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Abstract 

Approximately 94% of young children are frequently spanked (e.g., hit on the bottom 

with an open hand. Additionally, children in poverty experience the highest rates of 

spanking and those children who are spanked are significantly more likely to display 

externalizing behavior problems and aggression. Similarly, adverse childhood 

experiences (e.g., parental substance use, family violence) have also been linked with 

negative outcomes (ACEs). Relatedly, studies indicate that poor health outcomes 

associated with spanking suggest its separate, but detrimental influence on individuals. 

Because of this, “being spanked as a child” has been recently been included as a separate 

ACE. The purpose of the current study was to explore (a) the relationship between 

preschool-aged children’s exposure to ACEs and spanking and (b) the outcomes of 

spanking (i.e., externalizing behaviors), controlling for other adverse experiences, within 

preschool-aged children. Data were from the Head Start Impact Study (N = 2,243). 

Overall, although the initial model was significant (B=0.095, p< .005) with an odds ratio 

of 1.100, 95% CI [1.03, 1.18], ACEs did not meaningfully predict probability of being 

spanked as the ROC curve indicated a poor AUC fit (AUC=0.52). However, spanking 

significantly explained 3.9% (p < .001) additional variance above and beyond ACEs 

when predicting externalizing behaviors. The findings highlight the importance of 

examining both ACEs and spanking in preschoolers to better understand their 

relationship and associated outcomes for future prevention efforts. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Parenting young children consists of many responsibilities and encompasses a 

variety of different parenting practices. Parents often choose to implement different 

discipline strategies that their own parents used when they were children (i.e., 

intergenerational parenting; Deater-Deckard, Lansford, Dodge, Pettit, & Bates, 2003; 

Holden & Zambarano, 1992). Physical punishment is a controversial discipline method 

yet it is used frequently, especially among lower income parents (Berlin et al., 2009) with 

their preschool-aged children. In the United States, the terms, “physical punishment,” 

“corporal punishment,” and “spanking” are often grouped together and defined 

synonymously as “non-injurious, open-handed hitting with the intention of modifying 

child behavior” (Gershoff & Grogan-Kaylor, 2016); thus, for the purposes of the current 

study, physical punishment and spanking will be operationalized accordingly. Further, 

spanking remains one of the most publicly supported and utilized discipline methods with 

preschool-aged children, although it receives close to a unanimous call for abolishment 

by researchers due to the negative outcomes associated with its use (Robinson, Funk, 

Beth, & Bush, 2005). Relatedly, young children may also be exposed to a host of 

additional adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), including household dysfunction and 

abuse, during critical periods of childhood that have been linked to significant 

externalizing behavior problems, such as aggression and inattention (Jimenez, Wade, Lin, 

Morrow, & Reichman, 2016).  In fact, many of the outcomes associated with exposure to 

ACEs tend to overlap with outcomes associated with spanking (e.g., externalizing 
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behavior problems), and both ACEs and spanking can occur simultaneously in early 

childhood. Therefore, the prevalence of both spanking and ACEs coupled with 

overwhelming negative outcomes associated with both separately warrant further 

research in order to better understand their relationship and related outcomes. 

Spanking Use and Terminology  

According to UNICEF (2014), six out of ten children worldwide (approximately one 

billion children) between the ages of two and 14 experience physical punishment by their 

caregivers on a regular basis. In the United States, nearly 70% of Americans agreed that 

it is sometimes necessary to discipline a child with a “good, hard spanking” (Child 

Trends, 2015). Additionally, Straus and Stewart (1999) report that 94% of toddlers are hit 

(i.e., slapped or spanked) by their parent. More recently, population-based surveys 

highlight a downward trend in self-reported usage of spanking over the past few decades; 

however, spanking continues to be a normative practice when it comes to preschoolers in 

particular with little to no change in rates since 1975 (Zolotor, Theodore, Runyan, Chang, 

& Laskey, 2011). Notably, children in poverty experience the highest rates of spanking 

(Giles-Sims et al., 1995), while other characteristics associated with its use include lower 

educational attainment and socialization to violence (Dietz, 2000). Additionally, 

childhood experiences of exposure to domestic violence, psychological abuse, and sexual 

abuse have also been significantly and positively correlated with spanking (Gagné, 

Tourigny, Joly, & Pouliot-Lapointe, 2007). 

It is important to note that 75% of physical abuse begins as an attempt to discipline 

(Durrant et al., 2006) therefore physical punishment is likely at the root of what 
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eventually evolves into physical abuse. Therefore, close attention must be paid to 

potentially violent forms of discipline, like physical punishment and spanking. Straus 

(2001) suggested that spanking persists because it is an invisible part of American life, 

likely because most people have experienced it, or they currently implement the form of 

discipline with their own children. Because of this, many people experience “perceptual 

blinders” when it comes to spanking. More specifically, those who were spanked, or use 

spanking, can then become blind to the issues with its use because of their belief that 

most people experienced it as a child, thus it is acceptable (Greven, 1991). As a result, the 

intergenerational cycle of spanking continues as spanked children grow up and then 

choose to spank their own children (Deater-Deckard et al., 2003; Holden & Zambarano, 

1992). Overall, the use of physical punishment is not only accepted, but also expected, in 

the eyes of most Americans (Flynn, 1996).  

Notably, however, there is inconsistency across the extant literature in regard to 

terminology used when referring to spanking, as well as varying definitions (e.g., Benjet 

& Kazdin, 2003; Gershoff, 2013b). The current body of literature on parent discipline, 

specifically with regard to corporal punishment, physical punishment, spanking, negative 

parenting, and physical abuse, is quite variable in the way it is operationally defined and 

measured across studies (Benjet & Kazdin, 2003). Often times, one or more of the 

aforementioned terms are used throughout a study, but the phrase might not be clearly 

defined, which can then contribute to lack of consistency across studies when measuring 

outcomes.  

Gershoff and Grogan-Kaylor (2016) were some of the first to address this issue with 
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inconsistency in the literature by specifically defining spanking, outside of physical 

abuse, and comparing outcomes associated with its use across existing literature. Their 

recent meta-analysis suggested that when other forms of harsh parenting and potentially 

abusive methods were controlled for, the same detrimental outcomes were associated 

with spanking alone (d = .25). These findings suggest that even “milder” forms of 

physical punishment (i.e., spanking) can lead to a host of negative outcomes for children 

and warrant further consideration. 

Outcomes Associated with Spanking 

Previous research on spanking suggests mixed conclusions regarding the outcomes 

associated with spanking due to methodological concerns and inconsistent operational 

definitions (Baumrind, Larzelere, & Cowan, 2002; Ferguson, 2013; Larzelere & Kuhn, 

2005). Specifically, Ferguson (2013) suggested that although spanking and corporal 

punishment were statistically significantly linked to external and internalizing behaviors, 

as well as low cognitive performance, these effects should be viewed as minimal and 

trivial. While these studies have suggested psychologists should take a more nuanced 

approach regarding the negative effects of spanking, none have linked spanking with 

improvement in child behavior over time.  

Gershoff and Grogan-Kaylor (2016) drew from studies with greater methodological 

rigor in an effort to assess outcomes associated with spanking. This study carefully 

defined spanking (i.e., hitting a child with an open hand on the buttocks) in order to rule 

out more severe or varying forms physical punishment (e.g., striking with a closed fist, 

using an object to swat). The study ultimately identified thirteen detrimental outcomes 
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that were significantly associated with parental use of spanking. Specifically, findings 

suggested that children who are spanked were significantly more at risk of becoming a 

victim of physical abuse (d = 0.64) and are more likely exhibit externalizing behavior 

problems (d = 0.41) and aggression (d = 0.37). They were also at higher risk for 

childhood mental health problems (d = 0.53), negative parent-child relationship (d = 

0.51), and impaired cognitive ability (d = 0.17). Spanking was also linked to 

internalization difficulties in childhood, including low moral internalization (d = 0.38), 

internalizing behavior problems (d = 0.24), and low self-esteem (d = 0.15). In adulthood, 

spanking was linked to antisocial behavior (d = 0.36), mental health problems (d = 0.24), 

and support for physical punishment (d = 0.38). These findings highlight that children 

who are spanked are more likely to exhibit worse behavior, rather than better, and this 

can affect the child over time. In fact, none of the methodologically rigorous studies 

reviewed in the meta-analysis suggested spanking was associated with better behavior or 

outcomes in children.  

Further, in a study of adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) where 54.8% of adults 

reported being spanked, a history of childhood spanking was linked increased odds of 

mental and behavioral impairment in adulthood even after adjusting for physical and 

emotional abuse experienced (Afifi et al., 2017). In children, both spanking and low-

income have been found to be predictors of externalizing behavior problems in children 

(Lansford et al., 2011; Lee, Lee, & August, 2011). These findings suggest being spanked 

may increase risk for negative outcomes, beyond other experiences of childhood 

adversity.  
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Adverse Childhood Experiences and Spanking 

The CDC-Kaiser ACE Study surveyed adults within a large healthcare maintenance 

organization on their exposure to Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs). The ACEs 

questionnaire retrospectively captures adverse experiences from childhood across two 

domains: history of maltreatment (e.g., abuse, neglect) and history of household 

dysfunction (e.g., family violence, divorce, substance use; Felitti et al., 1998). These 

traditionally measured adverse experiences in childhood have been associated with many 

negative long-term impacts on both mental and physical health in adulthood, including 

heart disease, depression, substance use, and suicide attempts (Afifi et al., 2017; Danese 

et al., 2009; Felitti et al., 1998). Studies have also highlighted the impact of ACEs 

proximally reported during childhood, specifically linking exposure to ACEs before age 

nine to externalizing behaviors (Hunt, Berger, & Slack, 2017). In elementary-aged 

children, researchers have found that as ACE exposure increased, children were more 

likely to have behavioral issues, among other negative outcomes (Blodgett & Lanigan, 

2018). In children as young as six years, exposure to three or more ACEs between birth 

and age six nearly quadrupled risk of developing externalizing behavior problems 

(Clarkson Freeman, 2014). In fact, researchers have highlighted the first six years of life 

as a critical period in child development and with regard to the impact of exposure to 

ACEs (Flaherty et al., 2009). Specifically, those children living in greater levels of 

poverty experience more ACEs on average, with more reporting 3 or more ACEs (Kerker 

et al., 2015). Additionally, children who experience adversity within those early years 
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were more likely to experience not only more ACEs, but were also likely to experience 

long-term behavioral problems (Clarkson Freeman, 2014).  

While physical and emotional abuse are already identified as adverse experiences on 

the ACEs assessment, spanking previously was not. More recently, Afifi and colleagues 

(2017) asserted that because spanking has been deemed harmful yet is still commonly 

practiced within the United States, further examination of spanking alongside ACEs was 

warranted in an effort to end all violence toward children and improve well-being across 

the lifespan. This study posited that while spanking loaded on the same factor as physical 

and emotional abuse items, spanking alone was related to harmful outcomes in adulthood 

including increased odds of suicide attempts, moderate to heavy drinking, use of street 

drugs (Afifi et al., 2017). This study suggested that spanking is differentially associated 

with mental health and behavioral problems in adulthood and should be considered in 

future research on ACEs. 

Another study by Merrick and colleagues (2017) strengthened the argument to 

include spanking as its own separate item on the ACE questionnaire by reporting similar 

effects. Specifically, this study linked being spanked as a child to moderate to heavy 

drinking, suicide attempts, as well as depressed affect in adulthood. Notably, in the 

adjusted models spanking was significantly associated with all self-reported mental 

health outcomes (Merrick et al., 2017). Finally, even after controlling for other forms of 

child maltreatment, spanking was still strongly associated with drug use and moderate to 

heavy drinking.  
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While the current literature examines spanking as an ACEs within adult populations 

and few studies examine ACEs proximally during childhood, limited to no research 

examines the relationship between ACEs and spanking in at-risk preschool aged children 

who experience spanking most frequently. Additionally, most studies linking ACEs to 

poor outcomes are limited by using adult recall as opposed to prospective data collection 

during the critical time period in early childhood (Jimenez, Wade, Lin, Morrow, & 

Reichman, 2016b). Moreover, because of the strong existing link between adversity, 

poverty, as well as violence and abuse predictors, which  can be classified under the 

ACEs category, with subsequent use of spanking, it is important to continue to explore 

this direct relationship while children are still early in development.  

Limitations in the Current Literature 

There are several limitations in the current literature. The first limitation is that 

there is limited research on preschoolers and their adverse childhood experiences. It is 

important to better understand the prevalence of ACEs at this critical age where 

adversities have such a tremendous impact later in life. Second, prior research has rarely 

included “Being spanked as a child,” as an ACE due to its more recent presence in 

empirical studies. Because preschool-aged children are more likely than any group to 

endure spankings and exhibit externalizing behavior problems, it is especially important 

to enhance our understanding of ACEs and their implications by examining the 

connections between spanking and other ACEs. Third, recent studies examining long-

term outcomes for at-risk children generally do not account for a variety of ACEs, 

potentially limiting their generalizability. This is particularly problematic in studies of 
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programs such as Head Start as these children are at extremely high risk for experiencing 

a number of adversities and not controlling for these exposures may have implications for 

the overall study findings. 
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Chapter II 

Purpose of the Study 

The long-term goal of the current study is to better understand the relationship 

between ACEs and spanking, as well as their outcomes among preschoolers. This would 

provide for more effective research on this topic, thus allowing for earlier detection and 

intervention in instances where ACE items are endorsed. This is especially important in 

samples of children who are already deemed at-risk, such as children in Head Start 

settings. The current objective of this research is to examine the connections between 

spanking and other ACEs and how these factors may relate to the expression of 

aggressive behavior in young children. The central hypothesis is that spanking will 

predict negative outcomes (i.e., externalizing behaviors), above and beyond ACEs 

experienced, enhancing the argument that being spanked as a child should be included as 

an item on the ACE measure. Current research provides an incomplete picture of ACEs 

and spanking in preschool-aged children, which emphasizes the need for more specific 

findings that future research may build upon. Thus, the rationale that underlies this 

proposed research is to lay the foundation for a research base assessing ACEs during 

childhood. This research would also emphasize the importance of spanking, among 

various negative life experiences in young children.  

Overall, the purpose of the proposed study is to explore (a) the relationship 

between preschool-aged children’s exposure to ACEs and spanking, as well as (b) the 

outcomes of spanking (i.e., externalizing behaviors), controlling for other adverse 

experiences, within an at-risk sample of preschool-aged children.  
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Research Questions (RQs) and Hypotheses 

RQ 1. Is there a relationship between level of ACE exposure in Head Start children 

and likelihood of being spanked?    

Hypothesis 1.  As reported ACE scores increase, the odds of being spanked will 

increase as well 

Rationale: Previous studies have suggested that low-income, preschool-aged children 

are most likely to experience spanking (e.g., Lee et al., 2011). Additionally, studies have 

demonstrated that child maltreatment and adverse household characteristics are a highly 

occurring phenomenon and often predict odds of exposure to additional ACEs (Dong, 

Anda, Dube, Giles, & Felitti, 2003). Because spanking has been identified as a common 

precipitant of maltreatment (e.g., physical abuse), it is important to investigate the 

likelihood of spanking in relation following ACEs. This is especially important because 

both spanking and ACEs have been linked with detrimental outcomes. Further, ACEs 

experienced in the critical period (e.g., before age 6) increase likelihood of exposure to 

more ACEs later in life (Clarkson Freeman, 2014). Thus, because the likelihood of 

spanking is most significant during the first five years of life, it is critical to examine the 

role of spanking and its connection to other accepted ACEs during this developmental 

period. Therefore, if this hypothesis is supported, it could suggest that higher risk in the 

form of ACEs impacts likelihood of experiencing spanking implicating potential 

cumulative risk. Overall, based on a rich literature suggesting a connection between 

poverty and adversity with subsequent use of spanking, and these constructs share a great 



Texas Tech University, Amber J. Benet, August 2020 

 

12 

 

deal of similarity with ACEs more broadly, we hypothesize that ACEs will increase the 

odds of being spanked. 

RQ 2. Controlling for ACEs experienced, does spanking predict externalizing 

behaviors in preschoolers? 

Hypothesis 2. Spanking will significantly predict externalizing behaviors in 

preschool-aged children, above and beyond ACEs experienced. 

Rationale: There is ample evidence to suggest a strong connection between spanking 

and externalizing behavior problems (Gershoff & Grogan-Kaylor, 2016). Additionally, 

ACEs in childhood have been linked to negative outcomes, such as externalizing 

behavior problems (Clarkson Freeman, 2014). However, the relationship between 

spanking and externalizing behavior problems has not yet been tested when accounting 

for other ACEs. It is important to investigate whether this relationship persists, in the 

context of other ACEs. If this hypothesis is supported, it could implicate spanking as a 

potent risk factor over and above adverse childhood experiences. 
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Chapter III 

Method 

Participants 

Data from the current study was derived from the 2002 Head Start Impact Study 

(HSIS). The HSIS consists of a nationally representative sample spanning across 23 

states including 383 Head Start centers who were randomly selected for participation. 

Head Start programs serve children from low-income families from birth up to age five 

and intend to enhance child development as well as enhance child development to 

promote school readiness (Office of Head Start, 2017). The data is comprised of a total of 

4,442 children who were eligible for Head Start (e.g., socioeconomically at-risk 

backgrounds). The HSIS utilized a waitlist lottery system to randomly assign children the 

opportunity to enroll in Head Start in an effort to create a causal link between Head Start 

and outcomes. For the purposes of this study, only children who were permitted to enroll 

in Head Start were included in the analyses. Therefore, participants consisted of 2,646 

children Head Start eligible children and their primary caregiver (Table 1).  
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Table 1.  

Demographic Variables 

Variable N % 

Gender   

Male 

Female 

1327 

1319 

49.8% 

50.2% 

Child Age (years)   

2 

3 

4 

5 

Missing 

5 

1031 

1085 

120 

405 

0.2% 

39.0% 

41.0% 

4.5% 

15.3%  
Child Ethnicity   

White, Other 

Hispanic 

Black, Non-Hispanic 

828 

1005 

813 

31.3% 

38.0% 

30.7% 

Family Income   

Less than $250 

Between $251-$500 

Between $500-$1,000 

Between $1,001-

$1,500 

Between $1,501-

$2,000 

Between $2,001-

$2,500 

Over $2,500 

Missing 

21 

61 

117 

122 

88 

52 

47 

2138 

0.8% 

2.3% 

4.4% 

4.6% 

3.3% 

2.0% 

1.8% 

80.8% 

 

Children ranged in age from 2 to 5 years (M = 3.59, SD = .60) and with just over half 

identifying as female (50.2%). Families reported their monthly income, but the majority 

of this data was missing (80.8%); however, most families reported they make “Between 

$501 and $1,000” per month (4.4%) or “Between $1,001 and $1,500” per month (4.6%).  

Children identified as Hispanic (38.0%), White/Other (31.3%), or Black (30.7%).  
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Power Analysis 

Although data was pre-collected from an existing database, a power analysis for 

regression analysis was conducted using G*power software (Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & 

Buchner, 2007) in order to test sensitivity of the model. The design involved two 

predictor variables, with one serving as a true predictor (Spanking) in the first step of the 

model, while the other served as a control variable (ACEs), in addition to one dependent 

variable (externalizing behaviors). The test included parameters of α = 0.05, power = 

0.95, and total sample size of 2,243 participants with two predictors. The sensitivity 

power analysis for the critical population effect size indicated the minimum effect size 

the test was sufficiently sensitive to was very small effects (f2 = 0.01). Therefore, it was 

deemed realistic to find even small effects, if they were present within this dataset. 

Measures 

Child Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs). Child ACEs were derived from 

parent-interview data in the HSIS based off of the 10-item questionnaire from the original 

ACE Study (Felitti et al., 1998) where each ACE is treated as a dichotomous variable 

(e.g., coded as yes or no). In the Head Start Impact Study, parents were interviewed and 

asked a variety of questions related to experiences the child has encountered in their life 

so far. Consistent with previous studies which used different datasets, but utilized a 

similar approach, any corresponding items to ACE items were pulled and used for 

analysis (Baglivio et al., 2014). Additionally, in the Head Start Impact Study, parent 

interview derived items covered 6 out of the 10 ACES included in the flagship ACE 

study (Felitti et al., 1998). While all ten were not able to be derived, previous research 
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utilized a similar approach to analyze effects of child ACEs with less than ten total ACEs 

(Hunt et al., 2017). Parent interview questions and responses used to identify ACE 

measures for the current project were aligned with ACE questions from previous studies 

(Table 2). Notably, in the HSIS data there were no items in the parent interview directly 

related to the first four traditional ACEs regarding experiences of emotional abuse, 

physical abuse, sexual abuse, nor emotional abuse. Because these items were not 

collected in the HSIS data, assumptions were made in order to approximate this item. 

Specifically, it was assumed that if the primary caregiver completing the parent interview 

identified themselves as something other than a biological parent, it was reasonable to 

assume that the child was likely removed from, or no longer residing with, their 

biological parent potentially due to some sort of abuse or emotional neglect. Therefore, 

the first four traditional ACEs specific to abuse or emotional neglect were collapsed into 

one ACE item, which then assumed potential emotional, physical, sexual abused, or 

emotional neglected during childhood if the person completing the Parent Interview Form 

indicated they were any of the following: “Grandmother,” “Grandfather,” “Great 

grandmother,” “Great grandfather,” “Sister/step sister,” “Brother/step brother,” “Other 

relative female,” or “Other relative male.”  Additionally, for the traditional ACE item 

regarding physical neglect, children in the HSIS were defined as being exposed to 

physical neglect if (1) the caregiver endorsed the following question: “These questions 

are about the place in which you live. Has this happened in the past 3 months, for more 

than a day at a time? There were not enough basic necessities such as chairs, tables, beds, 

cribs, mattresses, blankets, sheets, pots or dishes,” or if the mother’s highest level of 
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education was “Less than High School,” which was utilized to capture deprivation 

(Sheridan, Peverill, Finn, & McLaughlin, 2017). Two separate undergraduate researchers 

dummy coded each ACE as either positive or negative for each participant by entering a 

0 or 1 for the ACE, which were then added to create a summed ACE score. Percent 

agreement among coders was calculated. The coders demonstrated good percent 

agreement during the dummy coding process (93.5%). When raters did not agree, the 

graduate student researcher reviewed the codes and made a final decision on how the 

item should be coded. Any indication of a “yes” response to a question that corresponded 

to an original ACE item was then counted as a positive ACE and included in the child’s 

ACE score. Some ACE items had several parent interview questions that mapped on 

well; thus, if any one of the corresponding parent interview items were endorsed, the 

ACE was coded as positive (Table 2). For example, for the ACE item related to family 

violence (i.e., “Was your mother or stepmother: Often pushed, grabbed, slapped, or had 

something thrown at her? Sometimes or often kicked, bitten, hit with a fist, or hit with 

something hard?”), two items from the parent interview mapped on appropriately. 

Therefore, a child would be defined as having a history of household dysfunction and 

marked positive for the ACE (i.e., 1 rather than 0) if the response to question 1 (i.e., 

“Please tell me how often each one happened to you during the past three months. I was a 

victim of domestic violence”) was answered “Once” or “More than once,” or if the 

response to question 2 (i.e., “Describes whether the center or other care provider provides 

help for family violence: No or Yes”) was “Yes,” the ACE was coded positive for family 
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violence. The positive ACE items were then summed to create a total ACE score (ranging 

from 0-6). 

Parents’ use of Spanking. At baseline, parents were asked about their use of 

spanking within the past week. Specifically, they were asked “Sometimes children mind 

pretty well and sometimes they don’t. Have you spanked [CHILD] in the past week for 

not minding?” They were also asked how many times (ranging from 0-21) in the previous 

week. For the purposes of this study, if the parent endorsed spanking any number of 

times in the previous week on this item, they were coded as positive for use of spanking 

via dummy coding (e.g., 0 = did not spank, 1 = spank).  

Child Externalizing Behaviors. Across waves of this study, parents were asked to 

report on their child’s behavior (1 = not true, 2 = sometimes true, 3 = very true) using an 

abbreviated version of Achenbach Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL; Achenbach, 1991). 

This version of the CBCL was developed for the Head Start Family and Child 

Experiences Survey (FACES) study. Parents reported on several types of behavior, 

including externalizing behavior-problem specific items related to aggression (e.g., hits 

and fights others, temper tantrums) and inattention (e.g., can’t concentrate, can’t pay 

attention; restless or fidgets a lot). Externalizing behavior problem scores could range 

from 0 (all items marked not true) to 14 (all items marked very true). In previous 

research, this measure demonstrated strong reliability using the HSIS data (Cronbach’s α 

= .82-.87; Zill et al., 2006); therefore, the measure was utilized to assess children’s 

externalizing behaviors as a subscale. 
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Data Analytic Plan 

Data was analyzed by using the statistical software package from Statistical Package 

for Social Sciences (SPSS) with all assumptions of each analysis being tested to ensure 

proper use of statistical analyses and interpretation. Binary logistic regression was used in 

the first model to test the probability of being spanked, given ACEs experienced. In the 

second model, linear regression analyses were used to test whether spanking predicted 

externalizing behaviors after controlling for, or covarying out, the effects of ACEs in the 

second model.  
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Table 2.  

Creation of ACE Score 

ACE Study Measure Head Start Impact Study:  

Item from Parent Interview 

Measure 1: Emotional, Physical, Sexual Abuse or Emotional Neglect 

1. Did a parent or other 

adult in the household 

often … Swear at you, 

insult you, put you 

down, or humiliate you? 

2. Act in a way that made 

you afraid that you 

might be physically 

hurt? 

3. Did a parent or other 

adult in the household 

often … Push, grab, 

slap, or throw something 

at you? 

4. Hit you so hard that you 

had marks or were 

injured? 

5. Did an adult or person 

at least 5 years older 

than you ever… Touch 

or fondle you or have 

you touch their body in a 

sexual way? 

6. Try to or actually have 

oral, anal, or vaginal sex 

with you? 

7. Did you often feel that 

… No one in your family 

loved you or thought you 

were important or 

special? 

8. Your family didn’t look 

out for each other, feel 

close to each other, or 

support each other? 

1. How are you related to [CHILD] Please confirm how you are related to 

[CHILD]. 

a. Bio/adoptive mother  

b. Bio/adoptive father  

c. Stepmother  

d. Stepfather  

e. Grandmother  

f. Grandfather  

g. Great Grandmother  

h. Great Grandfather  

i. Sister/stepsister  

j. Brother/stepbrother ( 

k. Other female relative or in-law  

l. Other male relative or in-law  

m. Female foster parent 

n. Male foster parent  

o. Other non-relative female  

p. Other non-relative male  

q. Parent’s partner female  

r. Parent’s partner male  

s. Adoptive mother  

t. Adoptive Father  

Identification: Because abuse and emotional neglect items were not collected in 

the HSIS data, it was assumed that if the person completing the study as the 

primary caregiver was not a biological parent, the child was likely removed from 

or no longer residing with their biological parent potentially due to some sort of 

abuse or emotional neglect. Therefore, the child would be defined as being 

emotionally, physically, sexually abused, or emotionally neglected during 

childhood if the response was “Grandmother,” “Grandfather,” “Great 

grandmother,” “Great grandfather,” “Sister/step sister,” “Brother/step 

brother,” “Other relative female,” or “Other relative male.”   
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Table 2. Continued. 

ACE Study Measure Head Start Impact Study:  

Item from Parent Interview 

Measure 2: Physical Neglect / Deprivation  

1. Did you often feel that 

… You didn’t have 

enough to eat, had to 

wear dirty clothes, and 

had no one to protect 

you? 

1. These questions are about the place in which you live. Has this 

happened in the past 3 months, for more than a day at a time? There 

were not enough basic necessities such as chairs, tables, beds, cribs, 

mattresses, blankets, sheets, pots or dishes. 

a. Yes  

b. No  

c. Refused  

d. Not ascertained  

2. What is the highest grade or year of school that (you/she [mother]) 

completed? 

a. Less than High School 

b. High school diploma or GED 

c. Beyond High School 

Identification: A child would be defined as being physically neglected if the first 

item was endorsed as “Yes,” or if the mother’s highest level of education was 

“Less than High School” in order to capture deprivation. 

 

 

Measure 3: Family Violence  

1. Was your mother or 

stepmother: Often 

pushed, grabbed, 

slapped, or had 

something thrown at 

her? 

2. Sometimes or often 

kicked, bitten, hit with a 

fist, or hit with 

something hard? 

1. Please tell me how often each one happened to you during the past three 

months. I was a victim of domestic violence.  

a. Never  

b. Once  

c. More than once  

2. Describes whether the center or other care provider provides help for 

family violence:  

a. No 

b. Yes 

Identification: A child would be defined as having a history of household 

dysfunction if the response to question 1 were “Once” or “More than once,” or if 

the response to question 2 was positive for receiving help for family violence by 

responding, “Yes.”  
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Table 2. Continued.  

ACE Study Measure Head Start Impact Study:  

Item from Parent Interview 

Measure 4: Household Substance Abuse  

1. Did you live with anyone 

who was a problem 

drinker or alcoholic or 

who used street drugs? 

 

 

1. In the last 12 months, how many times have you or anyone in your 

household gotten into trouble with family or friends (including a 

husband/wife/partner) because of the use of alcohol? 

a. Never  

b. Once or twice  

c. Three or four times  

d. Five or six times  

e. More than six times  

f. Not applicable/ don’t use  

2. In the last 12 months how many times have you or anyone in your 

household gotten into trouble with family or friends (including a 

husband/wife/partner) because of the use of drugs? 

a. Never  

b. Once or twice  

c. Three or four times  

d. Five or six times  

e. More than six times  

f. Not applicable/ don’t use  

3. Is there anyone in your household who uses drugs? 

a. Yes  

b. No  

4. In the last 12 months, how many times have you or anyone in your 

household gotten in trouble with the police because of the use of 

alcohol? 

a. Never 

b. Once or twice  

c. Three or four times  

d. Five or six times  

e. More than six times  

5. Describes whether the center or other care provider provides 

alcohol/drug abuse treatment or counseling for the family 

a. No  

b. Yes 

6. In the last 12 months, how many times have you or anyone in your 

household gotten in trouble with the police because of the use of drugs? 

a. Never 

b. Once or twice  

c. Three or four times  

d. Five or six times  

e. More than six times  

Identification: A child would be defined having a history of household substance 

abuse if any substance use was endorsed. Specifically, any response endorsed on 

the above items besides “Not applicable, don’t use,” “Never” or “No” would 

lead to a positive ACE score for this item). 
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Table 2. Continued. 

ACE Study Measure Head Start Impact Study:  

Item from Parent Interview 

Measure 5: Household Mental Illness  

1 Was a household 

member depressed or 

mentally ill or did a 

household member 

attempt suicide? 

1. Parent/Caregiver-Reported Depressive Symptoms via CES-D (No, Mild, 

Moderate, or Severe Depressive Symptoms) 

a. No depressive symptoms (1) 

b. Mild depressive symptoms (2) 

c. Moderate depressive symptoms (3) 

d. Severe depressive symptoms (4) 

Identification: A child would be defined as having a history of household mental 

illness if the responses indicated either (b) Mild, (c) Moderate, or (d) Severe 

depressive symptoms. 

 

Measure 6: Parental Separation/Divorce 

1. Were your parents ever 

separated or divorced? 

1. What is (your/her) current marital status? 

a. Married 

b. Separated 

c. Divorced 

d. Widowed 

e. Never married 

f. Refused 

g. Don't know 

h. Not ascertained 

Identification: A respondent would be defined as having a history of parental 

separation/divorce if responses “separated” or “divorced” were selected.  

 

Measure 7: Spanking 

1. Sometimes parents 

spank their children as a 

form of discipline. While 

you were growing up 

during your first 18 

years of life, how often 

were you spanked? 

 

1. Sometimes children mind pretty well and sometimes they don’t. Have 

you spanked [CHILD] in the past week for not minding? (Yes/No) 

a. Yes  

b. No  

Identification: A child would be defined as being spanked if the responded 

marked, “Yes” on this item. 
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Chapter IV 

Results 

Binary Logistic Regression 

The first hypothesis tested whether probability of being spanked increased, given 

ACEs experienced. Binary logistic regression procedures examined this likelihood by 

providing information about the increase in odds of spanking for each increase in ACE 

score by one. The use of dummy coding was utilized in order for the dependent variable 

(i.e., spanking) to be included in the regression analysis (Pedhazur & Schmelkin, 1991). 

The dependent variable (Spanking) was equal to 0 if the participant marked “No” in 

response to whether or not they had spanked their child in the past week and 1 if the 

participant marked “Yes”. Assumptions for the binary logistic regression were assessed 

and it was determined that because the model included a continuous predictor variable 

(i.e., ACEs), an additional overall goodness-of-fit measure was utilized called Hosmer 

and Lemeshow (2000). This test rank ordered cases based off of their scores on predicted 

probability of membership in the target group by breaking them down into deciles (e.g., 

highest 10%, next 10%... lowest 10%), then utilizing chi-square to assess whether the 

observed frequencies are related to the predictive frequencies. Accordingly, this test 

indicated good model fit (X2 = 3.45, p > 0.05) as the model predicted group memberships 

generated did not significantly deviate from the actual group membership. Descriptive 

statistics of ACEs condition revealed ACEs were slightly skewed in distribution, with the 

majority of participant’s ACE sum falling between 0 to 3 ACEs (Table 3).  
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Table 3. 

Distribution of ACEs, Without Spanking Variable 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Valid 0 235 8.9% 10.5% 10.5 

1 452 17.1% 20.1% 30.6 

2 620 23.4% 27.6% 58.2 

3 615 23.2% 27.4% 85.7 

4 283 10.7% 12.6% 98.3 

5 38 1.4% 1.7% 100.0 

6 1 .0% .0% 100.0 

Total 2244 84.8 100.0  

Missing System 402 15.2   

Total 2646 100.0   
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Additionally, 43.7% of participants parents reported spanking their child within the 

past week (N = 981), while 56.3% did not endorse spanking (N = 1262). Results 

suggested that the model was statistically significant (B = 0.095, p < .005) with an odds 

ratio of 1.10, 95% CI [1.03, 1.18], indicating that increasing ACE scores predict higher 

likelihood of experiencing spanking. However, the ROC curve was compared across the 

model and indicated a poor AUC fit (AUC = 0.52; Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1. Receiver operating characteristic (ROC) curve for Adverse Childhood 

Experiences (ACEs).  

 

This ROC Curve for ACEs is indicating spanking, assuming a linear relationship.  

Area under the curve (AUC) for this model is 0.52. This low AUC indicates that ACEs is 

not much of a better predictor than chance (Table 4). Overall, these analyses do not 

suggest a meaningful relationship between ACEs and spanking (i.e., children with higher 

ACEs were not more likely to be spanked than children with lower levels of ACEs).  
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Table 4. 

 

Model Fit Indices for Linear Model 

 

   95% CI 

 
ROC  

 Area Under Curve 
Odds Ratio LL UL 

Linear Model 0.524 1.100 1.028 1.177 

 

Note. ROC= Receiver operating characteristic, CI=confidence interval, LL= lower 

limit, UL=upper limit 

 

Linear Regression Analyses 

The second hypothesis predicted that spanking would account for additional variance 

in externalizing behaviors in Head Start children, beyond what was already explained by 

ACEs. Assumptions of regression were analyzed to ensure proper utilization of linear 

regression techniques. There were no violations of linearity and homoscedasticity, nor 

were there any multivariate outliers. Multicollinearity did not interfere with the total 

sample regression results as is evident by tolerance levels, variance proportions, and 

predictor correlations being within acceptable ranges. Listwise deletion was utilized to 

account for the 403 participants (9.1%) with missing data (Peugh & Enders, 2004), 

making the total sample for this analysis comprised of 2243 participants. Linear 

regression procedures examined the unique contributions of spanking and ACEs on 

reported externalizing behaviors. In step one of the model, ACEs was imputed into the 

model to test for its unique variance in relationship to externalizing behaviors. It was 

determined that ACEs alone accounted for 2.6% (p < .001) of the variance in 

externalizing behaviors. In step two of the model, ACEs were now controlled for and 
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spanking was added to the model to determine if it accounted for any additional variance 

with relation to externalizing behaviors. Spanking significantly explained 3.9% (p < .001) 

additional variance in the models (Table 5). Therefore, it was determined that spanking 

accounted for significant variance with regard to externalizing behavior problems in 

young children, beyond what was predicted by their exposure to ACEs alone.   

Table 5 

 

Linear Regression between Spanking, ACEs, and Externalizing Behaviors 

 

 

 Step 1 Step 2 

ACEs .16** 

(.15**) 

      .15** 

      (.15**) 

Spanking        .20** 

      .20** 

        R2 .03   .07 

        Model F 58.90**  77.94** 

        R2
 Δ 0.03  .04 

        Model F Δ 58.90** 94.53** 

        df 1, 2241 1, 2240 

Note. Standardized regression values are presented for each variable with semi-partial 

squared correlations within parentheses. * p < .05; ** p < .001 
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Chapter V 

Discussion 

Both spanking and ACEs have separately been associated with adverse outcomes, yet 

no previous research has examined these together, especially in a high-risk cohort of 

young children where both commonly occur. This study was the first to use the HSIS data 

on at-risk preschool-aged children to code for ACEs and examine the associated 

relationships, particularly with spanking. Overall, results of the present study indicate that 

while at-risk children (i.e., preschoolers eligible to enroll in Head Start) experience 

adversities, these adverse experiences do not necessarily increase the child’s likelihood of 

being spanked. While adverse experiences may be linked to other risk factors previously 

associated with spanking, many previous studies were unable to draw a more proximal 

link to these risk factors. Therefore, this could explain the diluted effect of ACEs 

predicting spanking more directly. In fact, it could be likely that although these risk 

factors may coincide with spanking, they may not directly increase probability of being 

spanked. 

Interestingly, additional findings of the present study suggest that existing links 

between spanking and negative outcomes, like externalizing behavior problems, persist 

over and above other adverse experiences in childhood. The significant prediction of 

externalizing behavior problems following spanking further supports the potential for 

harmful outcomes following the use of spanking, even when accounting for other forms 

adversity. This finding is crucial when examining recent literature which calls into 

question the effectiveness of spanking as a form of discipline. 
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Notably, in the current study, less than half (43.7%) of parents of preschoolers 

reported using spanking in the past week with their child (N = 981), but the majority of 

children (85.7%) seemingly experienced only three or less ACEs out of the six ACEs 

examined in the present study. This is important because previous studies have identified 

that endorsing four or more ACEs is linked to significantly increased risk of worse 

mental and physical health (Felitti et al., 1998; Murphy et al., 2014). Some studies even 

group participants as having high (≥4) or low (≤4) risk ACE scores when running their 

analyses (von Sneidern, Cabrera, Galeano, Plaza, & Barrios, 2017). Therefore, it is 

possible that because such a small percentage of participants in the present study 

endorsed experiencing four or more ACEs, the effects may have been muted. Moreover, 

when examining these groups more closely (i.e., participants with three or less ACEs 

endorsed versus those with four or more ACEs endorsed), there was almost an 50/50 split 

among groups when it came to use of spanking in the past week. Interestingly, the 

majority of those with four or more ACEs indeed reported being spanked over the past 

week (50.4% spanked; 49.% not spanked), while the majority of those with three or less 

ACEs reported no spanking over the past week (55.0% not spanked; 44.0% spanked). 

While these group differences appear small, it may indicate a meaningful differences 

between those who have experienced a greater number of ACEs (4 or more) and 

likelihood of being spanked. Additionally, because less than half of the overall 

participants endorsed being spanked, and the sample included more participants with 

low-risk ACE scores (three or less), this may have hindered the ability to find an effect 

between increasing ACE score and odds of being spanked. Further, as discussed in more 
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detail below, the current study was limited by inclusion of a limited number of ACEs, 

especially those concerning more interpersonal adversity, and this may have influenced 

the magnitude of the present findings. 

There are a few limitations of the current study that warrant consideration. First, it is 

important to note that it was not feasible to derive the ACEs score from the validated 

ACE measure; however, relevant items from the parent interview were mapped on to best 

fit the ACE items and captured a majority of the items sufficiently (e.g., 6 out of 10). 

Further, several other studies examining outcomes related to ACEs have been unable to 

utilize all ten of the original ACEs, yet have drawn meaningful conclusions from the data 

(e.g., Hunt et al., 2017).  

Because violent life events are most often associated with externalizing behavior 

(Sanchez, Lambert, & Cooley-Strickland, 2013), it is important to note that the ACE item 

identified as “Family Violence” was in fact captured in our derived ACE score. 

Additionally, although reported experience of physical abuse was not directly asked in 

the HSIS parent interview and therefore was not included on the derived ACE measure, 

this lack of inclusion of physical abuse inadvertently highlights the magnitude of effect 

specific to spanking alone predicting child externalizing behaviors.  

The second limitation of this study is the information regarding both ACEs and 

spanking were reported by a single informant (i.e., caregiver report). However, because 

preschool-aged children are typically unable to or have significant difficulty providing 

adequate self-report or self-history information, the data collected from their caregiver is 

an acceptable alternative.  A third limitation of the current study is that spanking was 
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measured with a single item where parents could only answer with yes or no. Because 

parent’s use of spanking may vary in frequency, duration, and the settings in which it is 

utilized, it would be important to use a more thorough assessment of spanking use in 

future research. This would create a better way of measuring the continuum of spanking, 

rather than the absence or presence overall. Similarly, the measure used in the HSIS data 

only asked about spanking occurring in the previous week and not lifetime use. 

Therefore, more participants may have been exposed to spanking than were indicated in 

the present investigation. Moreover, it is also possible that some of the caregivers may 

have under-reported their use of physical punishment. 

 Despite these limitations, the current study contains a number of important strengths. 

First, the HSIS utilized consists of a large, multi-site dataset which included participants 

from 84 nationally representative Head Start programs, corresponding to 353 Head Start 

centers. Second, this study included a large sample of relatively diverse participants, 

including about a third of each ethnic group (e.g., primarily Hispanic). This is particularly 

important because much of the previous research on ACEs and related outcomes has been 

conducted with primarily White individuals (Felitti et al., 1998). This study adds to the 

literature in expanding upon the generalizability of findings across ethnic groups. This 

study was also one of the first to examine both ACEs during childhood with an at-risk 

preschool sample, who are more likely to experience both spanking as well as problems 

with externalizing behaviors. Further, recent studies have called for more research to 

further investigate the relations between ACEs and spanking along with associated 
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deleterious outcomes, and this study was one of the first of few to do so (Afifi et al., 

2017; Merrick et al., 2017). 

These findings, although with some inherent limitations nonetheless suggest that 

spanking is in fact predictive of negative outcomes, specifically externalizing behavior 

problems, beyond traditional ACEs. Therefore, future studies on ACEs should consider 

including, “being spanked as a child,” on the ACE questionnaire to capture the 

cumulative effect of more negative outcomes associated with this adverse experience, 

which might have been missed in previous studies using the original ACE questionnaire 

(Merrick et al., 2017). In fact, further analyses on item correlations between derived ACE 

items in the present study unveiled that spanking did not significantly overlap with other 

ACE items (Table 6), except for the item referring to parental divorce or separation (ACE 

Measure 6). This suggests evidence for potential use of spanking as a separate ACE item 

in future studies. 

Table 6 

 

Spearman’s Rho Correlation between ACE Items, Including Spanking as an ACE 

 

ACE 

Measure 
1 2 3 4 5 6 Spank 

1 1 .04 .03 -.04* -.02 -.03 -.01 

2 .04 1 -.05* .02 .01 .02 .01 

3 .03 -.05* 1 .01 -.01 .09** -.01 

4 -.04* .02 .01 1 .70** .02 .01 

5 -.02 .01 -.01 .70** 1 .01 .01 

6 -.03 .02 .09** .02 .01 1 .13** 

Spank -.01 .01 -.01 .01 .01 .14** 1 

 

Note. * indicates p < .05; ** indicates p < .001 
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More research is needed to decide whether this should be included with the Physical 

Abuse item, or if it should be classified as its own separate ACE. Additionally, future 

studies should include the complete and validated ACE measure so as to create more 

clear connections between spanking and externalizing behaviors, accounting for all other 

adverse childhood experiences. 

Regardless, research suggests that prevention of spanking can lead to reductions of 

child maltreatment as many attempts to discipline unfortunately lead to physical abuse 

(United Nations, 2016). Therefore, it is important to make a more targeted effort to 

address the use of spanking more broadly in order to prevent or limit its use. 

Psychologists and physicians should continue to discourage the use of spanking as a 

discipline strategy in an effort to reduce both short-term and long-term harm by 

recommending relevant parenting resources, or by providing behavioral interventions to 

manage these externalizing behavior problems in other ways. It is also important to 

provide strategies to parents and teachers who work with at-risk children who might be 

more prone to utilizing spanking as a discipline method. This would be particularly useful 

in order to break the intergenerational cycle of spanking, which models aggressive 

behavior, by teaching alternative strategies for managing child behavior problems. In 

fact, most Head Start centers do not directly teach parents discipline strategies. However, 

teachers within the centers use positive discipline methods in their classrooms which 

models more appropriate discipline strategies for parents and volunteers that frequent the 

Head Start Centers. Just through this modeling, studies have found small effects in 

decreasing parent’s use of spanking in parents of children enrolled in Head Start; 
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however, findings suggest additions of parenting classes or other intervention methods 

should be utilized in order to directly reduce parental spanking (Gershoff, Anasri, Purtell, 

& Sexton, 2016).  

Moreover, brief interventions can be implemented within community centers, 

federally funded Head Start Centers targeted to help children and families in poverty, and 

other local establishments in order to begin attempting to directly intervene when it 

comes to spanking.  For instance, a recent study indicated promising outcomes with 

regard to utilizing a multimedia training program on how to manage early childhood 

aggression and to use positive parenting practices (Burkhart, Knox, Hunter, Pennewitt, & 

Schrouder, 2018). This intervention was effective at reducing favorable attitudes toward 

spanking specifically within a target population of caregivers and healthcare 

professionals in a socioeconomically disadvantaged population. Brief interventions such 

as this should continue to be implemented and evaluated in future studies, especially with 

parents of preschool-aged children. 

These interventions are particularly important to implement with parents because they 

could be utilized as prevention efforts. Specifically, parent factors such as their own 

adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) have been linked to both their parenting behaviors 

(e.g., spanking) and their children’s exposure to adversity. In fact, a recent study of 

parents of children enrolled in Head Start indicated a strong positive link between parent 

ACEs and their child’s adversity (i.e., prolonged separation from parents, neglect, 

homelessness, death of a family member/close friend, and exposure to community 

violence, family violence, household criminal activity, or household substance abuse; 
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Randell, O’Malley, & Dowd, 2015). Further, these authors suggested there is a dose-

response relationship between higher parental ACE scores and child adversity. Another 

study suggested mothers exposed to specific ACEs (i.e., physical and verbal abuse) were 

more likely to spank their infants as compared to mothers who did not experience these 

ACEs (Chung et al., 2009). Therefore, future studies should take into account parent 

ACES in addition to their use of spanking when examining child ACEs. This could lead 

to preventing parents from spanking, which may then lower a child’s exposure to a 

potential ACE. 

Further, it is important for increased screening of parent and child ACEs and use of 

spanking within schools (e.g., Head Start), doctor’s offices, and other clinics in order to 

better assess and screen for adversities in children and families that may place them at-

risk for negative physical or mental health outcomes. Collecting this information could 

enhance the research on how to better identify and prevent an array of adverse childhood 

experiences, including spanking, in an effort to mitigate their deleterious effects both 

more immediately (e.g., childhood) as well as in the long run (e.g., adulthood). Simply 

gathering information on these ACEs would help researchers to better understand when 

exposure begins in order to better track it over time. This would also aid in measuring 

how often and in what manner spanking is implemented prospectively rather than 

retrospectively, in order to better investigate outcomes more proximally. Lastly, future 

studies should include utilization of longitudinal analyses using the HSIS to examine 

these relationships and effects across time. This could provide more nuanced information 

moving forward to see if the effects persist across childhood. Overall, this study was the 
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first to investigate the relationship between ACEs and spanking within a preschool aged, 

at-risk sample which lays the foundation for future research on these variables. 
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