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National guidelines urge pediatricians to address disci-
pline as part of anticipatory guidance, yet pediatricians
know little about what leads parents to use different
discipline approaches. Parents seen in Pediatric Research
in Office Settings practices participated in an office-
based survey before the well-child visit for children 2
to 11 years old (N = 2134). Parents reported using the
following discipline approaches frequently: time-outs

(42%), removal of privileges (41%), sent to bedroom
(27%), yelling (13%), and spanking (9%). A third of
parents believe their discipline approach to be ineffec-
tive. This directs the pediatric provider to help families
develop effective discipline practices tailored to their
context.
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iscipline is an essential component of parent-
D ing, and national guidelines urge pediatricians

to address this topic as part of anticipatory
guidance.! Most parents want more information on
child rearing concerns such as discipline, yet report
that clinicians fail to discuss this with them.*? In one
study, 75% of parents reported not discussing disci-
pline, yet 41% of these parents desired information
about it In another, only 38% identified pediatri-
cians as one of “the best ways to receive parenting
information.” Pediatricians know little about what
leads parents to use different discipline approaches.
Understanding parental influences on discipline prac-
tices could lead the pediatrician to address this topic
more consistently and effectively.
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Prior studies focused on physical punishment and
young children.”® Parental experience with physical
punishment in childhood has been associated with the
current choice of discipline.®” More frequent use of
corporal punishment coupled with yelling has been
associated with younger maternal age, more than 1
child, greater parental perception of child behavior
problems, and lower socioeconomic status.®

A child’s age might influence discipline choice,
yet most studies conducted examined only children
younger than age 3.7 For example, one study
demonstrated that spanking and yelling are associ-
ated with a child aged between 9 months and 3 years;
however, reports are lacking on how parents apply
discipline choices to older children.

Prior reports indicated that race and ethnicity
could also be associated with disciplinary practices.
Regalado’ reported that African American parents
were twice as likely as white parents to spank fre-
quently. Latino parents who completed the interview
in Spanish were much less likely than white parents
to remove a toy or use time-out, but Latino ethnic-
ity was not a significant factor among those parents
who completed the interview in English. Studies of
racial and ethnic effects are limited by small sample
size, focusing only on young children or reporting
widely differing discipline techniques together.®’



This study examines these questions for a national
sample of pre-adolescents:

1. What is the reported incidence of four discipline
types of time-out, yelling, removing privileges,
and spanking?

2. How is perception of effectiveness associated
with the discipline approach chosen? and

3. What factors are associated with each type of
discipline surveyed?

The answers to these questions should aid pediatri-
cians in their approach to discussing discipline with
families.

Methods

This study was conducted by Pediatric Research in
Office Settings (PROS), the practice-based research
network of the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP).
Institutional Review Board approval was obtained
from the Wake Forest University School of Medicine
and the AAP. Parents seen in PROS practices partici-
pated in an office-based confidential survey before the
visit for the well-child exams of children 2 to 11 years
of age (N = 2134). Enrollment was limited to 1 child
per family (oldest child presenting for the visit). The
child’s primary caregiver completed the survey and
could choose between an English or Spanish version
of the instrument. If they expressed interest, they were
provided with an informed consent. Office personnel
were trained to review the consent form and answer
questions about the study. (See the “Acknowledg-
ments” section for a list of participating practices.)

Survey Instrument

Parents/legal guardians completed questions includ-
ing demographics (eg, age of child, number of chil-
dren in the home, race/ethnicity of the child, parental
home structure, maternal education), reported cur-
rent discipline practices in the past month, parental
assessment of effectiveness of discipline strategy
used, primary decision-maker for discipline prac-
tices, and parental childhood experience with disci-
pline practices. Questions about current discipline
practices included:

In the past month . . .

¢ How often did you use time-outs or cool-down
periods?
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e How often have you yelled at this child?
How often did you take away privileges (some-
thing this child enjoys)?

e How often did you spank this child?

Response categories varied on a 4-point scale from
“never” to “always.”

Perceived parental effectiveness was measured
by asking, “When you discipline this child, how
often does it work?” Response categories included
always, often, sometimes, and never. Questions were
also asked about the primary caregiver's own child-
hood experience with discipline: “What punishment
was used MOST often when you were a child?”
Response categories included time-outs, take away
privileges (grounded), spanking on the bottom, sent
to bedroom, yelling, other (respondent would spec-
ify). We also asked, “I use the same kind of disci-
pline on my children my parents used on me,” with
response categories of yes or no.

Statistical Analysis

The major outcome of interest focused on 4 disci-
plinary methods that parents reported using in the
past month: time-out, taking away privilege, spank-
ing, and yelling. The original scale for each question
ranged from 1 (never) to 4 (always). We dichotomized
the parent response for each discipline method into
2 categories: 0 for never, and 1 for sometimes, often,
or always. Because each disciplinary method was
asked separately, parents might select more than 1
disciplinary method.

To assess the factors that influenced these 4 dis-
ciplinary practices, we examined a comprehensive
list of variables based on prior literature®'" and their
association with the disciplinary method that par-
ents reported using in the past month. These
variables included Spanish versus English survey,
parents in the home, parental childhood discipline
experience, and maternal education. In addition,
clinical judgment suggests that there could be an
association with the child’s age and perceived effec-
tiveness of discipline approach. We included these
variables in 4 logistic regression models. Demographic
variables such as ethnicity and child’s gender were
also included as control variables. Each disciplinary
method had its own model. Although R?* values for
logistic regression are reported here, we must point
out that their values should only be used as a refer-
ence. Low R? values are the norm in logistic regres-
sion, and many authors have cautioned against the
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Table 1. Study Sample Characteristics
Sample Characteristics N Percentage
Ethnicity
White 1358/2134 63.6
African American 225/2134 10.5
Latinos 231/2134 10.8
Multiracial 77/2134 3.6
Others 243/2134 11.4
Child’s gender
Female 1005/2132 47.1
Male 1127/2132 52.9
Maternal education
<High School 160/2085 7.7
>High School <College 1180/2085 56.6
2College 745/2085 35.7
Age of child
<5 887/2128 41.7
>5 1241/2128 58.3
Number of adults
in home
One 306/2083 14.6
Two 1777/2083 85.4
Family income
<$40000 722/1933 37.4
>$40000 1211/1933 62.6
Respondent
Mother 1905/2129 89.5
Others 224/2129 10.5
Who makes decisions
most of the time
about discipline?
Me?* 858/2134 40.2
Mother® (784/858) (91.3)
Father® (44/858) (5.1)
Other caregiver® (29/858) (3.3)
Missing® (1/858) (0.0)
Other adults 27/2134 1.3
Me & other adult 1151/2134 53.9
in the home
Missing 98/2134 4.6

Note: a. “Me” represents the person completing the survey, bro-
ken out into subcategories.

comparison of these values with their counterparts
in linear regression.'?

Results

Data included in this trial were collected by practi-
tioners from 64 practices in 32 states, Puerto Rico,
and Canada. More than three quarters of patients
approached to participate in the study agreed to par-
ticipate. Those that refused (23%) did not differ

from those who responded regarding child’s age,

Table 2.

Use of Four Common Discipline
Practices (N = 2134)

Reported Use

Discipline Technique in Past Month Percentage®
Time-out 965 45.2
Removal of privilege 886 41.5
Spanking 181 8.5
Yelling 277 13.0

Note: a. Note that parents could report multiple strategies used
in the past month, so that the percentage is greater than 100%.

gender, or primary language spoken. Table 1 shows
the sample characteristics of this study group.

The current study population represents a cross-
section of ethnicities, with more than 34% of the
study population indicating a race/ethnicity other
than white. Approximately 90% of respondents were
mothers. Many mothers participated in decision-
making about discipline in the household, but often
in collaboration with other adults. Almost 15% of
families came from a single-parent household.
Participants were given the opportunity to complete
the survey in English or Spanish, and 35% of
Latinos completed the Spanish version.

The degree to which parents reported the 4
types of discipline assessed are presented in Table 2.
Parents reported multiple approaches indicating that
more than one discipline practice was used in the
prior month. Time-out and privilege removal were
reported most frequently. A minority used spanking
and/or yelling.

More than a third of parents (38.4%) reported
using the same discipline that was used when they
were children, and slightly more than half (54.2%)
reported not using the same techniques. The disci-
pline most commonly experienced in childhood that
parents reported was removal of privileges (31.4%),
followed by yelling (21.5%), sent to bedroom (18.6%),
and spanking (17.2%). The discipline reported used
the least during childhood was time-outs (5.3%).

Almost a third of parents reported that they did
not perceive their discipline strategy to be effective,
with a 30.9% response to “never” or “sometimes.”
Less than half thought their discipline was “often”
effective (45.3%), and 21.1% of parents reported
their discipline was “always” effective.

Logistic regression analyses are presented in
Table 3. African American parents were less likely to
report the use of time-out and more likely to report
the use of spanking than white parents. Latino parents
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Table 3. Multivariate Logistic Regression: Determinants of Current Discipline practices (N = 1741)
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Time-Out Removal of Spanking Yelling
OR Privilege OR OR OR
Spanish version 0.50"" 0.59" 0.98 0.96
African-American 0.81 1.28 1.83" 1.11
Hispanic 0.86 0.91 0.80™ 0.78"
Child’s age 26 yrs 0.74""" 1.16" 0.74"" 138"
Male 1.08 1.14° 1.04 1.07
2-Parent Household 0.95 0.90 0.96 1.06
“My discipline usually works.” 0.88 0.88 0.93 0.65""
Parent experienced in childhood 1.31 1.16 1.237 1.39"
Associate or college degree 0.95 0.95 0.84"" 0.88
R? value 4.8% 2.3% 8.0% 4.2%

Note: OR = odds ratio.

Due to missing values, the effective sample used in this multivariate analysis is 1741.

*P <.05; **P < .01; ***P < .001.

Reference categories for categoric predictor variables are: English version; white (ethnicity); age <5 (age); female (gender); 1 adult
at home (number of adults in household); discipline often and always works (discipline works); no experience of specific discipline
in childhood (experienced discipline as child); not having an associate or college degree (parental education).

who completed the survey in Spanish were less likely
than white parents to use time-out and removal of
privileges. However, Latino parents who completed
the survey in English were less likely than whites to
use spanking and yelling.

The only gender distinction in discipline prac-
tices was that parents were more likely to remove a
privilege from a boy than a girl. Parental assessment
of disciplinary self-efficacy had an inverse associa-
tion with yelling. Parental childhood experience was
associated with the current use of spanking and
yelling. Maternal educational attainment was inversely
associated with spanking only. None of the models
demonstrated a significant statistical association
with the presence of more than 1 adult in the home.

Discussion

This study is, to our knowledge, the first to examine
4 common discipline approaches reported in a large
sample of children across a wide preadolescent age
spectrum. We found that no single technique was
favored by a majority of respondents, suggesting a
broad range of preferences and practices among
parents. This study differs from others because we
examined “current use in the past month” rather
than “ever use.””” We believe this results in more
accurate reports by asking parents to recall the past
month rather than the child’s lifetime.

Among all the determining factors examined, age
was most notably associated with discipline technique
reported. Parents were 25% less likely to use both
time-out and spanking in the 6 to 11 age group than
with children aged 2 to 5. They were more likely to
remove a privilege from or yell at their school aged
children. The strong influence of age on discipline
technique in our study is consonant with that found in
prior studies*® that focused on narrower age ranges.

Almost a third of this sample reported perceived
ineffective discipline. However, perception of effec-
tiveness was not associated with use of 3 of the 4
discipline approaches examined. Results indicated
that those parents who yelled at their child per-
ceived themselves as ineffective. Why did these fam-
ilies choose yelling if they did not think it was
effective? Would not a family choose an approach
that they believe to be efficacious? We think some of
this paradox could be explained by how parents
experienced discipline when they were children.

Having experienced yelling or spanking in child-
hood made parents more likely to use the same
approach with their children, regardless of perceived
effectiveness. Perhaps more aversive forms of disci-
pline are innately more likely to be replicated in
adulthood, given the possibility that discipline prac-
tices are a visceral response influenced by familiar-
ity and past experience. The child abuse literature
has documented that people who experienced vari-
ous corporal punishments are more likely to use
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those same techniques with their own children®'° or
to approve of those techniques.'®!"!314

Certain racial and ethnic differences emerged
from our data. African American parents were more
likely to report spanking, to a degree very similar to
that shown in younger children by Regalado,’ and
were less likely to use time-out (almost statistically
significant with a P < .06). Latino parents were less
likely to use any of the discipline techniques exam-
ined with this study. Those respondents who com-
pleted the Spanish version of the survey were less
likely to report using “time-outs” and “take away
privileges.” Perhaps language use differences reflect
differing degrees of acculturation.

The strengths of our study included a large sam-
ple with a national scope, wide preadolescent age
range, relatively unselected population culled from
families attending health maintenance visits in pri-
mary care providers’ offices, and focus on common
discipline techniques rather than solely corporal
punishment. The study sample was racially and eth-
nically diverse, with more than one third of parents
identifying themselves as nonwhite. As a consequence,
our results should be generalizable to children in the
United States who seek regular medical care.

Certain limitations were present, however. All
variables were measured by parent report. Although
corroboration and direct observation were not
obtained, parent self-report has been used exten-
sively in prior literature. Regional and cultural dif-
ferences may exist that were not assessed. Educational
level was a component of the model used for multi-
variate analysis, but parents who were not high
school graduates comprised less than 8% of the
study population, potentially limiting our findings’
applicability to certain families at higher social risk.

We examined 4 discipline practices and did not
include other potential approaches, such as praise
for good behavior. Therefore, we can only comment
on the 4 common discipline approaches of time-
outs, removal of privileges, spanking, and yelling.
Future studies should include a broader array of
potential discipline techniques.

Conclusions

The age of the child has a strong influence on disci-
pline practices. Parents who experienced spanking
or yelling in childhood are more likely to use those
techniques with their own children. Cultural influ-
ences reflected in race and ethnicity also have an

important association with current discipline prac-
tices. Many parents, however, view their disciplinary
efforts as ineffective. This provides the pediatric
provider with the opportunity to discuss discipline
practices with families, entering into a dialogue of
how to develop effective discipline practices tailored
to the patient-family context.
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