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Physical Punishment 
 
All children misbehave.  Every parent faces challenge of how to discipline his or her 
child. It can be frustrating when a child acts out or has significant behavior problems.  
 
Children need limits and rules.  There are many ways to give children rules and help 
change their behavior. Examples include positive reinforcement, time-out, taking away of 
privileges, and physical punishment.  Physical punishment, sometimes called corporal 
punishment, is anything done to cause pain or discomfort in response to your child’s 
behaviors. 
 
Examples of physical punishment include: 

• spanking (one of the most common methods of physical punishment) 
• slapping, pinching, or pulling 
• hitting with an object, such as a paddle, belt, hairbrush, whip, or stick   
• making someone eat soap, hot sauce, or other unpleasant substances 

 
Parents who were physically punished as children are more likely to physically punish 
their own children.  
 
Physical punishment may influence behavior in the short-term. However, physical 
methods of discipline can result in the following consequences in your child:    
 

• bullying other children 
• being aggressive 
• behavioral problems   
• fearing his or her parents 
• poor self-esteem 
• thinking that hitting is okay 

 
In extreme situations, physical punishment can lead to more severe and abusive behavior 
towards children.  Abuse can cause injury, loss of custody, arrest, jail-time, and in even 
the death of a child. 
 
Other Options for Managing Behavior 
 
There are many ways to encourage your child to have good behavior.  The most 
important place to start is to have a healthy, positive, and supportive relationship with 
your child. Managing your child’s behavior works best when you let your child know in 
advance what you expect of him or her.  Clear limit setting provides children with a sense 
of safety, stability, predictability, and security.  Make sure you also praise your child’s 



good behavior.  Praising a good behavior is called positive reinforcement and leads to 
more of that behavior. 
 
As a parent, it can be overwhelming to try and find an effective method of discipline.  If 
you are using physical punishment, consider using other methods to promote good 
behavior in your child. If you have trouble with other approaches, speak with your child’s 
pediatrician, a child and adolescent psychiatrist, or another qualified mental health 
professional about the behavioral problems your child is experiencing.  
 
For more information on effective discipline methods, please see our Facts for Families 
#43 Discipline. 
 
Other related Facts for Families include:   
#5 Child Abuse: The Hidden Bruises 
#24 When to Seek Help for Your Child 
#25 Where to Find Help for Your Child 
#55 Understanding Violent Behavior in Children and Adolescents 
#81 Toddler Behavior: Fighting and Biting 

 If you find Facts for Families© helpful and would like to make good mental health a reality, consider 
donating to the Campaign for America’s Kids. Your support will help us continue to produce and 
distribute Facts for Families, as well as other vital mental health information, free of charge. 

You may also mail in your contribution. Please make checks payable to the AACAP and send to Campaign 
for America’s Kids, P.O. Box 96106, Washington, DC 20090. 

The American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry (AACAP) represents over 8,500 child and 
adolescent psychiatrists who are physicians with at least five years of additional training beyond medical 
school in general (adult) and child and adolescent psychiatry. 

Facts for Families© information sheets are developed, owned and distributed by AACAP.  Hard copies of 
Facts sheets may be reproduced for personal or educational use without written permission, but cannot be 
included in material presented for sale or profit. All Facts can be viewed and printed from the AACAP 
website (www.aacap.org). Facts sheets may not be reproduced, duplicated or posted on any other website 
without written consent from AACAP. Organizations are permitted to create links to AACAP’s website and 
specific Facts sheets. For all questions please contact the AACAP Communications & Marketing 
Coordinator, ext. 154. 

If you need immediate assistance, please dial 911. 
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