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Abstract

Physical punishment of children in the home is legaall Australian States and in
New Zealand although internationaltizere has been some progress in protecting
children and respecting their rights in regardhgsgical punishment.

In New Zealand the debate about physical punishimentbeen very public in the last
few years with the Government having reviewed kit yet made a decision about
legislative change. The New Zealand Governmers, l@avever, committed to a
major public education campaign aimed at discomgagphysical punishment.
Amongst agencies that work with children in New [Aed there is widespread
support for legislative change to remove the stayutiefence in cases of assault that
essentially sets children apart from other people.

What do children think about physical punishment®ré has only been limited
consultation with children and young people on thetter. Children’s views on the
use of physical punishment are essential to thatdeln its use.

In this paper Beth Wood reviews the status of ptatgpunishment of children world-
wide and Terry Dobbs reviews children’s voices be tmatter. In particular she
reports on the results of a consultation with yoahiddren she recently undertook.

The authors submit that ending the use of phygigalshment of children is a critical
issue in the prevention of child abuse. Maintainthg right to physically punish
children reflects their inferior status as people.

Introduction

We begin our presentation with the voices of cleifdand young people from New
Zealand. The video made by New Zealand childrehyemung people for the United
Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child (ast pi#f New Zealand non-
governmental organisation report to the UN Comrmjti®as entirely scripted by the
young people themselves. They say “Parents shiouényelling and hitting their
children. If their children are naughty they shdnit hit them or give them a smack
or anything like that”. They go onto say “Childretihey get abused from their
parents. When they grow up they usually abuse dhéidren and the cycle keeps on
continuing”. The children themselves make the cotioe between physical
discipline and abuse and the intergenerationakoythbuse.



There are connections between physical disciplim @hild abuse not the least of
which is that view that children are different fradults in regard to their protection
from assault. This view is reflected in the lawsla&common law provisions that
provide statutory defences when children are Rarents who have been investigated
for physically abusing their children frequentlypéain their behaviour as “discipline”
(Leach, 1999) and physical punishment is a ristofafor abuse (Straus, 2000).

“Despite the growing consensus that corporal puméit breaches children's
fundamental human rights, most of the world's ¢bkitdare still subjected to legalised
assaults by their parents and by other carerseswuthérs”.
(www.endcorporalpunishment.org).

The present situation around the world and in New 2aalnd

In the following 11 countries children are protecby law from all corporal
punishment:

Austria (1989) Finland(1983) Latvia (1998),

Croatia(1999) Germany(2000) Norway (1987)
Cyprus(1994) Israel(2000) Iceland(2003)

Denmark(1997) Sweden(1979

In addition, inBelgiumin 2000 a new clause was added to the Constitution
confirming children's right to moral, physical, peglogical and sexual integrity; its
legal effect is unclear and an explicit ban orcatporal punishment is under
consideration. In Italy in 1996 the Supreme CouiiRome declared all corporal
punishment to be unlawful; this is not yet confidme legislation.
(www.endcorporalpunishment.org).

In New Zealand discussion and debate on physiagaishment has been very public
one. Articles arguing for and against change (Wd888, Breen 2002, Adhar 2001)
appear regularly in journals and newsletters aed tltave been serious media articles
on the topic (Ainsley, 2001, Coddington, 2000). a&eness of the need for reform
and a change in social attitude is reflected byrthember of agencies, over 60 at
present, joined up to a EPOCH New Zealand netwdrlagencies committed to
positive, non-violent discipline of children and peal of section 59
(www.epochnz.org.nz)

As part of the work plan arising from the recommatimhs made by the United
Nations Committee on the Right of the Child in 14®FAT, 1997) the Government
has been examining options for addressing sectirar discouraging physical
punishment/discipline.

Section 59 Crimes Act 1961 provides a statutoryeunlsd for parents who hit their
children. In reality the only cases that go to rtaare those where children are
injured. However, using the statutory defenseretfeve been a number of cases
where parents have been acquitted of assault elaen e child has had significant
injuries. At least some parliamentarians are core® about this unfair and
discriminatory law. The current Prime Minister ath@ Minister of Social Services
have both spoken to their personal support forslative change and the cabinet is



likely to review this issue again in the futuren the meantime the Government has
allocated funding of over $10m dollars for a pubkducation campaign on
alternatives to physical punishment. While thess heen a shift on public attitudes
over the years most parents still think it shoulll ke legal to hit children — some
even think it should be legal to hit them with implents. (Masters, 2003).

Children’s voices

There has been some research worldwide on chiklrexperiences and views of
physical discipline. Where children have been olied overseas they have been
eloquent and clear.

In 1998 a Save the Children and National ChildreBigeau study in England

published adlt hurts you inside: Children talking about smadckifwillow and

Hyder, 1998) involved 76 children aged between d @nyears. Among the key

findings was that children:

» defined smacking as hitting; most of them describesinack as a hard or very
hard hit.

» said smacking hurt

« responded negatively to being smacked, and thadyits regret smacking

* mostly thought smacking is wrong.

In 2000 Save the Children Scotland commissionedraeged of over 300 children
and young people in Scotland aged between 6 angedais, in focus groups or by
guestionnaire (Save the Children Scotland, 20@jildren in this survey used words
like lonely, terrified, stunned, ashamed, hurt, oweld, humiliated and angry to
describe their feelings. Children reported feelbogfused because the same parents
and other adults who told them hitting is wrongedi$itting themselves. Children
firmly believe that physical punishment is wronglahat is sets a very bad example
to young children by teaching them that using wioke is an acceptable way to
respond. Children were also worried that becaulsdts are bigger and stronger they
might be injured.

In 2001 children and young people from all over Nésaland were consulted in the
development of the Governmen#gienda for Children (Barwick and Gray, 2001)).
Although the children and young people were notcsijpally questioned about

physical punishment a number of children and yowegple reported “getting

smacked, hit and bashed” as being a negative aspbeing a child or young person
in New Zealand.

Young New Zealand Children’s Views on Physical Disgline

The Missing Voice: What are Children’s Views of $t6gl Discipline?(Dobbs, 2002)
was a small-scale qualitative study aimed, amohgrahings, at looking at children’s
views on smacking. This research was done to hadignstand what children’s views
on physical discipline are and to see whether theses are the same as adult views
and to compare these children’s views with thatotifer published research on
children’s views. It was completed as partial ifient of the requirements for the
Post Graduate Diploma in Child Advocacy (UniversifyOtago).



The study involved interviewing 10 children agedwsen 5 and 7. The 10 children
were interviewed in two groups of five childrentheir local school. The children

were read a storybook that asked them to assislian creature called Splodge.
Splodge was interested in smacking and thoughtctiiliren would be able to answer
his questions. The questions were put to the @nldry way of the storybook. This
was done so that the children had an option toahadut their own views on smacking
or talk about children’s views generally. Thisdtus an adaptation of the study
carried out with 76 children by Carolyne Willow afddgha Hyder in 1998 in the

United Kingdom (Willow and Hyder, 1998).

The major findings from the 10 children in the NEealand study were:

* The children had considerable understanding andhnsto their own and
others behaviour and feelings and were able toesspthemselves clearly and
articulately.

* They described a smack as a hard or very haravhith hurt both physically
and emotionally and they associated smacking wignaparents.

* They reported feelings of sadness, anger and fiar being hit which
affected their relationship with the person whothé@m.

* They reported that they were most often smacketdorg violent themselves
by parents and people in authority or perceivetiaity.

» Interestingly the children believed that smackingswvrong because it hurt
both physically and emotionally. However, the creld expressed some levels
of confusion in assimilating their own beliefs tismbhacking was wrong with
the fact that their parents smacked.

 The children provided a wide range of alternatives smacking as a
punishment when they misbehaved. The children \wsdiethat these
alternatives would be better than smacking.

Table 1: Questions for the children asked by Spgodg

* Who knows what a smack is?

* Why do you think children get smacked?

* Who usually smacks children?

* Where do children usually get smacked?

« What does it feel like to be smacked?

» How do children act after being smacked?

* How do adults act after they have given a smack?

* Adults smack children but why don’t children smachults?

» Children smack each other but why don’t adults sneach other?

* When you are big, do you think you will smack chaid

» |s smacking something children like or don't like?

e |sit ok or not ok to smack?




* What other things could happen instead of smacking?

Some quotes from the children follow
Who knows what a smack is?
“A hard bang.”
“A hard whack” (indicated on tabletop with hand kiag a loud noise)
“It hurts and makes you cry.”
“Yep it really hurts.”
“It's a hit.”
“It makes you feel sad.”
“It feels hurting.”
“It feels sad.”
“It stings when your parents smack you.”
“It makes you cry.”

“Smacking makes you feel sad and grumpy.”

Leach (1999) believes that there is an assumptaon adults that ordinary smacking
does not really hurt and although adults do nottwartalk or think about hurting
children on purpose that is the point of smacking.

Adhar and Allan (2001) argue that smacking childomes them no harm. Their

descriptions of smacking as a gentle tap or lodlagy that doesn’t really hurt is in

direct contrast to what the children in the EngliShottish and Northland studies are
saying.

Why do you think children get smacked?

“It happens when you are naughty.”
“Being really naughty.”

“Hit people.”

“When you smack someone in the face.”

“For biting.”

“Pushing people on the floor.”

“Kick someone.”

“Doing something mum doesn’t want you to do.”

“Don't listen.”



It is noticeable that the primary reason this grotighildren think they get smacked
is because they have hurt others. The messagedhiédeen may be receiving is that
it is acceptable for a bigger person to hurt a Englerson. None of the children
described any other forms of discipline they reedifor hurting others.

What does it feel like to be smacked?

“They [children] still feel scared about being lagain, ‘cause it’s sore.”

“And feels scared.”

“Um, sad and they [children] go to their room.”

“Um you try and being good.”

“It feels sad.”

“They [children] act sadly.”
The dominating feeling described by the childrers wae of sadness followed by fear
of being hit again.
How do children act after they have been smacked?

Only one child talked about changing her behavadter being smacked by “trying to
be good”. However, the same child described getmgcked even when trying to be
good.

“Sometimes you still get a smack when you beiragigo

How do adults act after they have given a smack?

The children in this study related smacking to gragtults. When asked “How come
the adults were angry?” children were clear thatatiults were angry at the children
and not necessarily angry at the behaviour thagtgbeated the smacking. Children

said:
“They feel really angry with you.”

“Plain angry.”
“They are angry with the children, ‘cause they ddisten.”

Three of children in this study said that the aglftarents) felt like they wanted to
smack the children more. This could be associatéd te children’s fear of being
smacked again.

“They feel like doing it again.”
“They still feel mad.”

“They want to do it again.”

Leach (1999) reports that physical punishment,qaérly its unique juxtaposition of
love and pain and submission to anger, is assacuwith a wide range of emotional
and mental health problems later in life. Numerotiger authors report that there is



overwhelming evidence that the use of physical ipis® to reduce anti-social
behaviour produces the opposite effect in the teng.

Where do children usually get smacked?

Children in this study said they were most oftenasked on the bottom and
demonstrated being hit on their bottoms as wethadace and legs.

“On their bottoms.”

“On their hands.”

“On their arms.”

“On their back if they miss.”
“On their face.”

Children in the Willow and Hyder studyso reported children being smacked most
often on the bottom, followed by arms, and then @naround, their head, face, or
cheek. Given the acknowledged dangers of hittingdi@n around the head, it was
concerning those children from both studies tal&kdut being hit on their face. One
child’s comment from this study “on their back Iifely miss”, was also of concern,
this may suggest that children are often hit byept when a parent is striking out in
anger or the child moves away.

Gough and Reavey (1997) indicated that parents teetinihat hitting their children
met their own needs for the release of stressu$ifE94) suggests that parents get
emotional release from hitting their children, whis confused with its effectiveness
in changing children’s behaviour. This raises goestfor whose benefit then is it to
hit children? The children’s descriptions of beimgj when parents are angry is in
complete contrast to Adhar and Allan (2001) whoidwel children are never and
should never be hit in anger. There is an assumgkiat when parents smack their
children that it is done in a controlled manner.

Why don’t adults smack each other?

Children were asked in both the English and Newlatehstudies, “Children smack

each other but why don't adults smack each othép?”64). This question was

intended to encourage the children to think abalutitabehaviour and how adults

manage conflict. Adults do hit each other; howetleese actions are not often
described as smacking. This question was also detério encourage children to

make some comparisons between adults smackingrehildnd adults smacking

adults. One child spoke about the ability of adtdtontrol themselves as a reason
for not smacking each other.

“Because they know how to act when other peopleassand.”
One child explained that yelling was the alterrafior adults’ to manage conflict:

“They only yell at each other.”



Four children explained that adults would get irtrtmuble for smacking each other,
which prevented them from doing so.

“Someone will tell on them.”
“Because they will get into trouble.”
“Yeah they will get into trouble.”
“They’ll get kicked out if they do.”

From this study it is difficult to ascertain whethibe children made any correlation
between the ways adults resolve conflict and thgswadults and children resolve
conflict. None of the children mentioned adultstiget into trouble for smacking
children. These children may be beginning to see there is one set of rules for
adults and another for children in our society ahiidren are not afforded the same
rights as adults.

When you are big do you think you will smack childen?

Two children felt that the size of the adult congghto the size of the child was the
deciding factor for them not wanting to smack d@tdwhen they were big:

“No ‘cause we’ll be big and they’ll be little.”
“*Cause it's not nice to hurt little children.”

The younger children (5-year-olds) were more likelyelate to the size difference of
adults and children. One child expressed a béiatf it would be hard to smack your
own child:

“ No because they [adults] just don’'t want to smabkem because they're
their child’s.”

Five children found it difficult to articulate exaasons why they would not smack
their children and just said “No”. However theMd” answers were not passive but
spoken quite loudly. The eldest child (7-years-afdjhe group was unsure whether
he would smack children or not when he was an adiis could indicate that older

children have started to rationalise and take anmonly held views that smacking is

an inevitable part of parenting. Added to thisldobe the omission of any other

modelled forms of discipline to resolve conflictomé of the children gave instances
of when smacking would be acceptable to them whewn were “big”.

Is it OK or not OK to smack?

A lot of thought was put into the next questioniagkchildren “Is it OK to smack or

not OK to smack?” as it may have been seen asnga@hildren were asked for their
opinion rather than asking them to share their sidvowever the discussion from this
guestion generated some interesting conversatiomeSof this conversation was
generated after finishing reading the Splodge kaukthe children were having turns



listening to their voices on the tape at the tiskof the children were adamant that
it was not okay to smack.

“It's not OK.”

“It's not OK but mothers and fathers do it.”
“They might be allowed too, but | don’t know.”
Teachers aren’t allowed to, some do.”

“Yeah, sometimes Nana does t00.”

“People shouldn’t do that smacking.”

This dialogue may have been generated, in partiatiee wording of this question.

Most children have good comprehension of the mgaafnwhat is OK and what is

not OK (right equals OK and wrong equals not OKhiM/the children felt it was not

OK to smack they began to discuss whether or noltsadould be wrong. However,

perhaps if adults were doing wrong things then dhiddren began to justify these
adult actions by questioning whether adults shddd‘allowed’ to smack. These

children could be trying to rationalise that phgsidiscipline is a necessary part of
parenting.

Discussion

Few topics rival physical discipline in generatipgssionate debate, whether in
academic study, political debates, television domutaries, informal discussions
within families or discussions with work colleaguddowever, the children that were
involved in this study and the studies refereneethis project saw little debate that
the use of physical discipline is not only wrongt I ineffective, physically and
emotionally harmful and gives children confusingsseges about the use of violence.
Furthermore there was little debate from the chbitdthat hitting limited alternatives
to resolve conflict and was harmful to their redaships with their parents. The
children’s discussions indicated how hitting masgistsin their acceptance of their
place in society and the part physical disciplineynmevitably continue to play in
their lives.

Adult opinions on physical discipline have domimbtee debate on its use. However
there are many reasons why this point of view carlbuded and self-justifying. In

this study, reports by children of their experienoé physical discipline are at odds
with adult assumptions about the effects of its ltse therefore imperative that more
research is conducted into children’s perspectsgeshat we can further understand
the impact and effects of this adult behaviour bildecen. We need to develop a
culture of listening to and valuing children in erdo afford them their rightful status
as taonga (treasures).



Conclusion

One of the authors of this paper (Beth Wood) orsked children for their advice on
how adults should behave if they want children &hdve well (Office of the
Commissioner for Children, 1994). Among other gjsithey said:

Be fair, don't hit us, listen to us, don'’t yell @s, talk things over with us, keep
your promises, understand us, show us you likgius,us help when we need
it, don’t expect us to do things we can’t do, beesue understandndwhen
we are angry let us cool down

The responses given in the examples above refhédren’s awareness that is not so
much techniques and punishment that matters inmguichildren to behave well as it
is attitude, behaviour and understanding of chiithr@eeds.

The limited consultation that has taken place vdfiidren indicates that children
experience smacking and hitting as painful, friginig, unfair, ineffective, damaging
of relationships, serving adult needs and sadlyetnes something they sometimes
deserve because they are “bad”. Why do grown-ums it so hard to give up
endorsing the ideas that in some circumstancegengel is OK and that children do
not have the same status as adults in regard iorigets to physical integrity and
safety?

“In previous centuries, special defences existddgrslation in many states to justify
corporal punishment of wives, servants, slavesagpuadentices. Violence to women
remains far too prevalent, but in most statesnibisonger defended in legislation. It
is paradoxical and an affront to humanity thatdhmllest and most vulnerable of
people should have less protection from assautt dalalts”.
(www.endcorproalpunishment.org).
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