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CHAPTER 1 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

The notion that nonbiologic caretakers, especially stepparents, are “wicked” and 

more likely than biologic caretakers to mistreat children in their care has been around a 

while, is not specific to one culture, and persists to this day. The abuse or neglect 

suffered by traditional fairy and folk tale characters, such as Snow White and Cinderella, 

at the hands of their nonbiologic caregivers (Gelles & Harrop, 1991; Giles-Sims & 

Finkelhor, 1984; Jones, 2003) is familiar to most of us. Such maltreatment is found in 

the folklore of many diverse peoples (Thompson, 1955) and remains a central part of 

the story for even recent reincarnations of traditional fairy or folk tale characters such as 

Cinderella’s Ella Enchanted (see Levine, 1997) made into a movie in 2004 starring 

Anne Hathaway and Ever After a 1998 movie starring Drew Barrymore.  

 

Four Trends Warrant the Study of Nonbiologic Parent Spanking 

Over 30 years of research suggests that increased risk of abuse and neglect 

among children living with one or more non-genetic caretakers is not just a “fairy tale” or 

“storybook” notion (Berger, 2004; Daly & Wilson, 1996; Lightcap, Kurland, & Burgess, 

1982; Malkin & Lamb, 1994; Radhakrishna, Bou-Saada, Hunter, Catellier, & Kotch, 

2001; Smith & Thornberry, 1995; except see Gelles & Harrop, 1991). Less is known 

about the links between the parent-child genetic relationship and the acceptance and 

use of spanking and other forms of legal corporal punishment. The purpose of this 
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thesis is to examine these links. Specifically, this thesis uses data from a nationally 

representative survey to address three questions. Are parents of nonbiologic children 

more likely than parents of biologic children to accept the use of spanking as a means 

of disciplining a child? Are parents of nonbiologic children more likely than parents of 

biologic children to use “ordinary” (Dietz, 2000) or “customary” (Larzelere, 2000) 

corporal punishment, such as hitting them on the bottom with a bare hand or slapping 

them on their hand, arm, or leg? Are nonbiologic parents less likely to use a resource-

intensive discipline technique such as reasoning? Data from a sample of parents in two-

parent households with at least one child under 18 years of age in the Gallup Poll: Child 

Abuse Study, 1995 are used to answer these questions (Gallup Organization, 2005). 

Three additional trends suggest that it is important to examine the links between 

the parent-child genetic relationship (nonbiologic or biologic) and the acceptance and 

use of ordinary corporal punishment. First, in recent decades, especially in the United 

States, its use to change or control a child’s behavior has become an increasingly 

controversial issue (Andero & Stewart, 2002; Ellison, Bartkowski, & Segal, 1996b; 

Gershoff, 2002a; Holden, 2002; Larzelere, 2000). Fueling the controversy are the 

findings of a number of recent comprehensive reviews of empirical studies investigating 

the effects of the use of spanking and other legal forms of corporal punishment on 

various child, adolescent, and adult outcomes (Gershoff, 2002a; Larzelere, 2000; 

Straus, 1994; Straus, Sugarman, & Giles-Sims, 1997). While the findings suggest that 

the use of such punishment is, in general, effective in curbing child misbehavior in the 

short-term (Andero & Stewart, 2002; Gershoff, 2002b; Larzelere, 2000), the findings 

also suggest that its use is associated with various problems in the long-term. That is, 
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children who experience spanking and other forms of legal corporal punishment tend to 

have a higher risk of various antisocial behaviors such as cheating or telling lies, not 

feeling remorse for misbehavior, breaking things on purpose, being disobedient, having 

trouble getting along with others including teachers, bullying, being cruel or mean, and 

fighting, even after their initial antisocial behavior and/or other factors are taken into 

account (Gershoff, 2002b; Larzelere, 2000; Straus, 2001; Straus, Sugarman, & Giles-

Sims, 1997; Straus, 1994; Weiss, Dodge, Bates, & Pettit, 1992). They also tend to have 

a higher risk of interpersonal, behavioral, and emotional difficulties as an adolescent or 

adult (Gershoff, 2002b; Straus, 2001, 1994; Straus, Sugarman, & Giles-Sims, 1997; 

Turner & Finkelhor, 1996).   

Second, despite a growing body of evidence suggesting that the use of ordinary 

corporal punishment has detrimental effects, it remains an accepted and popular 

practice in the United States. For example, according to the 2002 General Social 

Survey, nearly three-fourths, or about 74%, of adults in the U.S. agreed that “it is 

sometimes necessary to discipline a child with a good, hard spanking” (General Social 

Surveys, 1972-2004). Although this figure is 10% points lower than the corresponding 

figure of 84% in 1986, it still represents a substantial majority. Furthermore, although 

the percentage of parents in the country who believe in and use corporal punishment to 

discipline their teenager has been reduced by 50% compared to what it was 30 years 

ago, an overwhelming majority (over 90%) of parents continue to spank their toddlers 

(Straus, 2001; Straus & Stewart, 1999). Most parents who participated in the 

Disciplining Children in America: A Gallup Poll Report, about 60% of mothers and 50% 

of fathers, indicated that they had hit a child within the past 12 months (Moore, Gallup, 
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& Schussel, 1995). In fact, these same mothers and fathers who participated in the 

Disciplining Children in America: A Gallup Poll Report admitted that they utilized 

spanking even though they thought that it was not an especially effective means of 

disciplining their children (Moore, Gallup, & Schussel, 1995).  

None of these figures is all that surprising given the legal and socio-cultural 

support that ordinary corporal punishment has in the United States. Spanking is such an 

accepted cultural norm that “almost everyone [American] believes in the principle of 

spare the rod and spoil the child or some secular version of this idea” (Straus, 1994, p. 

51). This attitude of acceptance is reflected in widespread laws; all 50 states have laws 

that support parents’ use of corporal punishment to discipline children (Davidson, 1997). 

Ordinary spanking is so engrained in the American culture that “under common law, 

teachers and other school personnel have the right to administer corporal punishment” 

to their students (Andero & Stewart, 2002, p. 90). In fact, Straus (1994) found that the 

space devoted to information on the use of spanking and other legal forms of corporal 

punishment in child development textbooks, widely used to train these teachers and 

school administrators, is quite limited. Furthermore, he contends, “a closer look at the 

[few] publications that discourage corporal punishment revealed that not a single one 

unequivocally advised against ever using it” (Straus, 1994, p. 14). It seems as if the 

utilization of spanking as a disciplinary practice is not only acceptable but also 

expected; even individuals who in general disapprove of the practice can conceive of 

certain situations where its use would be appropriate (Flynn, 1998).  

The final trend suggesting that it is important to examine the links between the 

parent-child genetic relationship and the acceptance and use of ordinary corporal 
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punishment is the recent changes in family structure in the United States. More and 

more children are likely to live with a nonbiologic parent at some point during their 

upbringing. DeFrain and Olsen contend; “Marriage is a risky proposition, with conflict 

being inevitable and the likelihood of divorce currently more than 50%” (1999, p. 313). 

Eventually, approximately 75% of those who divorce remarry (DeFrain & Olsen, 1999) 

and about 70% of those remarriages form households that contain at least one stepchild 

(Cherlin & McCarthy, 1985). The percentage of children (in married households) 

residing with a stepparent has risen from around 16% in 1980 to around 21% in 1990 

(U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1992). Cherlin and Furstenberg, Jr. (1994) reported that in 

1992 nearly 11% of all American children resided with a stepparent and a biologic 

parent. In 1996 the number of children residing with a stepparent accounted for around 

4.9 million children (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1996).  

As the occurrence of couples cohabitating, living unmarried, increases so does 

the number of children living in this situation. Nearly 40% of these households contain 

children (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2000a). This trend of children living with a parent 

and his or her unmarried partner (nonbiologic parent) is “increasingly common” (Cherlin 

& Furstenberg, Jr., 1994, p. 360; Fisher, Leve, O’Leary, & Leve, 2003; Radhakrishna et 

al., 2001). In 1996, about 5%, or 3.3 million of American children, were living in a 

parental cohabitating situation (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1996). Nevertheless 

accounting for all children living with a non-genetic parent is difficult as the U.S. Census 

Bureau only began to include the identification of adopted children within families in the 

2000 Census (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2000b). 
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Given these four trends—a demonstrated association between the parent-child 

genetic relationship and child abuse and neglect, a demonstrated association between 

experiencing corporal punishment as a child and a variety of problems in later life, the 

continued popularity of spanking and other legal forms of corporal punishment, and the 

increasing likelihood that children will share a household with a non-genetic caretaker—

it seems warranted to investigate if these children are at an increased risk. Thus, this 

thesis examines three research hypotheses:  nonbiologic parents are (1) more likely 

than biologic parents to accept the use of “ordinary” corporal punishment, (2) more likely 

to use it as a disciplinary tool, and (3) less likely to use explaining/reasoning, a time-

intensive disciplinary tool.   

Chapter 2 provides the theoretical framework guiding the analysis and reviews 

the relevant literature. Chapter 3 describes the data source, analysis sample, variables, 

and analytical strategy used in the examination of the hypotheses. Chapter 4 presents 

the results of the analysis. Chapter 5 discusses the limitations of the study and 

implications of its findings for theory and practice. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 
 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

Numerous academic studies have been conducted to examine the family 

dynamics involved in rearing children. One area that seems to be of particular interest is 

the issue of child discipline. This chapter begins with a brief discussion of non-physical 

and physical child disciplinary practices. It places “ordinary” or reasonable corporal 

punishment on a continuum of disciplinary measures; specifically what acts constitute 

“ordinary” or reasonable corporal punishment are identified. The second part of this 

chapter discusses the sociobiological theoretical perspective, which is used to frame the 

analysis of the research hypotheses presented in this thesis. The final sections of this 

chapter present the literature findings regarding characteristics that pertain to children 

and families that accept and utilize corporal punishment and explaining/reasoning as a 

disciplinary practice.  

While research focusing on corporal punishment has been conducted for 

decades and many characteristics of who is most likely to spank and who is most likely 

to be spanked have been studied, one factor has been largely neglected. This factor is 

whether or not the child is a biologic or nonbiologic (stepchild, foster, or adopted) child 

of the parent. What is most striking about this under representation of examinations into 

the diverse complexities of family structure, especially concerning any relationship 

between stepfamilies and ordinary corporal punishment, is that researchers have 

ignored the trend of an increasing number of children living in a household with a 

nonbiologic caretaker at some point during their childhood. The avoidance of 
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addressing this trend has left a gap in the literature, and this thesis proposes to help fill 

that gap.  

 

Non-physical and Physical Child Disciplinary Practices 

Most children are disciplined for the perceived purpose of shaping their 

development to guide them to become a competent adult in society. Therefore, 

discipline is often considered to be a means of teaching children the accepted social 

norms of behavior for the child’s benefit because it teaches them the skills they will 

need for the best success in life. Childcare providers have at their disposal several tools 

to utilize when disciplining children. Some discipline tools involve non-physical methods, 

and some involve methods that are physical in nature. A few of the popular non-physical 

tools include; “time-out,” taking away a privilege, explaining or reasoning, and 

grounding. It is common knowledge that many parents use “time-out” for toddlers, and 

the practice seems to have become more popular in recent times. Explaining/reasoning 

is another common disciplinary method that is frequently used to correct children. These 

methods, “time-out” and explaining/reasoning, seem to involve more parental 

investment of resources such as time and patience, to administer, whereas spanking 

can be administered immediately and done with little thought (Andero & Stewart, 2002). 

The physical methods of child discipline (spanking, slapping, shaking, and so on) are 

commonly referred to as corporal punishment.  

Straus’s (1994) definition of corporal punishment seems to be the “gold-

standard”. It appears to be widely accepted and used in both the academic and more 

applied literatures. Perhaps one reason for the popularity of Straus’s definition of 
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corporal punishment is that it includes an explanation or purpose for using this method 

for child discipline. Straus’s definition, also used in a recent extensive review of the 

empirical studies of corporal punishment by Gershoff (2002a), is: “the use of physical 

force with the intention of causing a child to experience pain, but not injury, for the 

purposes of correction or control of the child’s behavior” (1994, p. 4). It is simply a 

“discipline method in which a supervising adult deliberately inflicts pain upon a child in 

response to a child’s unacceptable behavior and/or inappropriate language” (Andero & 

Stewart, 2002, p. 90).  

Beyond this general definition, corporal punishment consists of a broad range of 

child discipline acts that include various physical punishments. These acts can be 

viewed as being on a continuum ranging from an occasional swat on the bottom with a 

hand to “life-threatening assaults that result in permanent injuries” (Smith & Thornberry, 

1995, p. 457). Although the task of categorizing all of the specific acts of corporal 

punishment is subjective and therefore difficult, Dietz (2000), influenced by Straus’s 

(1994) definition, attempted this task by dividing the continuum of acts into two parts, 

“ordinary” corporal punishment and “severe” corporal punishment. It is often beneficial 

when comparing the findings of one study to others when they have similar points of 

comparisons. Therefore, in the interest of encouraging research finding comparisons, 

this thesis draws upon Dietz’s (2000) specification of what corporal punishment acts 

constitute “ordinary” corporal punishment as opposed to “severe” or abusive corporal 

punishment. Specifically, this analysis uses her “ordinary” category, which includes 

spanking the child on the bottom with a bare hand, slapping the child on the hand, arm 

or leg, and/or shaking the (non-infant) child. Not utilized in this thesis is her “severe” 
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category which includes, hitting the child on the bottom with a hard object such as a 

belt, hairbrush, or stick, and/or slapping the child on the head, face, or ears (Dietz, 

2000). Why would parents use corporal punishment—even those that fall in the 

“ordinary” category—or “inflict pain” on their child, especially if years of literature 

indicate that it has potential negative consequences for their child in the long-term 

(Gershoff, 2002a; Straus, 2001, 1994; Straus, Sugarman, & Giles-Sims, 1997; Turner & 

Finkelhor, 1996; Weiss et al., 1992)? Even the renowned Dr. Spock in his recent book 

on child rearing, clearly advises, “Physical punishments, like spanking, should not be 

used” (Spock & Parker, 1998, p. 645; also see Ellison & Sherkat, 1993). Why not use 

other non-physical methods of disciplining their child? A theory that may shed light on 

why some parents would accept the use of corporal punishment and reject resource-

intensive techniques such as reasoning is sociobiology. 

 

A Sociobiological Theoretical Perspective of Parent-Child Genetic 

Relationship and Attitudes/Behavior Towards Children 

Sociobiology, a term established in 1976 by E.O. Wilson in his book, 

Sociobiology: The New Synthesis (1975) describes a new way of blending theories from 

the biological sciences with sociological assumptions of human behavior (Phillips & 

Spencer, 1998). Although this theoretical paradigm is not without controversy, it is an 

especially useful framework in the study of human reproductive behavior and to 

examine variation in parental behavior toward offspring and other kin (e.g., Giles-Sims & 

Finkelhor, 1984; Malkin & Lamb, 1994; Nielsen, 1994). Sociobiology takes an 

evolutionary perspective and proposes that humans (parents) behave in ways similar to 
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other animal species by behaving in ways that maximize the objectives of reproductive 

success and inclusive fitness (Holcomb & Baker, 2005; Malkin & Lamb, 1994; Nielsen, 

1994).  

Reproductive success is simply a parent’s act of rearing their genetic offspring to 

adulthood so that their genes will be passed on to future generations (Nielsen, 1994). 

Inclusive fitness has the additional feature of altruistic behavior, on the part of the 

parent, to increase the likelihood of maintaining their genes in the present population 

through the parents’ sacrifice of resources when needed to ensure offspring and 

genetically related individuals will have the ability to themselves achieve reproductive 

success (Nielsen, 1994). Accordingly, biologic parents are expected to be less likely 

than nonbiologic parents to harm their children and more likely than nonbiologic parents 

to take the time to explain and reason with their children about their behavior (Daly & 

Wilson, 1985,1996; Giles-Sims & Finkelhor, 1984; Lightcap, Kurland, & Burgess, 1982; 

Malkin & Lamb, 1994).  

However, according to the sociobiological theoretical perspective, these 

likelihoods are expected to be weaker in some instances than in others. That is, in 

certain situations or populations, the attitudes and behaviors of biologic and nonbiologic 

parents toward their children are expected to be more similar. For example, in a 

population of parents with younger children, it is more likely that biologic and 

nonbiologic parents will have more similar attitudes and behaviors than in a population 

of parents with older children. Why? Parents of the younger children will have invested 

fewer resources in these children; therefore, the younger children will possess less 

“fitness value” than the older children. As the children progress in age, there is greater 
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investment of resources (such as financial or emotional) by the parent, which leads to a 

greater fitness value of older children. The biologic parents as opposed to the 

nonbiologic parents will be less likely to abuse, neglect, or harm the older children so 

the difference in attitudes and behaviors between biologic and nonbiologic parents 

increases. Thus, the strength of the hypothesized negative association between parent-

child genetic relationship and abuse, neglect, harm, or the acceptance and use of 

“ordinary” corporal punishment will vary by age of child; specifically, the association is 

expected to be weaker among parents of younger children than among parents of older 

children.  

Age of child is also expected to condition the hypothesized positive association 

between parent-child genetic relationship and the use of a resource-intensive 

disciplinary method (i.e. one requiring relatively more of the parent’s time and patience), 

such as explaining/reasoning. Again, because younger children possess less “fitness 

value” than older children, the differences between biologic and nonbiologic parents of 

younger children in the use of explaining/reasoning will be smaller than between 

biologic and nonbiologic parents of older children. In other words, the positive 

association of parent-child genetic relationship and the use of explaining/reasoning is 

expected to be weaker among parents of younger children than parents of older 

children.  

Parent income is another variable the sociobiological theoretical perspective 

suggests may affect the association between parent-child genetic relationship and 

parents’ disciplinary attitudes and choices. In particular, the differences in disciplinary 

attitudes and choices between biologic and nonbiologic parents are expected to be 
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smaller in a population of parents with relatively low incomes than in a population of 

parents with relatively high incomes. Malkin and Lamb suggest that when biologic 

parents access to resources are limited, parents are more likely to “abandon, abuse, or 

neglect” their biologic children (1994, p. 122). In general, biologic parents are expected 

to “abandon, abuse, and neglect” or accept and utilize corporal punishment less than 

their nonbiologic counterparts since the biologic children have higher fitness value than 

nonbiologic children, which by definition have zero fitness value. As income decreases 

however, the use of corporal punishment among biologic parents is expected to 

increase. In a population of parents with relatively low incomes, the behavior of biologic 

and nonbiologic parents will therefore become more alike. In other words, the negative 

association between parent-child genetic relationship and child abuse, neglect, harm, or 

acceptance and use of corporal punishment is likely to be weaker among parents of low 

income than parents of high income.  

Similarly, the positive association between parent-child genetic relationship and 

the use of resource-intensive disciplinary methods like explaining/reasoning is expected 

to be weaker among low income parents than among high income parents. As income 

decreases, the biologic parents are more likely to abandon such a resource-intensive 

method of discipline and thus assume a pattern of behavior similar to nonbiologic 

parents.  

These concepts are the basis of the sociobiology perspective as they pertain to 

the parent-child genetic relationship and parent’s beliefs about and use of such 

disciplinary practices as “ordinary” corporal punishment and explaining/reasoning. The 

next section of this chapter presents the specific research hypotheses derived from the 
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sociobiological theoretical perspective and are used for this analysis of the parent-child 

genetic relationship and child discipline practices. 

 

Research Hypotheses on Acceptance and Use of Corporal 

Punishment and the Use of Reasoning for Discipline 

Overall, the vast majority of research on corporal punishment has focused on 

physical abuse rather than ordinary corporal punishment (Larzelere, 2000). It is 

important to expand the brief amount of literature regarding ordinary corporal 

punishment as opposed to physical abuse, with a focus on nonbiologic children 

(adopted, foster, and stepchildren). It will not only add to the current body of literature 

but also provide information for professionals that advise caregivers of these children 

and provide information to policy makers regarding the optimal disciplinary practices for 

foster and adopted children. Day, Peterson, and McCracken (1998) suggest that future 

research take the issue into consideration since family structure may influence the use 

and frequency of spanking. Similarly, Amato and Fowler (2002) contend that additional 

study, concerning parenting practices, should focus on a wider, more current, definition 

of family. Obviously, the study of the use or abstention of corporal punishment is an 

important issue for child-care providers and children alike as it aids in identifying 

potential high-risk groups. Considering that the number of children parented by a 

nonbiologic parent increasingly represents a significant number of children in the U.S. 

population, this thesis fills a gap in the literature through the examination of three main 

hypotheses and six elaborative hypotheses:   
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(1) Nonbiologic parents are more likely than biologic parents to accept the use of 

“ordinary” corporal punishment. 

  

(1a) The expected differences (hypothesis 1) between nonbiologic and biologic parents 

acceptance of “ordinary” corporal punishment will tend to be smaller among parents of 

preschool aged children. 

 

(1b) The expected differences (hypothesis 1) between nonbiologic and biologic parents 

acceptance of “ordinary” corporal punishment will tend to be smaller among low income 

parents. 

 

(2) Nonbiologic parents are more likely than biologic parents to use “ordinary” corporal 

punishment as a disciplinary tool.  

  

(2a) The expected differences (hypothesis 2) between nonbiologic and biologic parents 

use of “ordinary” corporal punishment will tend to be smaller among parents of 

preschool aged children. 

 

(2b) The expected differences (hypothesis 2) between nonbiologic and biologic parents 

use of “ordinary” corporal punishment will tend to be smaller among low income 

parents. 

 

(3) Nonbiologic parents are less likely than biologic parents to use explaining/reasoning 

(time-intensive methods) as a disciplinary tool. 

 

(3a) The expected differences (hypothesis 3) between nonbiologic and biologic parents 

use of explaining/reasoning will tend to be smaller among parents of preschool aged 

children. 

 

(3b) The expected differences (hypothesis 3) between nonbiologic and biologic parents 

use of explaining/reasoning will tend to be smaller among low income parents. 
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Empirical Studies of the Parent-Child Genetic Relationship and 

Child Discipline 

Child Abuse and Neglect.  Over three decades of empirical studies, some using a 

sociobiological theoretical perspective, suggest that children living with one or more 

non-genetic caretakers are, indeed, at increased risk of abuse and neglect compared to 

other children (Berger, 2004; Daly & Wilson, 1985, 1996; Giles-Sims, 1997; Lightcap et 

al., 1982; Radhakrishna et al., 2001; Smith & Thornberry, 1995; Wilson & Daly, 1987; 

except see Gelles & Harrop, 1991; Malkin & Lamb, 1994). A review of studies 

conducted in the 1970s and into the early 1980s using cross-sections or “snapshots” of 

“substantiated” cases of child maltreatment, including child homicide, reveals that 

stepchildren and children living with other nonbiologic caretakers, or parent surrogates, 

are disproportionately represented among such cases (Daly & Wilson, 1996; Lightcap et 

al., 1982). These children are, in particular, more likely to be abused physically, 

including being killed (Daly & Wilson, 1996). Indeed, it appears that if they share a 

home with a stepsibling, they are more likely than their stepsibling to be the victim of an 

abusive stepparent (Lightcap et al., 1982). 

The findings of more recent studies, using comparison group or longitudinal 

designs, are, for the most part, consistent with these patterns. For example, Daly and 

Wilson (1985), using an evolutionary prospective, compared households with an abused 

child in a Canadian community with households from the community-at-large and found 

that preschool-aged children who lived with one biologic parent and one stepparent 

were much more likely than similar-aged children who lived with both biologic parents to 

be a registered victim of child abuse. Similarly, Smith and Thornberry (1995) matched a 
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sample of 1000 seventh and eighth grade students in Rochester, New York public 

schools in 1988 to Child Protective Services records covering the time period from their 

birth to 1992 and found that students who did not live with both biologic parents were 

more likely than other students to have experienced substantiated maltreatment in 

infancy, as a young child, and/or a preteen. Moreover, Radhakrishna and colleagues 

(2001) followed a cohort of children born 1986-87 in North Carolina from the time of 

their birth to age eight and found that the odds of being reported as a suspected victim 

of maltreatment were significantly higher, twice as likely, for children who shared a 

home with their mother and a non-genetic father figure than for other children who lived 

with a biologic father or no father in the home. Using biologic mother’s reports and 

perceptions of her child’s care from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth and 

scores on the Emotional Support subscale, Berger (2004) reports similar findings; 

families that consist of biologic mother and nonbiologic father tend to make fewer 

emotional (parent’s exertion of patience) and financial investments in developing child 

care atmospheres that meet the needs of their children. Berger (2004) also found that in 

low income families, children are more often subjected to being spanked. 

Parental Acceptance. The suggestion in the literature that children living with one 

or more non-genetic caretakers are at increased risk of abuse and neglect compared to 

other children leads to the question of what, if any, effect does parent-child genetic 

relationship have on parental attitude or acceptance of corporal punishment? Although 

very little research has been conducted on parents’ feelings about “ordinary” corporal 

punishment, a few studies have examined their attitudes about corporal punishment in 

general. However, none of these studies examined the link between these attitudes and 
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parent-child genetic relationship. On the other hand, all of these studies contend that 

spanking or corporal punishment is a strong American cultural norm (Ellison, 

Bartkowski, & Segal, 1996a; Flynn, 1994, 1996; Xu, Tung, & Dunaway, 2000). Flynn 

(1994) utilized data from the 1988 General Social Survey to explore if, among 

Americans, there were any regional differences in acceptance of corporal punishment. 

He found that corporal punishment is “deeply rooted” in U.S. society as a whole but 

particularly so in the Southern region as compared to the Northeast region. Flynn (1996) 

also reports in a more recent study that corporal punishment is not only accepted but 

also expected and that its use can differ by geographic region as well as by education, 

religion, and race. Currently, the 2002 General Social Survey reported that nearly three-

fourths, or about 74%, of adults in the country agree that “it is sometimes necessary to 

discipline a child with a good, hard spanking” (General Social Surveys, 1972-2004). 

This statistic and the U.S. legal system’s positive view on ordinary corporal punishment 

lends support to the idea that parents, in general, do indeed have a strong acceptance 

of corporal punishment. However, according to the sociobiological theoretical 

perspective, biologic parents are expected to view this method of discipline less 

favorably than nonbiologic parents. Yet, to date, there has been no empirical 

examination of this expectation.  

Use of Reasoning. The use of explaining/reasoning as a discipline tool is an even 

less studied topic of researchers than parents’ attitudes of corporal punishment. Only 

recently has it been examined empirically. Using records mothers created in structured 

diaries, Larzelere (1998) attempted to discover mothers’ utilization of 

explaining/reasoning and other disciplinary tools and the relative effectiveness of these 
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tools. He found that reasoning is more effective for certain misbehaviors than others 

and more effective when used in combination with other disciplinary methods such as 

time-out, being sent to their room, or non-abusive spanking. He did not, however, 

consider the possible effects of the genetic relationship of the mother to the child or 

discern the genetic relationship of the mother to the child/children.  

Sociobiologic Influenced Characteristics Associated with the Acceptance and 

Use of Corporal Punishment. The inquiry of specifically who utilizes corporal 

punishment and specifically who receives corporal punishment has been examined in 

numerous studies (Amato & Fowler, 2002; Day, Peterson, & McCracken, 1998; Dietz, 

2000; Regalado et al., 2004; Straus & Stewart, 1999). Child age and parent income are 

strongly indicated by sociobiological theory to condition the association between the 

parent-child genetic relationship and acceptance and use of various disciplinary tactics. 

The following paragraphs, first discussing the variable child age and then parent 

income, will describe the findings in the general literature and then discuss how it is 

expected that the relationships posited in the main hypotheses will vary in strength by 

the variables child age and parent income. 

Child age. Often the child characteristics considered in some corporal 

punishment studies include child age, child gender, and child temperament (Day et al., 

1998; Dietz, 2000; Gershoff, 2002a; Larzelere, 2000; Regalado et al., 2004; Strauss & 

Stewart, 1999). Of these child characteristics, the most consistent and reliable finding 

relates to child age; namely younger children, in the preschool age range of less than 

five years old (Day et al., 1998; Dietz, 2000; Regalado et al., 2004; Strauss & Stewart, 

1999) are more likely to be spanked than non-preschool aged children. In fact most 
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researchers have seen a pattern which indicates that corporal punishment begins when 

the child is an infant, peaks at around the age of three years old and continues to 

decline throughout the child’s adolescent-years (Flynn, 1998; Regalado et al., 2004; 

Straus & Stewart, 1999; Turner & Finkelhor, 1996).  

It is difficult to speculate what the effect child age will have on the association 

between parent-child genetic relationship and parental acceptance of corporal 

punishment, considering so little research has been focused on parents’ attitudes 

regarding corporal punishment. However, as discussed previously, the sociobiological 

theoretical perspective suggests that a biologic parent would be less likely to harm an 

older offspring as opposed to a younger offspring. The parent has invested more 

resources in rearing the older child so that child has a higher fitness value for the 

parent. It is therefore expected that corporal punishment acceptance and use by 

biologic parents will be stronger when they have younger children. Thus, in the 

population of parents with young children, there will be a smaller difference in corporal 

punishment acceptance and use between biologic and nonbiologic parents. Stated 

differently, the negative association between biologic parent-child genetic relationship 

and acceptance and use of ordinary corporal punishment is expected to be weaker 

among parents of younger children. Likewise, following this same logic, the positive 

association between biologic parent-child genetic relationship and parental use of 

explaining/reasoning is expected to be weaker among parents of younger children. In 

other words, the difference in the use of explaining/reasoning between biologic and 

nonbiologic parents will be greatest among parents of older children, as these children 
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have higher fitness value for a biologic parent and have had more resources invested in 

them. 

Parent Income. Several research projects have found that socioeconomic status 

has played an intricate but complicated role in corporal punishment utilization (Burbach, 

Fox, & Nicholson, 2004; Dietz, 2000; Regalado et al., 2004). In his well-known book on 

the topic of corporal punishment, Beating the Devil Out of Them (1994) Straus finds that 

socioeconomic status has no relationship to corporal punishment, even when controlling 

for parental age, race, and presence of family violence. However, in his work with 

Stewart (Straus & Stewart, 1999), he reports conflicting findings stating that parents, 

both mothers and fathers, in lower socioeconomic status groups were associated with 

an increase in corporal punishment utilization. Later, Dietz (2000) challenges these 

findings by arguing that the relationship between socioeconomic status and increased 

utilization of corporal punishment is less a function of a multi-dimensional status (SES) 

and more of a relationship based strictly on income level. Dietz (2000) found a positive 

association between use of “severe” corporal punishment and poverty but it only held 

for respondents in the severe poverty category (less than a $15,000 per year income). 

How might parent income affect the association between parent-child genetic 

relationship and the acceptance and use of various discipline methods? Again, the 

existing empirical literature is basically silent on this issue. However, the sociobiological 

theoretical perspective suggests that compared to nonbiologic parents, biologic parents 

are expected to invest a greater amount of their available resources, such as time, 

patience, energy, care, and financial resources, in their children than nonbiologic 

parents (Giles-Sims, 1997; Giles-Sims & Finkelhor, 1984). Malkin and Lamb (1994) 
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propose however, that consistent with the sociobiological theoretical perspective, parent 

resource availability will affect how biologic parents care for their children. Specifically, 

when parental resources are scarce, biologic parents will be more likely to abuse or 

neglect their children. Hence their attitudes and behaviors toward their children will be 

most alike those of nonbiologic parents in the population of parents with limited financial 

means. Accordingly, the hypothesized negative association between biologic parent-

child genetic relationship and acceptance and use of ordinary corporal punishment is 

expected to be weaker among parents with relatively low incomes. Likewise, the 

hypothesized positive association between biologic parent-child genetic relationship and 

use of explaining/reasoning is expected to be weaker among this group of parents.  

 

Conclusion 

Empirical studies, some using sociobiological theory, suggest that children living 

with one or more nonbiologic caretakers are, in fact, at increased risk of abuse and 

neglect compared to other children (Berger, 2004; Daly & Wilson, 1985, 1996; Giles-

Sims, 1997; Lightcap et al., 1982; Radhakrishna et al., 2001; Smith & Thornberry, 1995; 

Wilson & Daly 1987; except see Gelles & Harrop, 1991; Malkin & Lamb, 1994). This 

makes sense considering a tenet of the sociobiological theoretical paradigm that 

proposes that biologic parents will be less likely to harm an offspring to protect their 

ability to pass on their genes to the population through their children. Considering the 

findings presented, there appears to be a trend of more and more children being likely 

to live with a nonbiologic parent through divorce or cohabitation at some point during 

their upbringing and it appears that these children are at risk for increased exposure to 
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corporal punishment. Children in these traditional stepfamilies and “new” stepfamilies 

are under represented in the literature (Jones, 2003). This thesis proposes to fill this 

gap in the literature by examining the association between the parent-child genetic 

relationship and attitudes of corporal punishment, the use of “ordinary” corporal 

punishment, and use of explaining/reasoning. More clearly, it examines whether 

nonbiologic parents are more likely than biologic parents to be accepting of and use 

corporal punishment and less likely to expend the resources of patience and time to 

utilize a disciplinary tool like reasoning or explaining to correct a child.  

Additionally, the thesis examines the conditioning effects of age of child and 

parent income on these likelihoods that are suggested by the sociobiological theoretical 

perspective. The next chapter discusses the methods of analysis used in the 

examination of the three main hypotheses and six elaborative hypotheses developed in 

this chapter. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 
 

METHODS 
 

This chapter discusses the sample, variables, and analytic strategy pertinent to 

the examination of the proposed hypotheses. The purpose of the analysis is to expand 

the literature with a focus on family structure characteristics such as the presence of 

biologic or nonbiologic parents within a family and that family’s acceptance and use of 

corporal punishment and reasoning. The perspective of the proposed hypotheses 

utilizes sociobiological theory and may aid in identifying specific groups of children who 

are at risk for increased exposure to corporal punishment.  

 

Data Source 

The data for the analysis concerning nonbiologic parents’ utilization and 

acceptance of ordinary corporal punishment and attitudes regarding reasoning are 

based on a Gallup Organization telephone survey (No. 765) of 1000 parents and was 

conducted from August 15-September 14, 1995 (Gallup Organization, 2005). The 

survey was designed to assess the current discipline practices, child raising attitudes, 

and other characteristics of U.S. parents and children. Telephone numbers generated 

by random-digit dialing were selected from listed and unlisted phone numbers to contact 

households with children under the age of 18 (Gallup Organization, 2005). The 

households were stratified to ensure that the sample would be nationally representative, 
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matching the 1990 U.S. Census information for children’s age, race, religion, gender, 

geographical region of the U.S., and education level of the parent (Straus et al., 1998). 

Once a household was contacted, the interviewers determined if any children under the 

age of 18 were residing in the home and if so one child was randomly selected (Moore, 

Gallup, & Schussel, 1995). The respondents were asked to participate in a survey about 

people’s opinions about raising children. Only one parent, residing in the household, 

was randomly selected by the computer to be interviewed (Moore et al., 1995).  

 In households where there were two or more children residing in the household 

the computer randomly selected one of the children as the focal child or target of the 

interview (Dietz, 2000; Moore et al., 1995). Of these children about 94% were the 

biologic children of the parent interviewed (Gallup Organization, 2005; Thompson et al., 

1999). Children’s age ranged from birth to 17 years (Dietz, 2000). During the interview, 

parents were asked about 75 questions regarding child management issues (Gallup 

Organization, 2005). The interview began by asking about the age and gender of the 

focal child, and the relationship between the respondent and that child. The survey 

consisted of two forms. Form A asked for the respondent’s opinions and actions. Form 

B asked for the respondent’s opinions and for the actions of both the respondent and 

his or her spouse/partner. For the purposes of the main analysis, the responses from 

both forms were used. To examine whether differences between the two forms affect 

the results, an additional sensitivity analysis is conducted using only responses to form 

A.  
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Analysis Sample 

The sample of the present analysis is restricted to include only Black or Hispanic-

Black (8.2%), and White or Hispanic-White (91.8%) parents; numbers identifying as 

other races were too small to sustain analysis. Additionally, only those parents currently 

married or living with a partner are included. This second restriction is used to eliminate 

confounding effects of single parenthood. The final sample size for analysis is 676. 

Some tables may be based on slightly smaller samples due to missing values for some 

variables. 

Table 1 presents the demographic characteristics of the households in this 

sample. As Table 1 shows: 75.3% of parents are married for the first time 20.1% are 

remarried and 4.6% are cohabiting. With respect to gender of the respondent, 40.1% 

are male and 59.9% are female. With respect to the focal or target child, Table 1 shows 

that 66.3% of the focal or target children are preschool aged (0-5 years) and 33.7% are 

non-preschool aged (6-17 years). Gender of the focal or target child is about evenly 

split, 51.0% of the children are male, and 48.8% are female. In summary, the majority of 

parents in the analysis sample are White or Hispanic-White mothers who are married 

for the first time, while the majority of boys and girls (equally represented) are preschool 

aged.
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Table 1  
Demographic Characteristics of Analysis Sample (N = 676)  

 

 
UParent Characteristics 
 

Race of Parent Respondent 
    White or Hispanic-White   91.8% 
    Black or Hispanic-Black     8.2%  

 
Current Marital Status of Parent  

    Married, First Time    75.3% 
    Remarried     20.1% 
    Cohabiting, Not Married     4.6% 

 
Gender of Parent Respondent 

    Male      40.1% 
    Female     59.9% 
 
 
UChild Characteristics 
 

Age of Child 
    Preschool (0 - 5 years)   66.3% 
    Non-Preschool (6 - 17 years)  33.7%   
   
 

Gender of Target Child 
    Male      51.0% 
    Female     48.8% 
    

Note: Combined both form A and B versions of the survey 
Gallup Organization 2005 
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Dependent Variables. Three dependent variables are utilized in this analysis: 

parents’ acceptance of corporal punishment, parents’ use of corporal punishment, and 

parents’ use of explaining/reasoning. Parents were asked if they “strongly agree”, 

“agree”, “disagree”, or “strongly disagree” with the following statement, “It is sometimes 

necessary to discipline a child with a good, hard spanking.” This survey question is used 

to create the dependent variable to assess parents’ acceptance of the use of corporal 

punishment. It is recoded into a dichotomous variable by grouping the “strongly agree” 

and “agree” responses into one category and the “disagree” and “strongly disagree” 

responses into a second category, so that the first category, coded 1, (for agree) 

represents agreement with the statement and the second category, coded 0, (for 

disagree) represents disagreement with the statement. Table 2 presents the distribution 

of the dependent variables in the sample. As Table 2 shows, 51.6% of parents agree 

and 47.6% disagree with the statement that, “it is sometimes necessary to discipline a 

child with a good hard spanking. 
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Table 2  
Distribution of Dependent Variables and Key Independent Variable Created for  
Present Analysis (N = 676)  

 

 
UDependent Variables 
 
Accept Spanking  
   Agree       51.6% 
   Disagree      47.6% 
 
Use of Corporal Punishment in Past Year 
   2 times or less     61.1% 
   More than 2 times     38.9% 
 
Use of Explaining/Reasoning in Past Year 
   20 times or less     55.5% 
   More than 20 times     39.3% 
 
UIndependent Variable 
 
Parent-Child Genetic Relationship 
   Biologic Child of Respondent     85.8% 
   Nonbiologic Child of Respondent      14.2% 

 
Note: Combined both form A and B versions of the survey 
Note:  Some values may not add up to 100% due to missing values 
Gallup Organization 2005  
 

 

As discussed earlier, corporal punishment includes several physical acts toward 

a child on a continuum. “Ordinary” corporal punishment as defined by Dietz (2000) is 

used as a guide to create the dependent variable to examine parents’ use of ordinary 

corporal punishment. The dependent variable pertaining to whether or not “ordinary” 

corporal punishment is used as a discipline practice in the household is determined by 

combining responses to three questions that asked the respondent if he or she (and/or 

his or her spouse/partner) had performed various acts to the child when the child did 

something “wrong” or made the parent “upset or angry”. The three acts considered to be 

ordinary corporal punishment are: spanking the child on the bottom with a bare hand 

 29 
 

 



 

slapping the child on the hand, arm or leg, and/or shaking the child (only for children 

over the age of one year). Not utilized are the survey items Dietz (2000) used to 

construct her “severe” category—hitting the child on the bottom with a hard object such 

as a belt, hairbrush, or stick, and/or slapping the child on the head, face, or ears. The 

response choices given to the respondent were:  “once in the past year”, “twice in the 

past year”, “3 - 5 times in the past year”, “6 - 10 times in the past year”, “11 - 20 times in 

the past year”, “more than 20 times in the past year”, “not in the past year but has 

happened”, or “this has never happened”. These responses for each of the three 

actions are used to construct one dichotomous variable for “use of ordinary corporal 

punishment.” If the respondent reported that all of the three actions happened, “once in 

the past year”, “twice in the past year”, “not in the past year but has happened”, or “this 

never happened”, the variable is coded 0 (used ordinary corporal punishment two times 

or less in the past year). If the respondent indicated that at least one of the three actions 

has happened, “3 - 5 times in the past year”, “6 - 10 times in the past year”, “11 - 20 

times in the past year”, or “more than 20 times in the past year” “used of corporal 

punishment” variable is coded 1 (used corporal punishment more than two times in the 

past year). As Table 2 shows, 61.1% of parents have used ordinary corporal 

punishment two times or less in the past year compared to almost 40% of parents who 

report that they have used it more frequently (more than two times in the past year). 

Additional analysis conducted using a different coding of the dependent variable—that 

is, ever versus never used—resulted in essentially the same outcomes (not shown). 

The dependent variable, use of explaining/reasoning, is created in a similar 

fashion. Parents were asked if they, “explained why something was wrong”:  “once in 
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the past year”, “twice in the past year”, “3 - 5 times in the past year”, “6 - 10 times in the 

past year”, “11 - 20 times in the past year”, “more than 20 times in the past year”, “not in 

the past year but has happened”, or “this has never happened”. In the interest of having 

a sufficient number of cases in each category, this variable is recoded to create a 

dichotomous variable, coded 0 if “explaining/reasoning” was reported by the respondent 

as happening 20 times or less in the past year, and coded 1 if reported by the 

respondent as happening more than 20 times in the past year. The relatively few 

parents (5.2%) who responded “not in the past year, but has happened”, “this has never 

happened”, or “don’t know” were recoded as missing on the variable. As shown in Table 

2, “explaining/reasoning” was used frequently by about less than one-half of the parents 

in the sample: only 39.3% of parents used it more than 20 times in the past year 

compared to 55.5% of parents who used it 20 times or less in the past year.  

Independent Variable. To examine the utilization of “ordinary” corporal 

punishment among biologic parents verses nonbiologic parents, an independent 

variable, parent-child genetic relationship, is created to determine whether or not the 

participant is a biologic or nonbiologic parent of the interview target child. The 

respondent was asked, “what relationship is the child to you?” with choices being: 

“biological child” (92.8%, N = 676), “adopted child” (2.4%), “stepchild” (3.6%), “foster 

child” (.4%) or “other” (.9%). Responses to this question are used along with responses 

to a similar one about the relationship of the child to the respondent’s spouse/partner to 

create a dichotomous variable to identify if the relationship between the child and the 

respondent and/or his or his spouse/partner is nonbiologic. This variable “parent-child 

genetic relationship” is coded 1 (nonbiologic) if the child is the “adopted child,” 
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“stepchild,” “foster child,” or “other” of the respondent and/or his or her spouse/partner 

and coded 0 (biologic) otherwise. As can be seen in Table 2: 85.8% of the target 

children are biologic children of both the respondent and his or her spouse/partner and 

14.2% are nonbiologic children of the respondent and/or his or her spouse/partner.  

Control Variables. Control variables concerning the parent and child are utilized 

to further explore associations revealed in the analysis. The two control variables 

indicated by the sociobiological theoretical paradigm are child age and parent’s 

socioeconomic status. The respondent was asked to give the actual age of the child in 

years. If the child was an infant, the response recorded was, “less than one year old.” 

Since the sociobiological theoretical perspective suggests that a critical distinction 

should be made between preschool aged children and non-preschool aged children, the 

age of child is made dichotomous by creating two categories, one for preschool aged 

children and one for non-preschool aged children. Preschool aged children are five 

years old or less so the response “less than one year old” and all years up to “five” are 

grouped into the preschool aged category and all responses beginning at “six” up to the 

highest year asked, “seventeen” are in a non-preschool category. As mentioned earlier 

(Table 1), the majority of the children in the analysis sample are preschool aged 

(66.3%). 

Parent socioeconomic status is measured by total annual household income. 

Respondents were asked to indicate if their “total annual household income” was within 

one of the specific income categories: “under $10,000”, “$10,000 to $14,999”, “$15,000 

to $19,000”, “$20,000 to $29,000”, “$30,000 to $49,000”, “$50,000 to $74,999”, 

“$75,000 to $99,000”, or “$100,000 or over”. In order to create a dichotomous variable 
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that would include a significant number of cases within both the low and high 

categories, the income level of $30,000 is used as the break point. Ideally, using a lower 

household income is advantageous considering it would eliminate a bias toward the 

high income households. Unfortunately, the data do not support income analysis at a 

lower level. Thus, the high category includes respondents who reported annual 

household income of $30,000 or more and the low income category includes 

respondents who reported annual household income of $29,999 or less. Examination of 

Table 3 shows that nearly one-fourth of the sample (24.3%) falls into the low income 

group and nearly three-fourths of the sample (75.7%) falls into the high income group. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
Table 3  
Distribution of Control Variables Created for Present Analysis (N=676)   

 

 
Age of Child 
    Preschool (0 - 5 years)  66.3% 
    Non-Preschool (6 - 17 years) 33.7%  
          
Household Income 
    Low Income    24.3% 
    High Income    75.7% 
          

 

Note: Combined both form A and B versions of the survey 
Gallup Organization 2005   
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Analytic Strategy 

To examine each of the three primary hypotheses, three cross-tabulations 

or bivariate tables are constructed. In each table, the parent-child genetic 

relationship (independent variable) is the column variable and each of the three 

dependent variables (acceptance of corporal punishment, use of ordinary 

corporal punishment, and use of explaining/reasoning) is a row variable, 

respectively. With respect to hypothesis 1, that nonbiologic parents are more 

likely than biologic parents to accept the use of ordinary corporal punishment as 

a disciplinary tool, a cross-tabulation of the independent variable, parent-child 

genetic relationship (biologic or nonbiologic), and the dependent variable 

regarding parents’ agreement with the statement that “sometimes a child needs a 

good hard spanking” is created. 

Testing hypothesis 2, that nonbiologic parents are more likely than 

biologic parents to use ordinary corporal punishment as a disciplinary tool was 

conducted with a cross-tabulation of the independent variable, parent-child 

genetic relationship (biologic or nonbiologic), with the dependent variable that 

was created by combining the actions (two times or less or more than two times 

in the past year) of ordinary corporal punishment.  

Continuing this process, hypothesis 3, that nonbiologic parents are less 

likely than biologic parents to use explaining/reasoning as a disciplinary tool, is 

tested by using a cross-tabulation of the independent variable, parent-child 

genetic relationship (biologic or nonbiologic), and the dependent variable use of 
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explaining/reasoning (more or less than 20 times in the past year) by the parent 

as a disciplinary tool. 

Hypotheses 1a, 1b, 2a, 2b, 3a, and 3b are examined by introducing the 

control variables child age (“a” hypotheses) and annual household income (“b” 

hypotheses) into the analysis. Specifically, this thesis examines whether the 

strength of the association between parent-child genetic relationship and each of 

the dependent variables depends on the age of the child or family resources 

(annual household income). This is accomplished by creating partial tables, that 

is, by constructing each of the tables described in detail above for each of the 

two categories of the two control variables.  

Each table (corresponding to hypotheses 1 - 3) and partial table 

(corresponding to hypotheses 1a-b, 2a-b, 3a-b) is examined in the same way. 

Specifically, after percentages are compared across the categories of the 

dependent variable to determine if the dependent variable differs across 

categories of the independent variable, a chi-squared test is used to determine 

the statistical significance of any observed differences. This test is done by 

comparing the obtained chi-squared value with the critical chi-squared value for 

each cross-tabulation. The rule used is that if the obtained chi-squared is greater 

than or equal to the critical chi-squared reject the null hypothesis of no 

association between the dependent variable and the independent variable in the 

population being studied. There is always a risk of rejecting the null hypothesis 

when it in fact is true. Acceptable risk for the analyses presented in this thesis 

was set to equal to .05. Thus for each cross-tabulation the critical chi-squared 
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value is 3.841 (with 1 degree of freedom). Once the statistical significance of the 

association is established, a summary measure of association, gamma 

(appropriate for use with dichotomous variables) is utilized. This measure ranges 

from –1 to 1 with values near 0 indicating no association between the two 

variables being considered. All of the results of these examinations are reported 

in Chapter 4.  
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CHAPTER 4 
 
 

RESULTS 
 

This chapter discusses the findings of all the hypotheses presented in this 

thesis. First, the results of the statistical analysis of each main hypothesis are 

presented. Then the results of the corresponding control variable hypotheses, 

child age (“a” hypotheses) and parent income (“b” hypotheses), are presented for 

each main hypotheses. Finally, the results of a sensitivity analysis conducted to 

determine if the findings are affected by the version of the survey used (i.e. form 

A or form B) are presented.  

 

Biologic vs. Nonbiologic Parent Acceptance of 

Ordinary Corporal Punishment 

Regarding the hypothesis (1) that nonbiologic parents are more likely than 

biologic parents to accept the use of ordinary corporal punishment, the results of 

the cross-tabulation reveal that the data do not support the presented hypothesis. 

Comparing the percentages shown in Table 4, there is only a 2.3 percentage-

point difference between biologic parents and nonbiologic parents. About 52.3% 

of biologic parents compared to 50.0% of nonbiologic parents believe that 

“sometimes a child needs a good hard spanking” and therefore accept the use of 

ordinary corporal punishment. This indicates that biologic parents and 

nonbiologic parents are just as likely to accept ordinary corporal punishment. 

Indeed, the chi-squared (corrected) value of .100 (with 1 degree of freedom, p = 
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.752) indicates that the 2.3 percentage-point difference between biologic and 

nonbiologic parents is not statistically significant. A gamma value of -.047 also 

indicates virtually no association between the two variables parent-child genetic 

relationship and “acceptance” of spanking.  

 

 

 

Table 4  
Acceptance of Spanking to Discipline Child by Parent-Child Genetic Relationship 

 

          Parent-Child Genetic Relationship 
 
Biologic Nonbiologic 

 
Accept Spanking  
    

No    47.7%  50.0% 
   Yes    52.3%  50.0% 
 
Total       100.0% 100.0% 
       (575)  (96) 

 
XP

2
P (corrected) = .100, df = 1, p = .752, Gamma = -.047 

Note: Combined both form A and B versions of the survey 
Gallup Organization 2005   

 

 

According to hypothesis 1a, the differences between biologic and 

nonbiologic parents’ acceptance of corporal punishment are expected to be 

reduced in the parents of the preschool aged children subgroup. Once again, the 

data do not appear to support the presented research hypothesis. Contrary to 

expectations, both panels of Table 5 show that biologic parents are more likely 

than nonbiologic parents to accept spanking as a disciplinary tool. In addition, 

this likelihood is stronger among parents of preschool aged children. Among 
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these parents, about 46.0% of biologic parents agree that “it is sometimes 

necessary to discipline a child with a good, hard spanking” compared to only 

21.4% of nonbiologic parents, a difference of 24.6 percentage points. Despite 

this large percentage-point difference, the chi-squared (corrected) value of 2.286 

(with 1 degree of freedom, p = .131) indicates that it is not statistically significant. 

The gamma value of -.515 indicates that the association is moderate and 

consistent with the null hypothesis.  

 Among parents of non-preschool aged children, in the second panel of 

Table 5, similar percentages of both biologic parents and nonbiologic parents 

(i.e., 56.0 and 54.9, respectively) “accept” spanking as a means of disciplining a 

child. The very small percentage-point difference (i.e., 1.1) is not statistically 

significant (i.e., chi-squared (corrected) = .005, with 1 degree of freedom, p = . 

945). The gamma value of -.024 also indicates virtually no association between 

parent-child genetic relationship and acceptance of ordinary corporal punishment 

among parents of older children.
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Table 5  
Acceptance of Spanking to Discipline Child by Parent-Child Genetic Relationship, 
Controlling for Child Age  
 

 

Preschool Age (0 - 5 years old) 
 

          Parent-Child Genetic Relationship 
 
Biologic Nonbiologic 

 
Accept Spanking    

 
No    54.0%  78.6% 

   Yes        46.0%  21.4 % 
 
Total       100.0% 100.0% 
       (211)  (14) 
 
XP

2
P (corrected) = 2.286, df = 1, p = .131, Gamma = -.515 

Note: Combined both form A and B versions of the survey 
Gallup Organization 2005 
 
 

 

Non-Preschool Age (6 - 17 years old) 
 

          Parent-Child Genetic Relationship 
 
Biologic Nonbiologic 

 
Accept Spanking    

 
No    44.0%  45.1% 

   Yes        56.0%            54.9 % 
 
Total       100.0% 100.0% 
       (364)  (82) 
 
XP

2
P (corrected) = .005, df = 1, p = .945, Gamma = -.024 

Note: Combined both form A and B versions of the survey 
Gallup Organization 2005 
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Hypothesis 1b proposes that the expected differences between biologic 

and nonbiologic parents’ acceptance of ordinary corporal punishment will tend to 

be smaller among low income parents. Examination of the data for the low 

income subpopulation however, showed very little change from the sample 

population as a whole or from the high income subpopulation. 

As the first panel of Table 6 shows, contrary to expectations, among low 

income parents, biologic parents and nonbiologic parents tend to have similar 

views regarding the acceptance of corporal punishment. This is indicated by the 

very small, statistically insignificant (chi-squared (corrected) < .001, with 1 degree 

of freedom, p = .991) 2.1 percentage-point difference in “acceptance” between 

the two groups and a near 0 gamma value (gamma = .042). Furthermore, the 

expectation that the differences between biologic and nonbiologic parents’ 

acceptance of corporal punishment will be reduced among a low income 

subpopulation of parents is also not supported. There is little difference between 

the sample as a whole and the low income subpopulation. Similar results are 

found in the high income subpopulation. As the second panel of Table 10 shows, 

there is only a 2.8 percentage-point difference between biologic and nonbiologic 

parents’ acceptance of corporal punishment (i.e., 51.2% and 48.4%, 

respectively). This very small difference is not statistically significant (i.e., chi-

squared (corrected) = .074, with 1 degree of freedom, p = .786). A gamma value 

of -.055 indicates that this association between parent-child genetic relationship 

and acceptance of corporal punishment is very weak and inconsistent with what 

is hypothesized. 
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Table 6  
Acceptance of Spanking to Discipline Child by Parent-Child Genetic Relationship, 
Controlling for Annual Household Income  
 

 

Low Income (Less than $30,000/year) 
 

   Parent-Child Genetic Relationship 
 
Biologic Nonbiologic 

 
Accept Spanking    

 
No    44.8%  46.9% 

   Yes        55.2%            53.1% 
 
Total       100.0% 100.0% 
       (125)  (32) 
 
XP

2
P (corrected) = <.001, df = 1, p = .991, Gamma = -.042 

Note: Combined both form A and B versions of the survey 
Gallup Organization 2005   
 
 

 

High Income (Equal to/More than $30,000/year) 
 

 

Parent-Child Genetic Relationship 
 
Biologic Nonbiologic 

 
Accept Spanking    

 
No    48.8%  51.6% 

   Yes        51.2%           48.4% 
 
Total       100.0% 100.0% 
       (434)  (62) 
 
XP

2
P (corrected) = .074, df = 1, p = .786, Gamma = -.055 

Note: Combined both form A and B versions of the survey  
Gallup Organization 2005   
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Biologic vs. Nonbiologic Parent Use 

Of Ordinary Corporal Punishment 

Cross-tabulation of the association for the hypothesis (2) that nonbiologic 

parents are more likely than biologic parents to use ordinary corporal punishment 

indicates that an association does indeed exist; however, the results are not 

consistent with the research hypothesis. In other words, as Table 7 shows, 

biologic parents rather than nonbiologic parents are more likely to report the use 

of ordinary corporal punishment more than two times in the past year.  

 

 

Table 7  
Use of Ordinary Corporal Punishment by Parent-Child Genetic Relationship 

 

          Parent-Child Genetic Relationship 
 
Biologic Nonbiologic 

 
Use of Ordinary  
Corporal Punishment in Past Year 
    

2 times or less   59.5%  70.8% 
  More than 2 times   40.5%  29.2% 
 
Total       100.0% 100.0% 
       (580)  (96) 
 
XP

2
P (corrected) = 4.000, df = 1, p = .046, Gamma = -.246  

Note: Combined both form A and B versions of the survey 
Gallup Organization 2005 
 

While sizeable percentages of both groups of parents indicated that they 

have used this type of punishment, about 40.5% of biologic parents compared to 

29.2% of nonbiologic parents indicated that they had used ordinary corporal 

punishment more than two times in the past year, a statistically significant (i.e., 

chi-squared (corrected) = 4.000, with 1 degree of freedom, p = .046) 11.3 
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percentage-point difference. A gamma value of -.246 indicates that the 

association between parent-child genetic relationship and use of corporal 

punishment is moderately weak but supportive of the null hypothesis.   

It is expected that (hypothesis 2a) the differences between biologic and 

nonbiologic parents’ use of ordinary corporal punishment will be reduced among 

parents of preschool aged children. This expectation is not supported. As Table 8 

shows, again, regardless of child age, biologic rather than nonbiologic parents 

are more likely to report using ordinary corporal punishment. Moreover, this 

likelihood is slightly stronger among parents of preschool aged children. As panel 

1 of Table 8 shows, among parents of preschool aged children, 60.3% of biologic 

parents compared to 50.0% of nonbiologic parents, indicated that they had used 

ordinary corporal punishment more than two times in the past year, a statistically 

insignificant (i.e., chi-squared (corrected) = .229, with 1 degree of freedom, p = 

.632) 10.3 percentage-point difference. A gamma value of -.206 indicates that the 

association between parent-child genetic relationship and ordinary corporal 

punishment is very weak and contrary to what is hypothesized among preschool 

aged children. Likewise, as panel 2 of Table 14 shows, among parents of older 

children, 29.0% of biologic parents compared to 25.6% of nonbiologic parents 

indicated that they had used ordinary corporal punishment more than two times 

in the past year. This small percentage-point difference of 3.4 is also statistically 

insignificant (i.e., chi-squared (corrected) = .224, with 1 degree of freedom, p = 

.636). The gamma value of -.084 again indicates a very weak association and is 

not supportive of the research hypothesis.  
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Table 8  
Use of Ordinary Corporal Punishment by Parent-Child Genetic Relationship, 
Controlling for Child Age 
 
 
Preschool Age (0 - 5 years old) 
 

Parent-Child Genetic Relationship 
 
Biologic Nonbiologic 

 
Use of Ordinary Corporal  
Punishment in Past Year 
    

2 times or less   39.7%  50.0% 
  More than 2 times   60.3%          50.0% 
 
Total       100.0% 100.0% 
       (214)  (14) 
 
XP

2
P (corrected) = .229, df = 1, p = .632, Gamma = -.206 

Note: Combined both form A and B versions of the survey 
Gallup Organization 2005 
 

 

Non-Preschool Age (6 - 17 years old) 
 

Parent-Child Genetic Relationship 
 
Biologic Nonbiologic 

 
Use of Ordinary Corporal  
Punishment in Past Year 
 
  2 times or less   71.0%  74.4% 
  More than 2 times   29.0%  25.6% 
 
Total       100.0% 100.0% 
       (366)  (82) 
 
XP

2
P (corrected) = .224, df = 1, p = .636, Gamma = -.084 

Note: Combined both form A and B versions of the survey 
Gallup Organization 2005  
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Hypothesis 2b, proposes that the expected differences between biologic 

and nonbiologic parents’ use of ordinary corporal punishment will tend to be 

reduced among low income parents. Again, this expectation is not supported. As 

shown in both panels of Table 9, biologic parents rather than nonbiologic parents 

are more likely to report using ordinary corporal punishment. In addition, this 

trend is even stronger among low income parents. As shown in panel 1 of Table 

9, 52.3% of biologic parents compared to 28.1% of nonbiologic parents reported 

the use of ordinary corporal punishment more than two times in the past year. 

The chi-squared (corrected) value of 5.089 (with 1 degree of freedom, p = .024) 

indicates the 24.2 percentage-point difference statistically significant. A gamma 

value of -.475 indicates a moderate association between parent-child genetic 

relationship and use of ordinary corporal punishment and is not supportive of the 

proposed research hypothesis. Among high income parents, as shown in panel 2 

of Table 9, 36.5% of biologic parents and 30.6% of nonbiologic parents indicated 

that they used ordinary corporal punishment more than two times in the past 

year. This 5.9 percentage point difference is statistically insignificant (i.e., chi-

squared (corrected) = .568, with 1 degree of freedom, p = .451). A gamma value 

of -.130 indicates that the association between parent-child genetic relationship 

and use of ordinary corporal punishment among high income parents is very 

weak and opposite what is hypothesized.
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Table 9  
Use of Ordinary Corporal Punishment by Parent-Child Genetic Relationship, 
Controlling for Annual Household Income 
 

 

Low Income (Less than $30,000/year) 
 

Parent-Child Genetic Relationship 
 
Biologic Nonbiologic 

 
Use of Ordinary Corporal  
Punishment in Past Year 
    

2 times or less   47.7%  71.9% 
  More than 2 times   52.3%           28.1% 
 
Total       100.0% 100.0% 
       (128)  (32) 
 
XP

2
P (corrected) = 5.089, df = 1, p = .024, Gamma = -.475 

Note: Combined both form A and B versions of the survey 
Gallup Organization 2005 
 

 

High Income (Equal to/More than $30,000/year) 
 

Parent-Child Genetic Relationship 
 
Biologic Nonbiologic 

 
Use of Ordinary Corporal  
Punishment in Past Year 
   

2 times or less   63.5%  69.4% 
  More than 2 times   36.5%  30.6% 
 
Total       100.0% 100.0% 
       (436)  (62) 
 
XP

2
P (corrected) = .568, df = 1, p = .451, Gamma = -.130 

Note: Combined both form A and B versions of the survey 
Gallup Organization 2005 
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Biologic vs. Nonbiologic Parent Use of 

Explaining/Reasoning 

Regarding the hypothesis (3) that biologic parents are more likely than 

nonbiologic parents to use explaining/reasoning, while cross-tabulation results 

are consistent with this hypothesis, they are not statistically significant. As Table 

10 shows, 59.9% of biologic parents compared to 50.5% of nonbiologic parents 

used explaining/reasoning as a disciplinary tool more than 20 times in the past 

year. This represents a 9.4 percentage-point difference between biologic parents 

and nonbiologic parents. However, this difference is not statistically significant as 

indicated by a chi-squared (corrected) value of 2.55 (with 1 degree of freedom, p 

= .110). The gamma value of -.188 indicates a very weak association between 

parent-child genetic relationship and use of explaining/reasoning more that 20 

times in the past year.  

 

Table 10  
Used Explaining/Reasoning by Parent-Child Genetic Relationship 

 

          Parent-Child Genetic Relationship 
 
Biologic Nonbiologic 

 
Use of Explaining/Reasoning  
in the Past Year  
    

Less than 20 times   40.1%  49.5% 
  More than 20 times   59.9%  50.5% 
 
Total       100.0% 100.0% 
       (546)  (95) 
 
XP

2
P (corrected) = 2.55, df = 1, p = .110, Gamma = -.188 

Note: Combined both form A and B versions of the survey 
Gallup Organization 2005 
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The presented hypothesis (3a) proposes that the differences between 

nonbiologic and biologic parents use of explaining/reasoning will tend to be 

smaller among a subgroup of parents of preschool aged children. The data does 

appear to show some support for this hypothesis. Among parents of preschool 

aged children, as the first panel of Table 11 shows about 73.5% of biologic 

parents compared to 69.2% of nonbiologic parents indicated that they have used 

explaining/reasoning more than 20 times in the past year. It can be seen that 

there is a difference of 4.3 percentage points which is less than the 9.4 

percentage-point difference (Table 10) found in the sample as a whole. However, 

the chi-squared (corrected) value of <.001 (with 1 degree of freedom, p = .992) 

indicates that the 4.3 percentage-point difference is again not significant. A 

gamma value of -.104 indicates a very weak association between parent-child 

genetic relationship and use of explaining/reasoning more than 20 times in the 

past year for parents of preschool aged children. Likewise, for parents of non-

preschool aged children, panel 2 of Table 11 shows a statistically insignificant 

(i.e., chi-squared (corrected) = .629, with 1 degree of freedom, p  = .428) 5.6 

percentage-point difference between biologic and nonbiologic parents’ use of 

explaining/reasoning. Again, there is a very weak association between parent-

child genetic relationship and parents’ use of explaining/reasoning more than 20 

times in the past year among parents of older children as indicated by a gamma 

value of -.111.
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Table 11  
Used Explaining/Reasoning by Parent-Child Genetic Relationship,  
Controlling for Child Age 
 
 
Preschool Age (0 - 5 years old) 
 

          Parent-Child Genetic Relationship 
 
Biologic Nonbiologic 

 
Use of  Explaining/Reasoning 
in the Past Year 
    

Less than 20 times   26.5%     30.8% 
  More than 20 times   73.5%               69.2% 
 
Total       100.0% 100.0% 
       (181)  (13) 
 
XP

2
P (corrected) = <.001, df = 1, p = .992, Gamma = -.104 

Note: Combined both form A and B versions of the survey 
Gallup Organization 2005 
 

 

Non-Preschool Age (6 - 17 years old) 
 

          Parent-Child Genetic Relationship 
 
Biologic Nonbiologic 

 
Use of Explaining/Reasoning 
in the Past Year 
    

Less than 20 times   46.8%      52.4% 
  More than 20 times    53.2%            47.6% 
 
Total       100.0% 100.0% 
       (365)  (82) 
 
XP

2
P (corrected) = .629, df = 1, p = .428, Gamma = -.111 

Note: Combined both form A and B versions of the survey 
Gallup Organization 2005  
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Finally, hypothesis 3b that the expected differences between biologic and 

nonbiologic parents’ use of explaining/reasoning will tend to be smaller among 

low income parents is in fact somewhat supported by the data in that the 

percentage-point difference is reduced when compared to the sample as a 

whole. As shown in the first panel of Table 12 for low income parents, 48.7% of 

biologic parents compared to 46.9% of nonbiologic parents indicated that they 

have used explaining/reasoning more than 20 times in the past year. The small 

percentage-point difference among low income parents (1.8 percentage points), 

although smaller than the sample as a whole (9.4 percentage points), is not 

statistically significant as indicated by a chi-squared (corrected) value of <.001 

(with 1 degree of freedom, p = 1.000). The gamma value of -.037 indicates a very 

weak association between parent-child genetic relationship and use of 

explaining/reasoning more that 20 times in the past year among low income 

parents. The second panel of Table 12 shows that, among the subpopulation of 

high income parents, 62.7% of biologic parents compared to 54.1% of 

nonbiologic parents reported the use explaining/reasoning more than 20 times in 

the past year. The chi-squared (corrected) value of 1.302 (with 1 degree of 

freedom, p = .254) indicates that the 8.6 percentage-point difference is not 

statistically significant. The gamma value of -.175 indicates that the association is 

moderately weak. 
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Table 12  
Used Explaining/Reasoning by Parent-Child Genetic Relationship, Controlling for 
Annual Household Income 
 
 
Low Income (Less than $30,000/year) 
 

          Parent-Child Genetic Relationship 
 
Biologic Nonbiologic 

 
Use of Explaining/Reasoning 
in the Past Year 
    

Less than 20 times   51.3 %         53.1% 
  More than 20 times   48.7%  46.9% 
 
Total       100.0% 100.0% 
       (117)  (32) 
 
XP

2
P (corrected) = <.001, df = 1, p = 1.000, Gamma = -.037 

Note: Combined both form A and B versions of the survey 
Gallup Organization 2005 
 
 

High Income (Equal to/More than $30,000/year) 
 

          Parent-Child Genetic Relationship 
 
Biologic Nonbiologic 

 
Use of Explaining/Reasoning 
in the Past Year 
   

Less than 20 times   37.3%               45.9% 
  More than 20 times   62.7%                54.1% 
 
Total       100.0% 100.0% 
       (415)  (61) 
 
XP

2
P (corrected) = 1.302, df = 1, p = .254, Gamma = -.175 

Note: Combined both form A and B versions of the survey 
Gallup Organization 2005  
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Although the possibility that no association exists between parent-child 

genetic relationship and corporal punishment acceptance and use was 

considered, it is somewhat surprising to find that the trends are contradictory to 

the hypotheses for both acceptance and use of ordinary corporal punishment. 

Biologic parents are found to be more likely to accept and use spanking and 

other means of ordinary corporal punishment to discipline their children than 

nonbiologic parents, however the only statistically significant difference is found 

between nonbiologic and biologic parents in the use of corporal punishment; 

biologic parents reported significantly more use than nonbiologic parents. With 

regard to reasoning/explaining, although the findings are not statistically 

significant they are consistent with expectations. Results did in fact demonstrate 

that biologic parents utilize reasoning/explaining somewhat more frequently than 

nonbiologic parents.  

 

Sensitivity Analysis 

As mentioned in the methods chapter, participants of the Gallup 

Organization telephone survey (No. 765) were randomly selected to either take 

form A or form B of the survey. Sensitivity analysis is conducted to address and 

confirm that the separate versions of the survey have little impact on the findings 

of this thesis. The form A and form B versions of the survey are similar in that 

they both asked parents to indicate, “whether you strongly agree, agree, 

disagree, or strongly disagree” to statements used to assess parents’ attitudes 

about the “best way to raise children” (Gallup Organization, 2005). Thus, all the 
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participants in the sample responded using only their own opinions about 

parents’ attitudes. The differences between form A and form B versions lie in the 

way participants were asked to respond to items other than the demographic and 

attitude questions.  

Regarding corporal punishment and explaining/reasoning, participants 

who were administered form A, 49.6% of the original sample, were asked to 

respond based on only their actions. The question was stated, “Did you do it just 

one time in the past year, twice…or not at all in the past year” (Gallup 

Organization, 2005)? Specifically, it only asked for the respondents’ actions. 

Form B respondents, 50.4% of the original sample, were asked to answer based 

on their own actions and their spouse/partner’s actions, “Did you or your 

(spouse/partner) do it just one time in the past year, twice…or not at all in the 

past year” (Gallup organization, 2005)? The sensitivity analysis only uses the 

form A participants for whom it is possible to discern that they are responding 

based on their own child disciplinary practices in order to eliminate any error of 

reporting for spouse/partner actions. Additionally, the analysis only includes 

comparison of ordinary corporal punishment and comparison of use of 

explaining/reasoning since the questions regarding parents’ acceptance were the 

same on both forms. 

Comparing the contents of Table 7, using the sample generated for this 

thesis (N = 676), to the contents of Table 13, using only form A respondents (n = 

335), it can be seen that the percentage trends are similar in both samples. In 

both samples, biologic parents (40.5% and 39.0%, respectively) reported greater 
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use of corporal punishment than their nonbiologic counterparts (29.2% and 

20.0%, respectively). However, the chi-squared (corrected) value 2.806 (with 1 

degree freedom, p = .094) from Table 13 for the sensitivity sample indicates that 

the difference between biologic and nonbiologic parents’ use of corporal 

punishment only approaches statistical significance. This may be primarily due to 

the 50% reduction in the sample size. The gamma value of -.438 for the 

sensitivity sample indicates a moderate association between parent-child genetic 

relationship and use of corporal punishment. This along with consistently higher 

percentages for biologic parents use of corporal punishment continue to support 

the trend that biologic parents are more likely to use corporal punishment than 

nonbiologic parents. In summary, the results for the sensitivity sample remain 

similar to the results for the sample as a whole; therefore, the differences 

between the two forms have little impact on the findings related to use of corporal 

punishment. 
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Table 13  
Form A Respondents Use of Ordinary Corporal Punishment by Parent-Child 
Genetic Relationship 

 

Parent-Child Genetic Relationship 

 
Biologic Nonbiologic 

 
Use of Ordinary  
Corporal Punishment in Past Year 
    

2 times or less   61.0%  80.0% 
  More than 2 times   39.0%  20.0% 
 
Total       100.0% 100.0% 
       (310)  (25) 
 
XP

2
P (corrected) = 2.806, df = 1, p = .094, Gamma = -.438  

Note: Only Form A version of the survey 
Gallup Organization 2000 
 
 

 

 

Conducting a similar comparison for the contents of Table 10, using the 

sample generated for this thesis (N = 676) to the contents of Table 14, using the 

form A sample (n = 335), it can be seen that percentages and statistical values 

are similar. In both samples biologic parents (59.9% and 58.8%, respectively) 

report the use of explaining/reasoning at a higher rate than nonbiologic parents 

(50.5% and 40.0%, respectively). The chi-squared (corrected) value of 2.619 

(with 1 degree of freedom, p = .106) for the sensitivity sample still shows no 

statistically significant difference between biologic and nonbiologic parents with 

respect to use of explaining/reasoning as is found in the sample as a whole. The 

gamma values, Table 10, -.188 and Table 14, -.364 indicate similar weak support 

for the research hypothesis. Again, there is very little difference between either 
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the percentages or statistical values for the sensitivity sample and the sample as 

a whole. Both show a trend toward biologic parents using explaining/reasoning 

more than nonbiologic parents without reaching statistical significance. 

Therefore, the differences found in the form A sample have little to no impact on 

the findings related to use of explaining/reasoning. 

 

 

 

Table 14  
Form A Respondents Use of Explaining/Reasoning by Parent-Child  
Genetic Relationship 

 

          Parent-Child Genetic Relationship 
 
Biologic Nonbiologic 

 
Use of Explaining/Reasoning  
in the Past Year  
    

Less than 20 times   41.2%  60.0% 
  More than 20 times   58.8%  40.0% 
 
Total       100.0% 100.0% 
       (294)  (25) 
 
XP

2
P (corrected) = 2.619, df = 1, p = .106, Gamma = -.364 

Note: Only form A version of the survey 
Gallup Organization 2005 
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CHAPTER 5 
 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

Over three decades of empirical studies suggest that children living with one or 

more non-genetic caretakers are at an increased risk of abuse and neglect. This thesis 

specifically examines the association of the parent-child genetic relationship and 

parents’ attitudes regarding corporal punishment and their use of ordinary corporal 

punishment and explaining/reasoning. The framework for this examination is drawn 

from a sociobiological theoretical paradigm. 

The data presented here do not support the sociobiological theoretical 

perspective as it relates to the parent-child genetic relationship and parents’ attitudes 

and use of ordinary corporal punishment. Rather than finding that nonbiologic parents 

accept and use ordinary corporal punishment more than biologic parents, this thesis 

found that biologic parents rather than nonbiologic parents are more likely to believe in 

and use this disciplinary tool. In fact, biologic parents’ increased use of corporal 

punishment is statistically significant as compared to nonbiologic parents. On the other 

hand, consistent with expectations of the sociobiological theoretical perspective, 

nonbiologic parents are less likely than biologic parents to frequently use explaining/ 

reasoning as a child disciplinary tool. However, while this difference is in the direction 

predicted, it is not statistically significant. 

What might explain the general lack of support for the sociobiological theoretical 

perspective in this analysis? There are several possibilities. For example, the 

perspective likely underestimates the power of cultural influences on parental choices 
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for rearing their offspring. It may be true that parents’ innate instincts are to protect their 

chances of reproductive success. However, cultural influences may overpower these 

instinctual actions when parents interact with society and attempt to teach their children 

the norms for their children’s best success in life. The strong cultural norm of spanking 

has been clearly evident since the colonial days of the U.S. (Andero & Stewart, 2002). 

This combined with the previously discussed finding in the Disciplining Children in 

America: A Gallup Poll Report survey that parents continue to spank their children even 

though they do not think it is effective (Moore, Gallup, & Schussel, 1995) suggests that 

socio-cultural influences may have greater effect than sociobiological influences (Flynn, 

1998).  

In addition, the sociobiological theoretical perspective ignores other social 

structural factors, including official oversight of parent-child interactions. Specifically, in 

American society all parents are not equally free of scrutiny for child disciplinary method 

choices. Disproportionately, foster and adoptive parents, even stepparents, are under 

the watchful eye of public officials. Parents raising nonbiologic children may not feel free 

to choose from the same range of disciplinary methods available to biologic parents. 

They also may not feel as free to admit that they use some methods. Many nonbiologic 

parents are subject to answering for their actions to public officials and may feel at risk 

of having the child removed from the home or even being accused of abuse if their 

disciplinary choices are deemed excessive. Therefore, biologic parents compared to 

foster and/or adoptive parents do not have the same degree of oversight for the 

childcare methods they choose to utilize. Additionally, stepparents may not feel a strong 
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“right” to spank a nonbiologic child or want to risk offending their spouse by utilizing 

what might be considered a harsh punishment on their spouse’s biologic child.    

Data and measurement limitations may have also impacted the results of this 

analysis. Of the several existing data sets available that included items regarding 

parents’ attitudes and use of ordinary corporal punishment, only the one used in this 

analysis included items that permitted identification of the parent-child genetic 

relationship. Unfortunately, the size of the sample in this dataset is relatively small and 

moreover, the sample is disproportionately White, high income, and highly educated 

compared to the U.S. population. The original sample size and demographic biases are 

compounded by the fact that nonbiologic parents make up only 14.2% (Table 2) of the 

analysis sample. Future research on this topic would be well served by obtaining and 

using larger, more diverse samples—especially in terms of parent-child genetic 

relationship, race/ethnicity, and socioeconomic status.  

Furthermore, while sensitivity analysis revealed no differences in substantive 

conclusions of findings by whether a parent reported only his or her own actions or 

reported his or her actions as well as the actions of his or her spouse/partner, reliance 

on self-report of the frequency of corporal punishment and explaining/reasoning use is 

problematic. Self-report is effected by the respondent’s memory and comfort of being 

completely truthful in his or her responses. The latter is especially the case if the items 

concern a topic that is in any way controversial. Thus, given the increased official and 

perhaps even public scrutiny that nonbiologic parents receive concerning their 

interactions with their children, it is conceivable that nonbiologic parents might be less 
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willing to report that they use spanking or other forms of ordinary corporal punishment to 

discipline their children.  

Finally, parents who utilize corporal punishment may not realize that the 

punishment is detrimental to their children. Public opinion, which may be influenced by 

cultural norms, is not always based on empirical evidence. Could it be that parents are 

just not aware of the scientific controversy that surrounds the use of corporal 

punishment? Perhaps they are not aware of the many negative child outcomes that are 

associated with corporal punishment in the scientific literature? Just as the public 

education program to encourage parents to put their babies to sleep on their back is 

believed to have reduced the incidence of SIDS (Kattwinkel, Brooks, Keenan, & Malloy, 

1994), a public education program to make parents more aware of the possible negative 

risks associated with corporal punishment and the effectiveness of alternative 

disciplinary practices may change biologic and/or nonbiologic parents’ use of this 

practice. Until more child discipline researchers respond to the increasing trend of 

children living with nonbiologic caretakers and collect information regarding the parent-

child genetic relationship we may never definitively know what relationship, if any, exists 

between nonbiologic caretakers and ordinary corporal punishment.  

Future research on this topic may help define public policy. If future research 

finds that behaviors are fairly similar between biologic and nonbiologic parents in regard 

to ordinary corporal punishment, a single public education program could be designed 

to address both groups. On the other hand, if larger scale research shows that there is a 

significant difference between biologic and nonbiologic parents’ behavior, it would 
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perhaps be more effective to develop public education programs specifically for one or 

each group of parents. 

Beyond the public policy implications, this thesis helps fill a void in both the 

corporal punishment and the family structure literature by using the sociobiological 

theoretical perspective. Additional research in this area is much needed to more 

conclusively determine if children of nonbiologic caretakers are in fact at risk of 

increased exposure to the use of corporal punishment. Addressing this issue could aid 

in resolving the controversies surrounding the use of corporal punishment. As for the 

findings of this thesis, the occurrence of the “wicked stepmother” spanking her 

stepchildren disproportionately more than her biological children is about as likely as the 

occurrence of the Easter Bunny hiding eggs on Easter morning.
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