 21.16
Few times or every day in the past month 6.59 6.81 6.51
Maternal spanking, age 3, % .213
0 times in the past month 45.03 41.85 46.07
1-3 times in the past month 42.81 44.81 42.16
Few times or every day in the past month 12.15 13.33 11.77
Maternal spanking, age 5, % .024
0 times in the past month 49.35 50.20 49.08
1-3 times in the past month 45.32 42.29 46.30
Few times or every day in the past month 5.32 7.51 4.62
Child externalizing behavior, age 3 0.66 0.87 0.59 <.001
Child externalizing behavior, age 5 0.56 0.68 0.52 <.001
Maternal marital status, % .213
Married 21.85 19.92 77.53
Unmarried 78.15 80.07 22.47
Maternal cohabitation with biological father, % .029
Cohabitating 36.77 32.84 38.05
Not cohabitating 63.23 67.16 61.95
Maternal age 24.98 24.75 25.06 .297
Maternal race, %
Hispanic 22.11 21.40 22.34 .647
White 20.39 20.11 20.48 .853
Other 3.17 2.21 3.48 143
Black 54.33 56.27 53.69 .295
Maternal education, %
Less than high school 34.01 38.19 32.65 .018
High school 31.61 28.97 32.47 127
Some college 24.95 23.62 25.39 407
College graduate 9.42 9.23 9.48 .858
Maternal household income 3.25 3.14 3.28 411
Maternal depression, % .001
Yes 21.67 20.15 14.02
No 78.33 79.85 85.98
Maternal parenting stress 2.73 2.62 2.77 <.001
Child sex, % .017
Male 51.65 56.09 50.21
Female 48.35 43.91 49.79
Child temperament 1.84 2.10 1.76 <.001

Results are reported as means, unless otherwise specified. Range of maternal age is 15—43; range of maternal income is 0—50 (in units
of 10,000 US dollars); range of parenting stress is 1—4. xZ tests were used for categorical variables, and t-tests were used for continuous

and dichotomous variables.

STRUCTURAL INVARIANCE TESTING

When comparing the constrained and unconstrained
models, model fit indices suggested that the unconstrained
model better fit the data (constrained: CFI=.92,
RMSEA =.04; unconstrained: CFI=.94, RMSEA =.03).
The chi-square difference test was significant (correction
difference =2.12, XZA =22.08, AP =2), confirming that the
unconstrained model fit the data better than the constrained
model. These results suggest structural variance across the
groups; that is, the longitudinal associations between mater-
nal spanking and child externalizing behavior were differ-
ent for securely attached and insecurely attached children.

UnconsTRAINED AuTOREGRESSIVE PATH MobpeEL REsuLTs

Results from the multiple-group unconstrained
autoregressive cross-lagged path models can be found

in the Figure. All analyses controlled for maternal
age, race, education level, depression, parenting stress,
mother-reported household income, whether the
mother was cohabitating with or married to the child’s
biological father, child sex, and child temperament.
For both groups, child temperament at age 1 signifi-
cantly predicted externalizing behavior at age 3
(secure: B=.25, P < .001; insecure: B=.21, P <
.001), and externalizing behavior at age 3 significantly
predicted externalizing behavior at age 5 (secure:
B=.45, P < .001; insecure: B=.51, P < .001). For
both groups, maternal spanking at age 1 significantly
predicted maternal spanking at age 3 (secure: §=.33,
P < .001; insecure: 8=.32, P < .001), and maternal
spanking at age 3 significantly predicted maternal
spanking at age 5 (secure: 8=.37, P < .001; insecure:
B=.35, P <.001).
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A Secure Attachment
Age 1l Age3 Age 5
D5k Child 45k Child
Temperament Externalizing Externalizing
Behavior Behavior
05%% 1
Maternal 33 Maternal ST Maternal
Spanking Spanking Spanking
B Insecure Attachment
Age 1 Age3 Age 5
ML Child RIELE Child
Temperament Externalizing Externalizing
Behavior Behavior
24%%% 04% 09*kx Jar
Maternal 32k Maternal 35k Maternal
Spanking Spanking Spanking

Figure. Multiple-group autoregressive cross-lagged models depicting the relationship between maternal spanking and child externalizing
behavior across children with a secure and insecure attachment to their mothers. (A) Depicts results from the securely attached group, and
(B) depicts results from the insecurely attached group. Standardized coefficients are shown. Maternal marital status, whether the mother
was cohabitating with the child’s biological father, maternal age, maternal race, maternal education level, mother-reported household
income, maternal depression, maternal parenting stress, and child sex were controlled in these models. *P < .05, **P < .01, **P <.001.

UnconsTRAINED CRoss-LAGGED PatH MobpeL ResuLTs
Coefficients from the unconstrained cross-lagged model
revealed some significant differences between spanking
and externalizing behavior based on attachment style. For
children with an insecure attachment style, maternal
spanking at age 1 significantly predicted externalizing
behavior at age 3 (8=.24, P < .001). For children with a
secure attachment style, maternal spanking at age 1 did
not significantly predict externalizing behavior at age 3
(B=—-.01, P=.818). However, for both groups, maternal
spanking at age 3 significantly predicted externalizing
behavior at age 5 (secure: B=.05, P=.004; insecure:

B=.09, P < .001). For the insecurely attached group, the
final model accounted for 19.7% and 36.8% of the vari-
ability in externalizing behavior at ages 3 and 5, respec-
tively. For the securely attached group, the final model
accounted for 15.8% and 29.3% of the variability in exter-
nalizing behavior at ages 3 and 5, respectively.

Discussion

The AAP recently recommended that parents and care-
givers avoid the use of physical punishment of children,
yet the majority of parents in the US* and worldwide'
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use physical punishment. Thus, it is increasingly impor-
tant for pediatricians and other professionals to under-
stand how to respond to arguments they are likely to hear
that support the use of physical punishment. One of those
arguments is that spanking is not harmful in the context of
an otherwise loving and warm parent-child relationship.'”
Given the centrality of attachment to early childhood
development, a secure attachment style is considered to
be an important protective factor for adverse child out-
comes'>'*. At the same time, other theoretical frame-
works suggest that the parents’ modeling of aggression is
likely to teach children that aggression is one way to solve
problems."’

Study results indicated that levels of spanking at age 1
and age 3 did not differ based on attachment style. This
finding is consistent with prior research showing that
maternal use of spanking does not differ by level of
maternal warmth'®'? or mother-child attachment style.’
Practically speaking, this means that professionals
should be counseling all parents against the use of physi-
cal punishment, not just those parents who may appear
to have a more disrupted parent-child attachment.

Second, secure attachment buffered the longitudinal rela-
tionship between maternal spanking at age 1 and externaliz-
ing behavior at age 3. That is, for children with an insecure
mother-child attachment style, spanking at age 1 was asso-
ciated with externalizing behavior at age 3. However, for
children with a secure mother-child attachment style, this
relationship was not statistically significant: spanking at
age 1 was not associated with externalizing behavior at age
3. No such buffering effect was seen in the association
between maternal spanking at age 3 and externalizing
behavior at age 5, suggesting that spanking at age 3 is asso-
ciated with deleterious outcomes at age 5, regardless of
mother-child attachment style. These findings are particu-
larly important, because the large majority of children —
nearly 55% in this study — were spanked at age 3. This age
is also a time when parents seek advice from pediatricians
and other professionals about how to discipline their chil-
dren, as child misbehavior tends to heighten during the pre-
school years.”” As a whole, our findings suggest that a
secure mother-child attachment may serve as a protective
factor of spanking at younger ages, but not in the longer
term. Thus, pediatricians can confidently counsel parents
against the use of physical punishment.

LiMITATIONS

A number of limitations must be noted. First, spanking
and child behavior problems were based on maternal
report, which may be subject to social desirability report-
ing bias. For example, research indicates that mothers
tend to underestimate their use of spanking.”* It would
be ideal to include measures from multiple reporters;
however, these were not available in the FFCWS. Second,
spanking from other caregivers, such as fathers, was not
accounted for. That said, prior research indicates that
paternal spanking does not seem to have the same
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negative longitudinal associations with child outcomes as
have been demonstrated with maternal spanking,” thus
justifying the focus on maternal spanking. Along a similar
vein, FFCWS did not measure child externalizing behav-
ior at age 1. However, we controlled for child negative
emotional temperament at age 1, as has been done in prior
FFCWS studies.”™ Child negative emotional temperament
is well established as a precursor to child behavior prob-
lems, and is also associated with parental spanking.*”

The children in our sample disproportionately came
from lower-income families in urban areas; consequently,
our sample is not generalizable to all children in the US.
Although analyses controlled for a number of important
child and maternal characteristics, there could be other
omitted confounding variables that may influence spank-
ing as well as child externalizing behavior; therefore,
causal conclusions should not be made. Future research
may benefit from other types of analyses that focus more
directly on causality, such as fixed-effects regression or
propensity score models.

CONCLUSIONS

Consistent with the 2018 AAP stance, the results of this
study support the need for pediatricians to urge parents to
avoid forms of physical punishment, even parents who
have an otherwise positive relationship with their child.
This study also contributes to the growing global conver-
sation that indicates that parental use of physical punish-
ment likely creates more harm than benefit to children.
Study findings suggest that all children would benefit,
even those who have positive mother-child relationships
overall, from policies and services put in place to prevent
the use of physical punishment and promote positive, non-
violent forms of discipline.
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