
Spanking
Controversy

Where do social 
workers stand?







The dumbest argument I have heard in this debate was by a social 
worker who said on Facebook:

“I don’t believe in research”





Purpose?

• To provide information

• To start the conversation

• To find common ground

• To eliminate fears and misconceptions



I have some 
questions for 

you…



Do you 

have the 

courage to 

answer?



Is smoking 
good or bad 
for your 
health?





My argument:  I have been smoking for a 
few years and have seen no bad effects, 
so smoking cannot be bad for me.

Respond.



My grandmother has been a smoker all her 
life and lived until the age of 85.  So, smoking 
cannot be bad for you.

Respond.



How do you know if smoking is 
good or bad for you?



What do you really 
believe about children?



Are 
children 

fully 
human?  



Or are they 
just 
“becoming”?

Are they 
already fully 
they?  Are 
they little 
adults?  





What do you believe about 
violence?  



What are the effects of violence?



Is hitting violence?



Your response to these images?











If hitting people is wrong, 

But hitting children is good,

What are we saying about children?



Why is this discussion important?

• Current emphasis on the rights of parents: Can the courts tell parents 
how to raise their children?

• The emphasis should be: What is in the best interest of children?

• It is courageous question to ask, because the consequences are far 
reaching.  Because the consequences can be far reaching, we must 
have this conversation.



















The Court Judgement

• In the High Court of S.A. in October 2017

• Matter between YG and The State

• Context:  Two charges of assault GBH relating to the accused’s wife 
and 13 year old son.  Found guilty on both charges on competent 
verdict of common assault.

• Court admitted 4 amici curiae:
• Centre for Child Law (Children’s Institute, Quaker Peace Centre, Sonke Gender 

Justice).

• Freedom of Religion SA (FORSA)



• Common law defence of “reasonable chastisement” 

• Centre for Child Law – reasonable chastisement is inconsistent with 
the Constitution

• FORSA – scriptures command reasonable and appropriate correcting 
of their children and physical chastisement is at times central to their 
faith

• In this case the Court took steps to invite submissions from interested 
parties and had the benefit of extensive submissions







Rights implicated 

• The right to human dignity (S10)

• The right to equal protection under the law (S9(3))

• The right to be free from all forms of violence from either public or private 
sources (S12(1)(c))

• The right not to be treated or punished in a cruel, inhuman or degrading 
way (S12(1)(e))

• The right of children to be protected from maltreatment, neglect, abuse or 
degradation (S28(1)(d))

• The right to and the constitutional principle that a child’s best interests are 
of paramount importance in every matter concerning the child (S28(2))



Why is the State involved?



Highlights from the judge’s ruling

• This involves the rights of children to protection equal as that of 
adults, from assault

• This is important in the context of the high levels of violence and child 
abuse in SA

• The defence of “reasonable chastisement” prevents the Courts from 
providing a child-focused justice and protection system for children

• The defence is at odds with the best interests of the child

• In the pre-constitution era children were not considered as being the 
holders to their own set of rights



• Discipline remains an important responsibility of parents

• No-one is suggesting that parents should not be permitted scope to 
discipline their children

• However, even “reasonable chastisement” may fall within the bounds 
of what the law considers to be an assault

• FORSA fears that parents will lose their children, but that is out of 
step with the objectives of the Children’s Act which is to promote 
positive parenting

• Criminal sanctions [against parents] are not intended to be imposed 
willy-nilly in respect of any parent who chastises their child



The effect of the defence

• People have the right to dignity and to be protected from violence; 
except for children.

• Parents may use their discretion to apply violence to their children 
that they themselves would never accept.

• This discretion is extremely subjective.





Research

• 80% of children around the world are spanked 

• 100’s of studies have been done

• 4 meta-analyses



• Spanking confounded with physical abuse 

• Focused exclusively on spanking distinct from physical abuse

• Data from more than 160,000 children

• Spanking is associated with higher risk for detrimental outcomes

• Spanking alone is associated with detrimental outcomes in the same 
way as physical abuse

• No evidence that spanking improves behaviour, but rather increased 
risk in 13 of the risk areas



Negative outcomes for spanking

• Lower moral internalisation

• Aggression

• Antisocial behaviour

• Externalising behaviour problems

• Internalising behaviour problems

• Mental health problems

• Negative parent-child relationships

• Impaired cognitive ability

• Low self-esteem

• Risk of physical abuse from parents



Outcomes with adults who experienced 
spanking
• Adult antisocial behaviour

• Adult mental health problems

• Positive attitudes about spanking



Other considerations

• Iceberg metaphor: Behaviour is not what it is about

• Some children internalise – negative outcomes not always visible

• Time conceals the link between spanking and negative outcomes

• Parents whose children are doing well with spanking, will probably do 
equally well without spanking, because those parents are doing much 
more than spanking

• Parents whose children are not doing well and spanking is used 
increasingly to manage behaviour, will find the behaviour will 
probably get worse



Some of the reasons for hitting

• People don’t know what else to do 

• Unable to control their own anger and frustration

• Usual stress can make even a gentle parent lose 
control

• Violence in the media desensitises people to 
violence

• Drugs or alcohol can cause loss of judgement and 
control

• Overwhelming social circumstances

• Religious or cultural teachings



Common arguments

• There is a difference between abuse and spanking.
• Explain exactly what is the difference.  Different people have different 

definitions here, so no consistent measure.
• The research contradicts this argument.

• I was spanked as a child and I turned out great as a result.
• Who measures whether you turned out great?  It is a high subjective 

measure.
• The negative effects of violence is often concealed over time and cannot be 

directly linked to early adversity or violence without careful investigation.
• When there are substantial protective measures present, the negative effects 

of violence may be negated to some extent.
• All children are different and will not respond similar to violence.



• The scriptures command me to…
• Exactly what does the scripture say?  “Spare the rod and spoil the child” 

would mean hit your children as often as possible.  

• What is the context of the scriptures to which reference is made?  Is it 
culturally relevant to today?  Do we make any distinction between some 
scriptures being culturally relevant in how we interpret them today?

• If they don’t feel, they don’t listen
• All people listen less when they are distressed, especially when subjected to 

distress and violence.  A “positive reaction” to being hit is simply short-term 
compliance to avoid further pain; future compliance is then ensured by threat 
of further violence and is held in check by fear.



• Nothing else works
• Most people who say this have not invested much time or energy in 

investigating and implementing other alternative

• Spanking is a quick-fix (behavioural compliance) and creates the impression 
that “it works”

• If nothing else works, the family needs help.

• It’s the only language he understands…

• Bend the tree while it is young…



Why and when do parents stop spanking?

• When children are “too big”

• When they can no longer be physically dominated

• When they might hit back…

If corporal punishment is effective, why not 
use it with adults?  Spouses?  Employees?



Abstract

Specific

Hierarchy of Ideas
For what purpose?
What is the intention?
What is this an example of?

What or whom specifically?
What are examples of this?



Abstract

Specific

Teaching values
Preparing for life
Protecting from harm

Examples of how to discipline a child
Methods and techniques

All violence is harmful
Children are people too



• Topic: Car

• My car can go from 0 – 100 in 4.6 seconds

• Cars damage the environment through emissions

• It is a red BMW and has all the luxuries you need to make your 
commute to work an absolute pleasure

• Motorcycles have fewer emissions and are better for the environment

• Motorcycles have only two wheels – less grip on the road and less 
safe

• When the ice caps melt, we will all be swimming to work



• Topic: Spanking

• Hitting children is wrong

• What else must I do (the trap)

• Try this…

• It doesn’t work

• Try this…

• It doesn’t work.  See, I was right all along.



• Deal with the topic on a values / principles level first

• Establish common ground as “high up” in the hierarchy of ideas as 
possible

• Then chunk down to specifics of “how”



Where do social workers stand?



http://changeworks.co.za/free-info

http://changeworks.co.za/training-
discussion-groups-slides-and-notes/

http://changeworks.co.za/free-info
http://changeworks.co.za/training-discussion-groups-slides-and-notes/

