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ABSTRACT 

This study analyzes a 2000 survey (N=70) which examines what factors contribute to parents' methods of 

discipline. Race, gender, level of education, and life experience with children were evaluated to determine 

whether a parent utilized spanking vs. time-outs as a result of these factors. Non-random sampling was 

utilized and parents from two counties in Indiana and California served as participants in the study. It was 

predicted that White parents with higher levels of education and life experience would not spank, and 

African-American parents, as well as parents with lower levels of education and life experience, would 

spank. The results, however, were quite surprising. 

INTRODUCTION 

The issue of disciplining children is no longer an interest to 
parents alone. America as a whole seems to be more focused 
on the issues of shootings in our schools and increased 
violence among young children and teens. The media has led 
society to believe that children are out of control because of a 
lack of discipline by parents. Are parents actually choosing 
not to use physical forms of discipline, such as hand slapping 
and spanking over non-physical forms of discipline, such as 
time-outs and talking problems out? According to researchers, 
90 percent of parents in the United States report having 
spanked their children (Sears 1957; Straus 1988). 

Researchers have explored several factors to determine 
parents' methods of discipline. The most significant finding 
was that mothers were more likely to use spanking as a 
method of discipline than fathers (Lenton 1990; Day 1998). 
Although gender was determined to be a factor that affects 
parents' methods of discipline, fathers in both studies were not 
well-represented. It is important to note that the percentage of 
fathers in these two studies were significantly lower as 
compared to mothers (Lenton 1990; Day 1998). According to 
Lenton (1990) and Peterson (1998), African-American 
mothers were more likely to utilize spanking to discipline their 
children than White women. However, most studies on 
African-Americans usually included only mothers from 
working class and lower class backgrounds, which could skew 
the results (Bradley 1998). Does a parent's life experiences, 
race, level of education, and gender determine his or her 

methods of discipline? 

The difference in parents who spank and those who don't is 
what this study hopes to ascertain. These findings might offer 
some insight as to why our children are viewed as out of 
control, even though parents seem to be practicing traditional 
as well as non-traditional methods of discipline. It may also 
force parents to evaluate their methods of choice and assess its 
effectiveness in their children's behavior. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

How does a parent's life experience with children determine 
his or her methods of discipline? 

According to Day and Peterson ( 1998), parents who have 
more life experience tend to utilize methods of discipline that 
are non-physical. This is due to the idea that parents with 
more life experience are more mature and patient. Parents 
with little life experience are also more susceptible to societal 
pressures of disciplining their children, especially in public 
places (Day 1998). This may be due to the constant policing 
by parents of each others' parenting skills. Parents who have 
more life experience also tend to know of resources, such as 
parenting classes and parenting groups, which can help to 
alleviate the daily pressures of parenting (Lenton 1990). 
Does race or ethnicity play a significant part in determining a 
parent's method of discipline? 

Research on African-American women, especially single 
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mothers, indicate that spanking is their method of choice for 
the disciplining of younger children as well as teenagers 
(Bradley 1998; Day 1998). Also, a higher percentage of 
White parents are married as compared to African-American 
parents (Peterson 1998). This may increase the stress levels 
of African-American parents due to financial worries and lack 
of spousal support. Because African-Americans are subjected 
to racism and prejudice on a daily basis, Black mothers may 
use strict discipline to help their children behave appropriately 
in public so that they do not attract any negative attention. 
According to Bradley ( 1998), bad behavior among African­
Americans is not tolerated by society and therefore results in 
the mother's choice of discipline. 

Does a parent's level of education determine his or her method 
of discipline? 

According to Day and Peterson ( 1998), parents who have 
higher levels of education tend to utilize non-physical methods 
of discipline. This group tends to have higher income levels 
and therefore have less stress due to lack of money. Parents 
with a high school education or less, on the other hand, tend 
to make less money and may direct their financial stress 
toward their children (Day 1998). Another reason may be that 
parents who have more education have been exposed to 
different types of discipline and have a larger social network 
(Lenton 1990). They may be more aware of other disciplinary 
options and have a larger social network to tum to for support 
and therefore experience less stress than their counterparts. 

Does gender play a role in determining the method of 
discipline utilized by parents? 

Research shows that women are more likely to spank their 
children than men (Gelles 1988; Peterson 1998; Lenton 1990). 
Since childcare responsibilities tend to be placed on women, 
this could account for their method of choice. Because fathers 
are the primary breadwinners of the family, they tend to spend 
shorter periods of time at home and leave the disciplining to 
mothers. According to Lenton (1990), the stress levels of 
mothers tend to be higher than fathers due to their increased 
time spent with the children. 

HYPOTHESES 

Each hypothesis is presented in the same order as the tables in 
the Results section of the study: 

1) The lower a parent's score on an index of experience with 
children, the more times last week that parent spanked 
his or her child. 

2) The higher a parent's score on an index of experience with 
children, the more that parent will utilize time-outs to 
discipline his or he child. 

3) White parents are more likely to utilize time-outs to 
discipline their children than African-Americans, Asians, 
Hispanics, or any other ethnic groups. 

4) African-Americans are more likely to have spanked their 
children last week than Whites, Asians, Hispanics, or 
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any other ethnic groups. 
5) The higher the level of education a parent achieves, the 

less likely he or she will have spanked his or her child in 
the last week. 

6) The lower the level of education a parent achieves, the less 
she or he will utilize time-outs to discipline her or his 
child. 

7) Women are more likely to have spanked their children last 
week to discipline them than men. 

8) Men are more likely to utilize time-outs to discipline their 
children than women. 

PARTICIPANTS 

The participants in this study consisted of parents with 
children between the ages of 1 and 8 years old. There were a 
total of 70 parents in which 52 were females, 17 were males, 
and 1 was unknown. The age and number of children of the 
participants were not known because it was not of interest to 
the study. The participants consisted of 53 Whites, 9 African­
Americans, and 8 Hispanics. Their levels of education varied, 
with 4 parents having only an Elementary School education, 
33 with a High School education, 9 with an Associates degree, 
19 with a Bachelor's degree, 4 with a Master's degree, and 1 
with a Doctorate degree. 

METHODOLOGY 

The data analyzed in the study was obtained from a three-page 
survey given to 70 participants within a two-week period in 
November of 2000. Samples were collected by distributing 
copies of the survey at a school in Goshen, IN, University 
Park Mall in Mishawaka, IN, Concord Mall in Elkhart, IN and 
via phone calls and e-mails to friends in Monterey, CA and 
San Jose, CA. Due to the fact that non-random sampling was 
utilized in this study, a test for statistical significance was not 
necessary. Quota sampling was the intended choice, but due 
to time constraints and the lack of willing minority 
participants, this was not achieved. Minorities were very 
suspicious of the study and refused to fill out the survey, 
which resulted in under representation. 

The survey was designed as a self-administered questionnaire, 
which could be completed in approximately five minutes. It 
consisted of questions with fixed response choices that were 
spaced out generously for the convenience of the participants 
and to minimize mistakes. The survey was ordered 
accordingly from the least sensitive questions in the beginning 
to the most sensitive questions towards the end. A cover letter 
was also given to the participants as a gesture of courtesy and 
professionalism, which guaranteed anonymity and 
confidentiality. 

A parent's life experience was measured by an index. The 
index consisted of three questions: Did the parent have more 
than one child? Did the parent ever baby-sit his or her 
younger siblings? Did the parent ever have a job where he or 
she worked with children? If a participant answered yes on 
any of the three questions, they received one point toward 
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their life experience per question answered yes. If they 
answered no, however, they received zero points toward their 
life experience per question answered no. Therefore, the 
lowest score possible on the index was zero and the highest 
possible score was three. Those participants with zero 
experiences were obviously considered to have no life 
experience, and those who scored three were considered to 
have the most life experience. 

Race was measured by simply asking what race or ethnicity 
they considered themselves, and the level of education was 
measured by asking what was the highest degree of education 
they obtained. Gender was measured by asking if they were 
male or female. The concept of spanking was measured by 
asking whether they spanked their children or not. Those 
participants who did not spank their children were directed to 
the question about using time-outs. Parents who said they 
spanked their children continued to the next question on the 
survey, which was how may times last week they spanked 
their child. The values of this variable were 0 to 4 or more 
times. Finally, parents were asked whether they utilized time­
outs. The attributes for this variable were never, some of the 

time, and most of the time. Parents were also asked two open 
ended questions that asked how they felt when they spanked 
their children and what they hope to teach their children by 
using spanking as a method of discipline. 

RESULTS 

The results of the cross-tabulation analysis of Table #1 
supported the hypothesis that parents who scored low on the 
index of life experience with children spanked their children 
more last week than parents who scored high on the index. 
Table #1 shows that 60 percent of parents with the most life 
experience possible did not spank their children last week, 
while only 20 percent of parents who had no life experience 
did not spank their children last week. Table #1 also shows 
that only 45.5 percent of parents with I life experience did not 
spank their children last week and only 48 percent of parents 
with 2 life experiences did not spank their children last week. 
Furthermore, only I 0 percent of parents with the most life 
experiences possible spanked their children 2 times last week, 
while the percentage of parents who spanked doubled as the 
life experience of the parent decreased. 

Cross-tabulation Table #1 
Life Experiences of Parents: The Number of Times Last Week Parents Spanked 

number of times last week parents spanked 
4 or more 

O times 1 lime 2 times 3 times times Total 
life experiences no life experience Count 1 2 1 1 5 
of parents % within life 

20.0% 40.0% 20.0% 20.0% 100.0% experiences of parents 
1 life experience Count 5 1 2 2 1 11 

% within life 
45.5% 9.1% 18.2% 18.2% 9.1% 100.0% experiences of parents 

2 life experiences Count 12 6 5 2 25 
% within life 

48.0% 24.0% 20.0% 8.0% 100.0% experiences of parents 
most life experience Count 6 3 1 10 
possible % within life 

60.0% 30.0% 10.0% 100.0% experiences of parents 
Total Count 24 12 9 5 1 51 

% within life 
47.1% 23.5% 17.6% 9.8% 2.0% 100.0% experiences of parents 
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The results of the cross-tabulation analysis ofTable #2 refuted 
the hypothesis that African-American parents spanked their 
children more times last week than White parents or any other 
ethnic groups. In fact, Table #2 shows that 57.1 percent of 
Black and Hispanic parents did not spank their children last 
week, while only 43.2 percent of White parents did not spank 
their children last week. Furthermore, Table #2 shows that 
56. 7 percent of White parents spanked their children 1 or more 
times last week, while only 42.9 percent of Blacks and 
Hispanics spanked their children 1 or more times last week. 

The results of the cross-tabulation analysis or Table #3 
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supported the hypothesis that parents who achieved a higher 
degree of education will spank their children less than parents 
who achieved a lower degree of education. Table #3 also 
shows that 64.3 percent of parents with a Bachelor's degree or 
higher did not spank their children last week, while only 44.4 
percent of parents with a high school education did not spank 
their children last week. In fact, only 35.7 percent of parents 
with a Bachelor's degree or higher spanked their children 1 or 
more times last week as compared to 75 percent of parents 
with an Elementary School education, 55.5 percent of parents 
with a High School education, and 66. 7 percent of parents 
with an Associates degree. 

Cross-tabulation Table #2 
Race of Parents: The Number of Times Last Week Parents Spanked 

number of times last week parents spanked 
4 or more 

Otimes 1 time 2 times 3times times Total 
race of White or Caucasian Count 16 10 7 4 37 
parents % within race of parents 43.2% 27.0% 18.9% 10.8% 100.0% 

Black or African American Count 4 1 2 7 
% within race of parents 57.1% 14.3% 28.6% 100.0% 

Hispanic or Latino Count 4 1 1 1 7 
% within race of parents 57.1% 14.3% 14.3% 14.3% 100.0% 

Total Count 24 12 9 5 1 51 
% within race of parents 47.1% 23.5% 17.6% 9.8% 2.0% 100.0% 

Cross-tabulation Table #3 
Level of Education of Parents: The Number of Times Last Week Parents Spanked 

number of times last week parents spanked 
4 or more 

O times 1 time 2times 3 times times Total 
level of Elementary School Count 1 2 1 4 
education of Degree % within level of 
parents education of parents 25.0% 50.0% 25.0% 100.0% 

High School Degree Count 12 7 5 3 27 
% within level of 

44.4% 25.9% 18.5% 11.1 % 100.0% education of parents 

Associates Degree Count 2 3 1 6 
% within level of 

33.3% 50.0% 16.7% 100.0% education of parents 

Bachelors Degree Count 9 2 2 1 14 
and higher % within level of 

64.3% 14.3% 14.3% 7.1 % 100.0% 
education of parents 

Total Count 24 12 9 5 1 51 
% within level of 

47.1% 23.5% 17.6% 9.8% 2.0% 100.0% education of parents 

l 
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The result of cross-tabulation analysis of Table #4 weakly 
supported the hypothesis that women are more likely to spank 
their children last week than men. Table #4 shows that 26.6 
percent of men spanked their children 2 or more times last 
week, while 28.6 percent of women spanked their children 2 
or more times last week. Also, only 46. 7 percent of men did 
not spank their children last week, while 48.6 percent of 
women did not spank their children last week. 

The results of cross-tabulation analysis of Table #5 supported 
the hypothesis that parents who score high on an index of 
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experience with children will utilize time-outs more than 
parents who score low on the index. Table #5 shows that 71.4 
percent of parents who had the most life experience utilized 
time-outs some of the time, while only 62.5 percent of parents 
who had 1 life experience utilized time-outs some of the time. 
Furthermore, 50 percent of parents with no life experience 
never used time-outs to discipline their children, while only 
14.3 percent of parents with the most life experience never 
used time-outs and 14.7 percent of parents with 2 life 
experiences never used time-outs to discipline their children. 

Cross-tabulation Table #4 
Sexual Category (Gender) of Parents: The Number of Times Last Week Parents Spanked 

number oftimes last week parents spanked 

4 or more 
O times 1 time 2 times 3times times Total 

sexual category male Count 7 4 2 2 15 
of parents % within sexual 

category of parents 46.7% 26.7% 13.3% 13.3% 100.0% 

female Count 17 8 6 3 1 35 
% within sexual 

48.6% 22.9% 17.1 % 8.6% 2.9% 100.0% category of parents 
Total Count 24 12 8 5 1 50 

% within sexual 
48.0% 24.0% 16.0% 10.0% 2.0% 100.0% cateaorv of parents 

Cross-tabulation Table #5 
Life Experiences of Parents: How Often Parents Used Time-Outs 

how often parents used time-outs 

some of most of 
never the time the time Total 

life experiences no life experience Count 3 1 2 6 
of parents % within life 

experiences of parents 
50.0% 16.7% 33.3% 100.0% 

1 life experience Count 4 1 0 2 16 
% within life 

25.0% 62.5% 12.5% 100.0% experiences of parents 
2 life experiences Count 5 15 14 34 

% within life 
14.7% 44.1 % 41.2% 100.0% experiences of parents 

most life experience Count 2 10 2 14 
possible % within life 

14.3% 71.4% 14.3% 100.0% 
experiences of parents 

Total Count 14 36 20 70 
% within life 

20.0% 51.4% 28.6% 100.0% experiences of parents 
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The results of cross-tabulation analysis ofTable #6 refuted the 
hypothesis that Whites were more likely to utilize time-outs to 
discipline their children than Blacks or any other ethnic group. 
Table #6 reveals that 33.3 percent of Blacks used time-outs 
most of the time and 50 percent of Hispanics used time-outs 
most of the time, while only 24.5 percent of Whites used time­
outs most of the time. Table #6 also shows that 22.6 percent 
of Whites never used time-outs as compared to 11.1 percent 
of Blacks and 12.5 percent of Hispanics. 

the hypothesis that parents with a lower degree of education 
utilize time-outs less than parents with a higher degree of 
education. Table #7 shows that 20.8 percent of parents with 
a Bachelor's degree or higher never used time-outs, while 24.2 
percent of parents with a High School education never used 
time-outs to discipline their children. Furthermore, Table #7 
shows that 54.2 percent of parents with a Bachelors degree or 
higher used time-outs some of the time, while only 45.5 
percent of parents with a High School education used time­
outs some of the time to discipline their children. 

The results of cross-tabulation analysis of Table #7 supported 

Cross-tabulation Table #6 
Race of Parents: How Often Parents Used Time-Outs 

how often parents used time-outs 

some of most of 
never the time the time Total 

race of White or Caucasian Count 12 28 13 53 
parents % within race of parents 22.6% 52.8% 24.5% 100.0% 

Black or African American Count 1 5 3 9 
% within race of parents 11.1 % 55.6% 33.3% 100.0% 

Hispanic or Latino Count 1 3 4 8 
% within race of parents 12.5% 37.5% 50.0% 100.0% 

Total Count 14 36 20 70 
% within race of parents 20.0% 51.4% 28.6% 100.0% 

Cross-tabulation Table #7 
Level of Education of Parents: How Often Parents Used Time-Outs 

how often parents used time-outs 
some of most of 

never the time the time Total 
level of Elementary School Count 3 1 4 
education of Degree % within level of 
parents education of parents 

75.0% 25.0% 100.0% 

High School Degree Count 8 15 10 33 
% within level of 

24.2% 45.5% 30.3% 100.0% education of parents 
Associates Degree Count 1 5 3 g 

% within level of 
H.1% 55.6% 33.3% 100.0% education of parents 

Bachelors Degree Count 5 13 6 24 
and higher % within level of 

education of parents 
20.8% 54.2% 25.0% 100.0% 

Total Count 14 36 20 70 
% within level of 

20.0% 51.4% 28.6% 100.0% education of parents 
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Cross-tabulation Table #8 
Sexual Category (Gender) of Parents: How Often Parents Used Time-Outs 

sexual category male Count 
of parents % within sexual 

category of parents 
female Count 

% within sexual 
category of parents 

Total Count 

% within sexual 
cateciorv of parents 

The results of cross-tabulation analysis of Table #8 refuted the 
hypothesis that men utilized time-outs more than women. In 
fact, Table #8 shows that 35.3 percent of men never used 
time-outs, while only 13 .5 percent of women never used time­
outs to discipline their children. Furthermore, Table #8 shows 
that only 64.7 percent of men used time-outs some or most of 
the time, while 86.5 percent of women used time-outs some or 
most of the time. 

CONCLUSION 

The results suggest that a parent's life experiences will 
influence her/his choice of disciplinary methods. It seems the 
more life experiences a parent has, the more likely he or she 
will utilize non-physical forms of discipline, as suggested in 
the hypothesis. Race does not seem to play a significant role 
in determining a parent's method of discipline. In fact, 
Whites, Blacks, and Hispanics seem to almost equally use 
spanking to discipline their children. All ethnic groups 
studied also used time-outs to discipline their children. A 
parent's level of education, however, seems to determine 
whether or not a parent will utilize spanking. The results 
suggested that parents with lower levels of education used 
spanking more than those with a higher level of education. 
Gender seems to play a role in determining the method of 
discipline utilized by parents. In this study, the exact opposite 
of what was expected was found. The men spanked more than 
the women and also utilized time-outs less than the women. 

Based upon the results of this study, the factors that affect 
parents' methods of discipline are their life experiences, level 
of education, and gender. These factors seem to be the only 
ones with significant results. There also seems to be a slight 

how often parents used time-outs 
some of most of 

never the time the time Total 
6 4 7 17 

35.3% 23.5% 41.2% 100.0% 

7 32 13 52 

13.5% 61.5% 25.0% 100.0% 

13 36 20 69 

18.8% 52.2% 29.0% 100.0% 

difference between races and their choice of disciplinary 
methods, but nothing that would place them in opposite 
categories. Whites tended to use less time-outs and spanked 
more than Blacks and Hispanics. 

There were several aspects in this research that if done 
differently could have strengthened the study. First of all, if 
there was ample time permitted, random sampling could have 
provided statistical significance in the results. Secondly, 
quota sampling could have been used to better represent the 
population. This would have assured that minorities and men 
would have been better represented and the results could have 
been even more significant. 
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